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There are a plethora of reasons why someone would want to go to graduate or 
professional school. 
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1. Opportunity and Advancement: advancement in your job might not be possible 
until you get an advanced degree. Getting an advanced degree also tends to open 
up many more doors than there would be otherwise. 

2. Teaching Opportunities: Most positions within higher education institutions 
require some sort of graduate degree, and most of the time that’s a Ph.D. 

3. Intellectual Curiosity: Some people might have a burning desire to become an 
expert in a specific field. They are simply very curious about a topic and want to 
immerse themselves in it. 

4. Research Opportunities: Advanced degrees show that you know how to conduct 
research. Labs and think-tanks as well as many other research positions want to 
see that so they know they have quality people. 

5. Increased Earnings Potential: For the most part, an advanced degree translates to 
an increase in pay. Although some would say this should not be the only reason to 
get an advanced degree, this is a natural trend. 
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This graph is from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. To reiterate, higher degrees 
mean higher earnings potential for the most part. Some fields even have higher 
earnings potential than others. Make sure you do your research and weigh the costs 
and benefits of pursuing the degree so you know it will be worth it in the long run. Do 
your due dilligence! 
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There is a lot more work demanded in graduate school. Because of this, make sure 
you know why you’re going to be there. Understand the demands of your program 
and try to get the most complete picture possible of what life will be like during the 
time you’re there. 
 
A primary difference between college and graduate school is the transfer of 
knowledge. In college you are expected, for the most part, to remember information 
that is being fed to you. There are many tests and group activities to teach you the 
foundation of your discipline. In graduate and professional school the tables are 
turned. You are now expected to produce new knowledge. This could be in the form 
of research papers such as a thesis or dissertation, or it could be in the form of 
projects for the wider community. You are expected to create. 
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Be specific about why you are going. Have a specific reason. This could make the 
work easier, and your grad experience more enjoyable. 

7 



These sites hold a lot of employment information. Use them to research job trends, 
qualifications, average salaries, skill requirements, work life descriptions, and so 
much more. 
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Out of the two types of research, primary research is more valuable but takes more 
work. By talking to students and faculty you could get inside information about 
programs that isn’t going to be listed on any website. 
 
In terms of secondary research, pay attention to department websites rather than 
school sites. Gradschools.com is an exhaustive list of all the programs in certain 
disciplines that are available, and US News & World Report is a list of the top 
programs in certain disciplines. Use them together. 
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Your criteria for evaluating programs will be your own. Think hard about what’s 
important to you. Is research important? Do you not like the cold? Will you be able to 
find funding? Are there adequate resources? Is it really hard to get in? 
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Once you have your list of criteria, put them into a simple spreadsheet. List the 
criteria along the left, and put the programs along the top. Spend time filling out the 
best way that makes sense to you and then you’ll have a simple, hopefully exhausted 
list, of everything you need to know for the programs. You will then be able to 
compare and contrast them side-by-side, narrowing your list to the schools you will 
actually be applying to. 
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When narrowing your list take the same approach that you probably used to look at 
colleges. A quarter of your schools should be safety school, half of them should be 
your target, and a quarter should be the long-shots. 
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When you finalize your list and begin to apply, make sure to apply for funding at the 
SAME TIME!! You do not want to find yourself without funding your first year. You can 
always deny funding the same way you reject an offer from a school. The opportunity 
will simply be given the next applicant in line. 

 

The biggest difference is the effort needed to find the resources. There is no 
exhausted list of everything that’s available at the university. You have to put yourself 
in positions to be able to intercept those opportunities. Get on listservs and email 
lists. 

 

There is plenty of funding available in graduate school, but you have to find it. 
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Each application will require different items. Make sure to pay attention to what’s 
asked and requested. Of all the pieces to an application, in general, the Letter of 
Intent/Statement of Purpose, Writing Sample, Test scores and Resume/CV will require 
your time to complete. The other items are simple fill-in-the-blank or only require a 
request of some sort. 
 
With that being said, the Letter of Intent/Statement of Purpose and getting good Test 
scores will demand the vast majority of your time. These items allow admissions 
committees to compare applicants easier and more efficiently than the other pieces 
of the application, and because of that are given more attention than the other 
pieces as well. 
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The Letter/Statement is your opportunity to sell yourself. This document is going to 
be your attention getter and holder. It will grab the committees attention and 
separate you from the rest of the applicants. Spend a lot of time writing, thinking, 
revising, changing, moving, restructuring, deleting, and re-writing this document. It is 
very important. The applicants who are admitted will most likely have very 
compelling stories. They will stand out from the rest! 
 
Show that you know the program and you know the professors and their research. 
Explain why you are right for the program and NOT why the program is right for you. 
They aren’t interested in that. Explain what makes you unique. Show confidence but 
don’t be arrogant. Articulate your thoughts clearly and concisely. Tell a story, YOUR 
story. 
 
This is also an opportunity to explain away other pieces to your application that might 
not be as strong. Do not spend a great deal of time doing it, but definitely cite why 
your grades fell in your junior year. 
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The Letter/Statement can be rough because of the weight that it holds against other 
pieces of the application. Don’t let yourself get angry like this guy. Get other people 
to help you out by proof reading it. They might point out things you otherwise 
wouldn’t have seen. 
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Standardized tests allow committees to compare the scholastic aptitude of students 
side-by-side. It puts them on a level playing field. The tests are not tough from the 
perspective of the content. They ask information that is pretty standard. The problem 
is how they ask them. 
 
Standardized tests and tests that test your ability to take a test. They are designed to 
make you think in awkward ways, putting you in a stressful situation. They are rigidly 
timed and move quickly. For this reason one of the best approaches to studying that 
you should take is taking practice tests, as many as possible. This will give you an 
understanding of the pace of the test AND the types of questions asked. You will be 
able to see your strong and weak areas, and thus be able to tailor your studying to 
address your weaknesses, saving you lots of time. 

18 



Standardized tests are an unfortunate reality. They allow committees to compare 
students side-by-side, but students aren’t all the same. They possess different 
strengths and thus different weaknesses. You must find the best approach to 
preparation that’s tailored to your style. Only then will you perform on the test at the 
level that you are meant to. 
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