Checklist for Getting into Graduate School

-- by Dr. Stephen Rice --

Freshman-Sophomore years:

A. If you already know that you are going to apply to a graduate program, then find out what classes will help you succeed in your applications and what kind of GPA you will need to be accepted.  Different programs demand different coursework, and it’s never too early to begin planning.  For example, if you are considering Biopsychology, you will need to take natural science courses.  Plan these well in advance of your junior-senior years so you don’t run the risk of having to take an extra semester or two of classes as prerequisites before being able to do graduate work.

B. Get to know your professors and consider doing some research work with some of them.

Junior year (Fall semester):

A. If you haven’t already decided which specialty you are going into, now is the time to start comparing the different programs to see which one fits your goals and desires.  You don’t have to decide quite yet, but you should be thinking about it.

B. Get to know your professors.  Plan to take your favorite ones again the following semesters so you can build a close relationship with them.  Remember that you will eventually need to get recommendations from 3-4 professors who think highly of you.  One semester is usually not enough time to develop that kind of rapport.

C. Find out what the GRE is and when you have to take it.  Plan to spend at least some time this semester studying for it.  Do not take this test lightly!  It has just as much weight in your graduate school application as your GPA.  Don’t let one test ruin 4 years of hard work by assuming you can “wing” it.  You can’t.  Plan to spend 50-100 hours of serious study time preparing for this test.  Anything less is selling yourself short and could jeopardize your chances to getting into the graduate program of your choice.  The score on your GRE also has heavy bearing on how much financial aid you will be offered if you do get accepted.  You want to be offered 4-5 years of tuition free schooling plus stipends to pay for your living expenses if you plan on getting a PhD.  Don’t get buried in student loan debt because you were too lazy or uninformed to get a high GRE score.

Junior year (spring semester):

A. Plan on taking the GRE General Test this semester or during the early part of the summer.  Don’t ruin your summer by scheduling it for August.  There is nothing worse than having to spend your whole summer studying and worrying about the most important test of your life.  Besides, you will need to leave your summer open for other important things.

B. Study for that GRE General Test!

C. If you haven’t met your professors on a personal level yet, do so this semester.  Waiting another semester is too late.  Professors are frequently very interested in their students’ success, and are more than happy to help you out with graduate school questions or recommendations if you give them plenty of time and a good reason to want to help you.  Showing up at a professor’s door for the first time late in November before you need a recommendation which is due in December is foolish and will not help you much in your graduate school application.

D. Sign up for the Fall semester classes with professors that you know and like.  Repeat classes are the best way to get to know your instructors.

E. Meet with your professors on a personal level and sniff around for research projects that you can get in on.  Most professors are more than willing to let a good student join them in the lab.  If you cannot find research experience at your school, then ask your visiting professors about helping them out at their schools or offices.  Search your community for volunteer jobs, projects, or assistantships you can get involved in.  Graduate schools are impressed by research and practical experience.  It is difficult to convince them that you care about your goals if you haven’t made the effort to do any practical work in your field.

F. Now is the time to start thinking about which graduate school you want to attend.  Make a long list of 15-25 schools that you think you have a realistic chance of getting into.  Use the library resources to find information about their expectations and programs.  Shorten the list to 10-15 schools by the end of the semester.

Summer:

A. Keep the class load to a minimum.  You need this time to take the GRE (early as possible) and do research.  You also might consider visiting some schools you are interested in and meeting with their faculty.  This should not intimidate you.  They want to meet you, especially if you’ve already got high GRE scores to talk about.  When you visit the schools, dress professionally and treat this just as seriously as you would a job interview.  Their impression of you can considerably help your future application to their program.  If you slop it up, it can also hurt you.  And make sure you send an email or call them again after you visit to let them know you enjoyed your time there and that you appreciate them taking time out of their busy day to talk with you.  Do this even if you decide not to apply.  People will remember rudeness even if you don’t go to their school.  Who knows, one day you might be looking for a teaching job there.

B. After visitations, use the rest of the summer to finalize your list of schools you want to apply to.  Pick 1-2 dream schools you hope to get into, 3-6 you think you have a good chance of getting into, and 1-2 backups.  If you’re not sure, the more the better.  But remember, you have to write personal statements and fill out applications for each one.  Be realistic.

C. If you haven’t done any research yet, then you still have some time to get into a project or two before you begin applying.  Don’t put this off until the Fall.  Three months is not long enough to make a deep impression on a professor if you expect any impressive accolades about you in his/her recommendation.

D. Find out if any of the schools you are applying to require the GRE Subject Test and begin studying for it.  This test is not as extreme as the GRE General test, but it is still demanding.  Don’t put off studying for this too long.  Most of what you need to know is in your Intro books, or you can buy a test guide if you feel you need it.  This is where you show off the reason why you got all A’s in your major.

Senior Year:

August:

A. Sign up for the GRE Subject Test.  It is held in November or December.  Find out how long it takes to get the scores out and plan accordingly.

B. Continue doing research throughout this semester and ask your 3-4 favorite professors about writing you a recommendation.  Make sure they only have good things to say about you.  If you’re not sure, then they are probably not the person you want to ask anyway.

C. Do not sign up for difficult classes this semester.  You will be overloaded with grad school applications and GRE tests and research as it is.  Consider taking a light load.  You can make up for it in the Spring when there is little else to do except wait for your graduate school responses.  Besides, the last thing you want to do is have the last semester on your transcripts reflect your worst performance in grades.

September:

A. Send off for graduate school applications and ask for two copies, in case you mess up one of them.  Also photocopy the applications so you can practice on throwaway copies.  Calling is better and it will give you a chance to speak with someone who might have some say on the final decision whether or not you get in.  Give them plenty of time to mail them out to you.  The new forms are usually ready by September, but it might be October before they reach you.  If several weeks have passed and there is nothing in the mail, call them again.

B. Find out who the professors are in the graduate schools of your choice and call them or email them.  Make sure you’ve already read some articles they’ve written and are familiar with what they are working on.  Don’t ruin your chances by sounding ignorant when they ask you what you are doing.  Make sure your interests coincide with theirs.

C. Find out who the director of the graduate program you are interested in is.  Speak with him/her if at all possible and sound intelligent and informed about why you are calling and why that school is so important to you.

D. Finalize the list of professors who you are going to request recommendations from and let them know when you need it and who it is for.  Treat them with respect.  They are doing you a huge favor and you should let them know that you are aware of it.  Tactfully remind them about it every month or so.  Some people forget things.  Your professors are human too and they are just as busy as you are, if not more so. They appreciate it if you provide them with a resume, SASE, an outline of your research work, and a copy of your transcripts.  Do not expect them to do all this by themselves.  All they should have to do is write the letter and stick it in the SASE which you provided.

October:

A. Last minute studying for that GRE Subject test.

B. Make sure you have all your application forms.  Organize them and make sure you understand them.  If there are any mistakes, call immediately for another package.  Sometimes there are bad photocopies, etc.  Don’t wait until the last minute to check for this.

C. Write a letter to or call at least one faculty member of each school you are going to apply to.  Let them know you are still interested and see if they are looking for graduate students to work with them in their lab.

D. Begin the first draft of your personal statements.  Do NOT send the same essay to every school.  That would be very foolish.  Tailor each essay to specifically target that particular school and make sure you talk about the work they are doing and which professors you want to work with.  Do your research.  Read past articles they have written.  Show that you really CARE about getting into this school.  Treat every school like it's your top choice.  The people who are reading your essays are not stupid.  They can tell if you're sending photocopies to everyone.

November:

A. Call and request your college transcripts to be sent to the schools of your choice.  Follow up in a few weeks to make sure they have been sent out.

B. Get someone to read and critique your essays.  Have several people read them.  Get ideas.  Don't be defensive about your writing.  Let other people help you get your best work down on paper.  You should have the essays completed by the end of the month.

C. Check with the professors who are writing your recommendations.  Make sure they remember the deadline and offer any assistance with information, etc.

D. Call ETS and get your GRE scores sent to the schools where you are applying.  Do not assume that they will send your General Test scores along with the Subject Test scores if you are taking the Subject Test in Nov/Dec.  Make sure they understand that you want all your scores sent.  There is a form for this, but sometimes ETS screws things up.  Call them to make sure they got it right.

December:


A. Make sure you have all the school deadlines correct.

B. Type up your applications.  Do NOT handwrite them.  Use the photocopies to practice on.  Use online applications if they are available.  Some schools prefer this method.

C. Have someone review your applications for any spelling mistakes, etc.  Do not send shoddy work to a school that you're trying to convince to accept you based on the merit of your academic work.

D. Make photocopies of all your completed applications for your own records.  Things get lost sometimes.  Besides, don't you want to remember what you wrote during interview time in the Spring?

E. Mail out your applications.

F. Make sure your GRE scores, transcripts, and recommendations have all been sent out.  Call everyone who helped you and thank them, especially the professors who wrote recommendations.

January:

A. Some schools will let you send in your applications as late as the end of this month, but why procrastinate?  You should have done everything before Christmas.  But if you didn't, then do it now.

B. Some schools might call you about interviews this month.

February – April:

A. Wait for schools to call you about interviews and acceptance.  Evaluate their offers right away.  You should know by now where you want to go, and if the top school accepts you, then say "yes" and let the other schools know right away that you are not coming.  Do not blow them off just because you don't want to accept their offer.  Call or write to thank them for their gracious offer and let them know that you regretfully decline.  That way, they have time to reevaluate their backup offers and someone else may be accepted to fill your missing spot.  Don’t ruin someone else’s chances to get into that school by being a jerk and not responding until April 15th.  And you may one day want a job there or to do research with someone on their faculty.  This field is not as big as you might think and people remember things like this.

Good Luck!  You will get into the schools you deserve and you should celebrate your years of hard work and talent that have landed you a spot in a graduate program.  This is a big step.  Enjoy it.

If you did not get accepted into any programs, find out why.  Call the schools and ask them what your weaknesses were.  They will often let you know where you went wrong.  You might be able to spend the next year getting your grades up, retake the GRE, do more research, or whatever it is you have to do to make the next try successful.  One year will not kill you.  Many successful graduate students got accepted their second time around.  

