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Applying to graduate school is like no other application process. It is no wonder that many
college and university students are mystified by how it all works.This updated and expanded 2nd
edition of Graduate School: Winning Strategies for Getting In is the most complete advice and
guidance book for students like you, who are thinking about graduate school. It explains how life
as a graduate student differs from that of an undergraduate student, and how to make the most
important decisions, including whether graduate school is the right path for you, how to choose a
graduate school and program, and how to select a supervisor.You will also find lots of advice
about all the extra steps that you can take to greatly improve the likelihood that you will be
accepted into a graduate program. Most of these ideas and strategies never even occur to most
students, but those who do use them are almost always successful.Whatever your field of study
may be, this eBook covers the commonalities across most disciplines, making it relevant to most
prospective graduate students. So let's get started!

I grew up in the natural gas industry and it is obvious that Bill Powers knows the industry very
well. Cold, Hungry and in the Dark, is packed full of excellent information and statistics on the
true state of the industry. It gives an honest analysis, backed up by the numbers, of what can be
expected of the "shale revolution." It is not a panacea of endless cheap energy at all.Bill Powers'
book is well worth reading for anyone who wants to know the reality of the current natural gas
industry.Robert A. WiedemerAuthor of New York Times and Wall Street Journal Bestseller,
AftershockAbout the AuthorBill Powers is an independent analyst and private investor. He is the
former editor of Powers Energy Investor, the Canadian Energy Viewpoint and US Energy
Investor. He has published research on the oil and gas industry since 2002 and sits on the Board
of Directors of Calgary-based Arsenal Energy. An active investor for over 25 years, Powers has
devoted the last 15 years to studying and analyzing the energy sector.Art Berman is a geological
consultant with thirty-three years of experience in petroleum exploration and production. He is a
Director of ASPO-USA (Association for the Study of Peak Oil & Gas USA) and sits on the
editorial board and is a frequent contributor at The Oil Drum. Art has published over 100 articles
on geology, technology, and the petroleum industry.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All
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1Truths & Myths About Graduate SchoolMany students have serious misconceptions about
what graduate school involves and about what it takes to be accepted into a good graduate
program. Every year, countless students apply to grad school, but most fail to get in. This is not
simply because they are beaten out by other applicants who are more academically competent.
Most applicants fail to get in because they make costly mistakes during the application
process.Most of them are not aware of their mistakes, of course, and most of those mistakes
could easily be avoided. Serious errors of judgment occur because most students are more or
less in the dark about how the process of selecting applicants to most graduate programs
actually works.Meanwhile, certain misconceptions prevent untold numbers of other qualified
students from giving much serious thought to graduate school. Many of these students
mistakenly believe that they do not have a realistic chance of getting in, and often, they think
their grades are not good enough. But the truth is that many of them do have a good chance.
They are simply unaware of the many ways that one can overcome grades that are less than
stellar and still get into graduate school.Aims of this BookMost readers of this book are
presumed to be undergraduate college or university students who are either currently planning
to apply to graduate school or professional school, or who have not yet made that decision but
eventually will.The book is aimed at two kinds of students: The first kind of student has average
to above-average grades — grades that are respectable, but that would not be considered
excellent or outstanding. For students ofmost disciplines, I am speaking, generally, of grade-
point-averages(GPAs) in the B to B+ range. Most of these students wouldnot be accepted into
graduate school unless they did some things toovercome the relative shortcomings in their



grades. This book explains what those things are, and it provides clear directions on how to
accomplish them.The second kind of student this book is meant for has very goodor excellent
grades. For students of most disciplines, this would mean a GPA in the A- to A+ range. Many
such students mistakenly think that good grades are all that is needed to get into graduate
school. It is sad and unfortunate, although not uncommon, for students to work hard to achieve
excellent grades only to make errors of judgment later on when applying to graduate school, and
as a result, fail to get into graduate school, altogether, or at least, they do not get into the
program they hoped for. Many have assumed for a long time that they would eventually go to
graduate school, earn an advanced degree, and go on to have a fabulous career. What a bitter
disappointment it is when the rejection letters come and all those plans are derailed.The
cruelest irony is that many students with GPAs in the A range are rejected for admission into
graduate programs while other students are accepted into the same programs with grades that
are more like B+! Don’t think you can get into graduate school with a B+ average? In fact,
thousands of students across North America do it every year. This book explains how it is done,
and along the way it dispels some common myths about what is required for successful
application to graduate school, particularly those myths concerning the necessity of
exceptionally high grades. This book explains how the process of selecting graduate-school
applicants really works (in most cases), and what important factors exist beyond grades that
determine the success or failure of an application.(A Note on Grading Scales: There are a
variety of grading scales used in North American colleges and universities (e.g., A - F letter
grades, percentages, 0.0 - 4.0 scale, and more). The letter-grade scale is used throughout this
book for the sake of simplicity and consistency).Of course, no one can guarantee that you will
get into graduate school just by reading this book. But, I can guarantee you this: If you
understand the advice in this book, and use good judgment in how you apply it to your own
situation, you will greatly improve your chances of being accepted into the graduate school that
is right for you. In the end, you will be the one who determines whether you succeed — but I
know some ways that you can help yourself.The information and advice in this book is aimed
primarily at undergraduate students, but most of it will also be useful to students who are
currently in master’s programs and who expect to eventually apply to a doctoral program at a
different university.Most of the ideas and suggestions in this book apply to the vast majority of
programs, departments, faculties, and universities in the United States and Canada. But it is
vitally important to realize that not all of the information, opinions, and suggestions will apply in
all instances. There are substantial differences among graduate programs, even within a
particular field. Not surprisingly, the differences across fields are even greater. Some of the ideas
that are discussed may be irrelevant to students in certain disciplines. You will need to be flexible
and adapt your specific actions to situations as they arise.This book is expressly aimed at
students who are thinking of pursuing a graduate degree in some discipline within the sciences,
social sciences, or humanities; students who are applying to a program within fine arts will also
find much useful information in these pages. This book will also be highly useful to anyone



thinking of advanced training toward a professional career, such as in medicine or law; however,
it will be important for those readers to also go beyond the advice and information in this book,
because professional school is different enough from graduate school that it really is a different
animal in some important ways.(Although there is no clear agreement on how to demarcate
areas of professional study, the following nineteen disciplines are the dominant ones:
architecture, business, dentistry, education, engineering, forestry, journalism, law, library
science, medicine, nursing, optometry, pharmacy, physical therapy, public health, social work,
theology, and veterinary medicine).This book is not intended to be the sole resource for any
student who is applying to graduate or professional school. Rather, its purpose is to acquaint
students in most disciplines with the kinds of things they should know and expect to encounter
when applying to almost any advanced-degree program. For the most part, therefore, this book
deals mostly with commonalities that exist across most graduate programs in most fields. There
are a few good books and other publications that offer more specific information and advice to
students in certain fields but, unfortunately, the list is not long. Aside from professional programs
in business, law, and medicine, not many fields are covered.Do Not Wait —Start Preparing
EarlyDo not wait until you are in your senior year to begin taking the steps outlined in this book.
Some of the recommended steps take a good deal of time to implement. The longer you wait,
the more difficult it will be to improve your chances of getting into graduate school. Conversely,
the sooner you begin, the easier it will be. But don’t panic if you discover that you do not have
enough time to take advantage of all of the strategies described in this book. There are a great
many things that you can do “at the last minute” to improve your chances.The next few chapters
will set the record straight on what graduate study is all about, and what it takes to get into
graduate or professional school and to earn an advanced degree. If you have weak grades and
no notable and relevant accomplishments, then you might decide after reading this book that
you do not have a realistic chance of getting into graduate school this year no matter what you
do. Consider it a blessing that you figured this out before you wasted your time and money, and
experienced much anguish and esteem-deflation. If you are serious about getting into graduate
school, then you have plenty of time to take advantage of the advice in this book and prepare for
another round of applications next year.You May Be More Qualified Than You ThinkEvery year,
thousands of students apply to graduate schools in North America. Most of them apply to more
than one school, and those who are serious in their desire to get into graduate school are
eventually accepted into a program, somewhere. For many, the decision to go to graduate
school and obtain an advanced degree has been part of their education and career plans since
they first entered college or university. For those individuals, the advanced degree is an absolute
prerequisite for their career goals. For others, the decision to go to graduate school came only
after they had been in college or university for a few years and began to question how valuable
their undergraduate degree would be when they finally entered the job market.Now, consider the
greatest of the common misconceptions about graduate school — the idea that you must have
outstanding undergraduate grades to get into graduate school and to succeed once you are



there. Do you believe this? Most people do, but it’s simply not true! Although outstanding grades
certainly help your chances of getting into graduate school, there are ways to get in even if you
do not have consistently excellent grades. This book explains it all.The methods of learning and
evaluation are so different from those of undergraduate school that some students’
undergraduate GPA can be a rather poor predictor of their future performance in graduate
school. Although there have been studies that found significant correlations between
undergraduate GPA and graduate school success in some disciplines, these analyses typically
involved very large groups of students, and many graduate-program faculty members would
argue that the correlation is not so apparent when considering only the students in their own
program. Even in disciplines in which there are thought to be stronger relations between
undergraduate grades and graduate school success, no one would deny that there are frequent
exceptions, and almost any graduate-program faculty member knows of cases in which students
with less-than-stellar undergraduate grades turned out to be among the best graduate
students.There are graduate programs in which applicants are rejected more or less
automatically if their grades are below some absurdly high minimum. Obviously, you would need
higher grades to get into one of the most competitive programs in North America than to get into
one of the hundreds of less competitive programs. But as you will soon discover, in the majority
of schools and disciplines, the acceptance and rejection of graduate-school applicants is far
from being an automatic process based entirely on grades.Before we go any further, it’s
important that we clarify something: Although I have been emphasizing that students can get
into graduate school without an outstanding undergraduate GPA, it definitely is true that in most
graduate programs, the quality of undergraduate grades is an important criterion for evaluating
applicants. What many students fail to realize, however, is that this is only one of the important
criteria, and that a shortcoming in terms of undergraduateGPA can often be compensated for by
excellent performance on some of the other important criteria.It is equally important to
emphasize here what I mean when referring to grades that are not outstanding, but still good
enough to get into graduate school: In most areas of study, this includes students with a GPA
between B-minus and B-plus. Very few programs in any discipline would accept applicants with
a GPA lower than B-minus, no matter what other strengths such an applicant possessed,
although there may be rare exceptions in some disciplines.The relative importance of
undergraduate grades varies widely across programs within a particular field, depending on the
prestige or competitiveness of the program. Not surprisingly, the differences across disciplines
are even greater. Some programs have minimum entry requirements with respect to
undergraduate GPA, but these are usually not very high, and few applicants are weeded out
because their grades are too low. Moreover, these minimum-requirement rules are not always
written in stone.“Grad school? Me? Are You Kidding?”You hear the same thing time after time. If
you ask undergraduateuniversity or college students whether they plan to go to graduate school
and earn an advanced degree (e.g., master’s, doctorate), they often reply with something like,
“I’d like to, but I can’t afford to spend another three to five more years in school. I value my



education, but I don’t find what I’m studying so interesting that I would want to delve into it any
deeper. I just want to get my bachelor’s degree and get a job. Besides, my grades aren’t good
enough to get into grad school.”This kind of response is typical. It also reflects some of the most
common misconceptions and misunderstandings about graduate school. Consider the first part
of the response — the part about not being able to afford to stay in school. Many students have
the misconception that going to graduate school would mean struggling to make financial ends
meet the same way that they did when they were undergraduates. It is true that in some cases
there can be considerable expense associated with years of graduate study. But, the truth is also
that there are also many more ways for graduate students to get the money they need than there
are for undergraduate students. This topic is discussed in more detail in Chapter 11 – Financing
Graduate School. For now, the important thing for you to realize is that most graduate students
are able to maintain a good income while working toward an advanced degree. In fact, most
graduate students are paid to go to school! The money may be a stipend from a bursary,
scholarship, or fellowship, or salary for teaching assistantships or research assistantships, or
even a straightforward salary arrangement in which the graduate student receives a stipend
from the graduate supervisor’s research or teaching grants. Financial hardship may be a typical
part of being an undergraduate, but it is less common for a graduate student.A typical graduate
student’s income will not lead to great riches, but it is usually enough to pay tuition and living
expenses (rent, groceries, a trip home during holidays, etc.). And that sure beats having to take
out a student loan or work at a part-time job in order to get by while you further your education.
Many graduate students don’t have to look for a summer job every year because they are
“employed” all year round. Not all graduate students are able to avoid taking a loan, but most
can and do get by without borrowing money.Now consider the second part of the typical
student’s response — the part about not being sufficiently interested in one’s undergraduate
specialization or major to want to pursue graduate studies. The truth is that graduate school is
more rewarding than many people think. Most students find graduate studies to be infinitely
more interesting than undergraduate studies. Few undergraduates understand what really
happens in graduate school, because no one ever explains it to them.A common misconception
about graduate school is that there is considerable focus on taking classes where you delve
deeply into a narrow range of subject matter in order to become an expert or specialist. In fact,
course work and in-class testing are relatively minor parts of many graduate programs,
especially beyond the master’s level. Instead, research and skills development are usually the
focus, especially once you are past the master’s level. You will be too busy learning useful things
in graduate school to sit in a classroom for hours each day.Most undergraduate degree
programs are aimed at providing students with a broad understanding of a discipline and the
career options that are available within that particular field, but some of them do relatively little to
actually train you for a great career. Graduate programs, on the other hand, are aimed at training
and developing independent specialists, researchers, scholars, professionals, etc.It may be true
that an advanced degree is not realistically within reach of every student, but it is within reach of



tens of thousands of students who mistakenly think that they are not even qualified to try.
Graduate school might not be the right choice for everyone, but you owe it to yourself to at least
give it some consideration.A Special Message for Students with Excellent GradesEven if you
have an outstanding GPA and the highest grades in your graduating class, you cannot afford to
be complacent or overconfident in your approach to graduate school applications. Your
outstanding grades are no guarantee that you will get into graduate school.Some students with
top grades fail to get into graduate school because they have no idea what they are doing when
they apply. They don’t really understand what graduate admission committees are looking for in
an applicant, so they unwittingly sabotage their own chances by revealing their naiveté or by not
dealing properly with certain parts of the application. By the time you are finished reading this
book, you will understand why you need more than good grades in order to get into the graduate
program you want. As you will see, it comes down to this: Graduate program admission
committees aim to accept the best people, not necessarily the best credentials.Chapter 2What
You Need to Know Before Applying to Graduate SchoolSuccessfully navigating the graduate-
school application process involves more than just preparing an application that will beat the
competition. There are a number of critical decisions to make, such as, which programs to apply
to, and if the selected programs involve a research thesis, who to request as a graduate
supervisor. Many students are completely in the dark about how to go about making such
choices, and some do not even realize how significant these decisions are to the likelihood they
will get what they want out of graduate school.This chapter focuses on a few important things
that students need to be aware of before they begin the process of applying to graduate school.
For example, it is necessary to have a decent understanding of what graduate studies in your
discipline involves before you can plan an effective strategy for getting into the right graduate
program, or for succeeding once you are there. You also need to understand the process by
which graduate-school applicants are actually evaluated, and how decisions are ultimately
made about who gets in and who does not. Most of the mistakes that students make when
applying to graduate school stem from not understanding how or why the successful applicants
are selected, or why the unsuccessful ones are rejected. This chapter explains how the
applicant evaluation and selection processes work at most graduate schools.Many students
have questions about what goes into a graduate-school application, and how important the
various components are in determining whether or not the application is successful. This chapter
answers many of those questions. At the same time, it dispels some common misconceptions
about what the people who make the decisions are looking for in applicants.Find Out What
Graduate School Is All AboutBefore you decide to apply to graduate school, you need to have a
good understanding of what graduate studies in your field of interest involves, and what kinds of
career options might be available to those who earn a masters or Ph.D. Too many students apply
to graduate school without really understanding how it differs from undergraduate studies, even
though they might believe they actually have a good understanding. This lack of insight can be
costly. It can foil an application to graduate school in many different ways, and can keep capable



students from getting in, altogether. For example, many students fail to realize how specialized
their studies will be in graduate school, and they do not really know what kinds of expertise they
want. Graduate-school applicants who do not have a sound career objective will usually have a
hard time justifying why they are applying to particular graduate schools and not others.Even
among the successful applicants, those who are not informed about what to expect often
flounder during their first months in graduate school. Some quit in despair without finishing –
unable to adjust to a completely different set of conditions for learning, performance, and
evaluation than what they have become used to. For example, many successful applicants enter
graduate school expecting to mainly be taking more difficult courses. What they soon discover is
that this is one of the least significant differences between undergraduate school and graduate
school.Some of the differences that exist among graduate programs in various fields are plain to
see. For example, in many masters programs that do not involve a research thesis, the students
admitted in any given year work through a particular curriculum in lockstep with each other, and
individual faculty members do little or no direct supervision of individual students. By contrast, in
most fields, graduate work at the doctoral level is conducted under the supervision of an
individual faculty member. The same is true for master’s programs in some fields, especially if a
research thesis is involved. There may be some overlap in the courses that are taken by different
students within the same program, but there is also significant variety in the courses that
different students take, and the kinds of mentoring they receive from the faculty members who
serves as their respective supervisors.The next few sections discuss some of the more notable
aspects of graduate school, and the manner by which applicants are selected, at least for most
programs, and in most fields of study. It is necessary to treat these topics in a general way,
because the finer details of a typical graduate-school experience can vary from one discipline to
another. My goal is to draw your attention to certain things that you need to keep in mind
throughout the process of applying to graduate school.While the following sections deal with
commonalities that can be found among graduate programs in most fields, every program is in
some way unique and will differ from others in terms of the admissions requirements, methods of
evaluating applicants, or some other key aspect of the program. Accordingly, it warrants
repeating here that you may need to be flexible in how you apply the general information and
advice given in this book to particular graduate programs.Interpersonal and Work
RelationshipsOne major difference between undergraduate and graduate school is the nature of
the interpersonal and work relationships that students have with faculty members, and with
student peers. In graduate school, you may need to work closely and cooperatively with others –
with other students, or with one or more professors, for example – and your overall success may
depend on how good you are at working with others. You will be around certain other students
and professors on an almost daily basis, and for a few years. You will likely get to know some of
the faculty members well enough to be on a first-name basis with them. Even the ways in which
you deal with secretaries and other university staff might be different – probably friendlier – than
when you were an undergraduate.There may be a significant amount of independent work



involved in earning a master’s or Ph.D., but it is not generally possible to avoid certain situations
in which good interpersonal skills are essential. In graduate school, you will be part of a special
community, and how you fare will depend to some extent on how well you get along with others.
You will be highly visible much of the time, unlike most undergraduate students who may feel
more or less anonymous among the crowd in large classes, without ever having significant
contact with any of their professors. In graduate school, certain professors and other graduate
students might get to know you rather well, and they will develop opinions about your personality
and character based on the kinds of interactions they have with you. It is difficult to blend into the
background when you are a graduate student, so the social environment of graduate school
favors people who are fair and reasonable, and who get along with most other people in most
situations. Admissions committees and graduate program faculty members want to fill their
graduate programs with students who fit this bill.It’s Not Enough To Be SmartContrary to the way
some people think it should work, candidate selection by most are not based on determining
which applicant deserves it the most. This can be a difficult reality to accept for many students,
especially those who worked hard throughout their undergraduate years in order to get high
grades, expecting that some just reward must eventually come from all the effort and
achievement. The expectation seems reasonable, since that is how most people get into college
or university in the first place. When it comes to graduate school, however, especially at the
Ph.D. level, it no longer works that way. Applying to graduate school is a lot like applying for a job.
An employer’s decisions about whom to hire are typically based on a number of factors, which
include more than just the applicants’ qualifications.When it comes to getting into graduate
school, it is simply not enough to be smart, or to be good at taking exams and writing essays.
This fact is largely unappreciated by the majority of applicants, who pay little or no attention to
how they come across as a person to those who will be making decisions about their
application. Like it or not, your interpersonal skills will be on display at several different points
during the application process. The fate of your application will depend largely on how these
skills are perceived. This point is extremely important, and it will be repeated several times
throughout the remainder of this book.Most importantly, your chances of being successful in the
long-term – even after you get your Ph.D. – will depend to a significant extent on whether certain
people you meet at graduate school like you or not. It is a frequent occurrence during most
academic careers, for example, to come into professional contact, in any of a number of ways,
with one’s former graduate-school peers. The other person can sometimes be in a position to
either help you with something or not, or they could either put in a good word for you or discredit
your character. This kind of situation arises more often than you might expect. For at least a few
years after receiving a Ph.D., people are extremely dependent on positive references from
faculty members who knew them when they were in graduate school. Just as you need effective
letters of reference from the right people in order to get into graduate school, you will also need
those kinds of references when you look for a job, after graduate school. Most employers will be
just as interested in your ability to get along with other employees as in the specific skills or



knowledge you possess.Get Your Information From the Right SourcesOne of the main reasons
why there is such a great deal of misinformation about graduate school is because students
tend to prefer talking with each other, instead of talking with someone who actually knows what
graduate school is like, or what is needed to get in. Students tend to pass along stories they hear
about how hard it is to get into such-and-such a school, how high the GPA must be, etc. There is
often little or no truth to the received wisdom. Still, most students readily believe the stories they
hear, because the stories make sense to them. The stories often make sense only because the
student does not really understand what matters to the people who make the decisions. All too
often, a student will rely on his or her own mistaken assumptions, or on rumors and
misconceptions they hear repeated by other equally uninformed students and friends.Students
need the right answers, but in order to get them, they need to know what questions to ask in the
first place. This is something a professor or an academic advisor can help with. If you are serious
about graduate school, you need to talk to these ‘insiders.’Professors There are many general
things that just about any professor will be able to tell you about graduate school. For reasons
that remain a mystery, however, most students are reluctant to visit professors outside of class,
and when they do, it is almost always to deal with coursework. Professors can be a source of
good educational or career advice, and some even enjoy talking with students about such
things. Most professors realize there is an information gap that prevents students from finding
out what is really involved in graduate school, until they get there. Accordingly, some want to be
helpful. Granted, this is not the case for all professors. In most cases, it is only appropriate for a
student to ask a professor to spend valuable time discussing these matters if the two of them
already have a good rapport.Prepare your questions in advance. Ask about the types of financial
support graduate students typically receive. Ask about the courses they have to take, the
research requirements, and the process of preparing and defending a thesis. Some of the
answers will reflect the kinds of written-in-stone policies that are part of nearly all programs in a
particular field, whereas some others will merely reflect common practices that one would find in
most programs. Still others may reflect how an individual professor tends to deal with his or her
own graduate students. Ask about which things are fairly standard across graduate programs in
your field. It is at this point that most students first begin to understand that not all graduate
programs in their field of interest are alike.Academic Advisors You can also get a lot of
information about graduate school from an academic advisor at your current school. This might
seem like an obvious way to find help, but for some mysterious reason, the existence and
whereabouts of these important resource people are often unknown to students. Find out where
to go in your academic department, or on your campus, for this type of advice and guidance.
These people often know a lot about the ins-and-outs of graduate or professional school.Be
careful, however, not to rely too much on the advice about graduate school of an academic
advisor who has never actually been a faculty member within a graduate program. Some
academic advisors at smaller colleges may be excellent at guiding students through their
undergraduate program, yet they lack the firsthand experience necessary to help students with



more than the most-obvious aspects of a graduate-school application. As a consequence, these
well-intentioned academic advisors often possess, and perpetuate, common misconceptions
about graduate school, and about how the process of selecting applicants generally works.On
the other hand, some academic advisors are professors who have firsthand experience with
what it is like to be a graduate student, and who may even currently participate in one or more
graduate programs. If that is the case for an academic advisor near you, then be sure to glean as
much insight and advice from that person as you can.Graduate Program Directors If you
currently attend a university that has a graduate program in your field of interest, or if there is one
nearby, make an appointment to meet with the Graduate Program Director (GPD). This person is
usually one of the faculty members in the department, and his or her role as GPD is to
coordinate the administration of various aspects of the graduate program (or programs). The
GPD should be willing to answer your specific questions about what to expect in their program,
but this is not really a person to go to with general questions about graduate school. Make sure
you already have a good idea of what is generally involved in graduate studies in your field. Even
if you are not planning to apply to the graduate program at your current school, meeting with the
GPD and asking the right questions – as though you are actually considering applying – can
yield some insights and advice that turn out to be valuable no matter what schools you do end
up applying to.Table of ContentsChapter 1 : Truths & Myths About Graduate SchoolChapter
2 : What You Need to Know Before ApplyingChapter 3 : Making the Right ChoicesChapter 4 : It’s
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Strategies For Getting In2nd edition Author:Chapter 1Truths & Myths About Graduate
SchoolMany students have serious misconceptions about what graduate school involves and
about what it takes to be accepted into a good graduate program. Every year, countless
students apply to grad school, but most fail to get in. This is not simply because they are beaten
out by other applicants who are more academically competent. Most applicants fail to get in
because they make costly mistakes during the application process.Most of them are not aware
of their mistakes, of course, and most of those mistakes could easily be avoided. Serious errors
of judgment occur because most students are more or less in the dark about how the process of
selecting applicants to most graduate programs actually works.Meanwhile, certain
misconceptions prevent untold numbers of other qualified students from giving much serious
thought to graduate school. Many of these students mistakenly believe that they do not have a
realistic chance of getting in, and often, they think their grades are not good enough. But the
truth is that many of them do have a good chance. They are simply unaware of the many ways
that one can overcome grades that are less than stellar and still get into graduate school.Aims of
this BookMost readers of this book are presumed to be undergraduate college or university
students who are either currently planning to apply to graduate school or professional school, or
who have not yet made that decision but eventually will.The book is aimed at two kinds of
students: The first kind of student has average to above-average grades — grades that are
respectable, but that would not be considered excellent or outstanding. For students ofmost
disciplines, I am speaking, generally, of grade-point-averages(GPAs) in the B to B+ range. Most
of these students wouldnot be accepted into graduate school unless they did some things
toovercome the relative shortcomings in their grades. This book explains what those things are,
and it provides clear directions on how to accomplish them.The second kind of student this book
is meant for has very goodor excellent grades. For students of most disciplines, this would mean
a GPA in the A- to A+ range. Many such students mistakenly think that good grades are all that is
needed to get into graduate school. It is sad and unfortunate, although not uncommon, for
students to work hard to achieve excellent grades only to make errors of judgment later on when
applying to graduate school, and as a result, fail to get into graduate school, altogether, or at
least, they do not get into the program they hoped for. Many have assumed for a long time that



they would eventually go to graduate school, earn an advanced degree, and go on to have a
fabulous career. What a bitter disappointment it is when the rejection letters come and all those
plans are derailed.The cruelest irony is that many students with GPAs in the A range are rejected
for admission into graduate programs while other students are accepted into the same programs
with grades that are more like B+! Don’t think you can get into graduate school with a B+
average? In fact, thousands of students across North America do it every year. This book
explains how it is done, and along the way it dispels some common myths about what is
required for successful application to graduate school, particularly those myths concerning the
necessity of exceptionally high grades. This book explains how the process of selecting
graduate-school applicants really works (in most cases), and what important factors exist
beyond grades that determine the success or failure of an application.(A Note on Grading
Scales: There are a variety of grading scales used in North American colleges and universities
(e.g., A - F letter grades, percentages, 0.0 - 4.0 scale, and more). The letter-grade scale is used
throughout this book for the sake of simplicity and consistency).Of course, no one can
guarantee that you will get into graduate school just by reading this book. But, I can guarantee
you this: If you understand the advice in this book, and use good judgment in how you apply it to
your own situation, you will greatly improve your chances of being accepted into the graduate
school that is right for you. In the end, you will be the one who determines whether you succeed
— but I know some ways that you can help yourself.The information and advice in this book is
aimed primarily at undergraduate students, but most of it will also be useful to students who are
currently in master’s programs and who expect to eventually apply to a doctoral program at a
different university.Most of the ideas and suggestions in this book apply to the vast majority of
programs, departments, faculties, and universities in the United States and Canada. But it is
vitally important to realize that not all of the information, opinions, and suggestions will apply in
all instances. There are substantial differences among graduate programs, even within a
particular field. Not surprisingly, the differences across fields are even greater. Some of the ideas
that are discussed may be irrelevant to students in certain disciplines. You will need to be flexible
and adapt your specific actions to situations as they arise.This book is expressly aimed at
students who are thinking of pursuing a graduate degree in some discipline within the sciences,
social sciences, or humanities; students who are applying to a program within fine arts will also
find much useful information in these pages. This book will also be highly useful to anyone
thinking of advanced training toward a professional career, such as in medicine or law; however,
it will be important for those readers to also go beyond the advice and information in this book,
because professional school is different enough from graduate school that it really is a different
animal in some important ways.(Although there is no clear agreement on how to demarcate
areas of professional study, the following nineteen disciplines are the dominant ones:
architecture, business, dentistry, education, engineering, forestry, journalism, law, library
science, medicine, nursing, optometry, pharmacy, physical therapy, public health, social work,
theology, and veterinary medicine).This book is not intended to be the sole resource for any



student who is applying to graduate or professional school. Rather, its purpose is to acquaint
students in most disciplines with the kinds of things they should know and expect to encounter
when applying to almost any advanced-degree program. For the most part, therefore, this book
deals mostly with commonalities that exist across most graduate programs in most fields. There
are a few good books and other publications that offer more specific information and advice to
students in certain fields but, unfortunately, the list is not long. Aside from professional programs
in business, law, and medicine, not many fields are covered.Do Not Wait —Start Preparing
EarlyDo not wait until you are in your senior year to begin taking the steps outlined in this book.
Some of the recommended steps take a good deal of time to implement. The longer you wait,
the more difficult it will be to improve your chances of getting into graduate school. Conversely,
the sooner you begin, the easier it will be. But don’t panic if you discover that you do not have
enough time to take advantage of all of the strategies described in this book. There are a great
many things that you can do “at the last minute” to improve your chances.The next few chapters
will set the record straight on what graduate study is all about, and what it takes to get into
graduate or professional school and to earn an advanced degree. If you have weak grades and
no notable and relevant accomplishments, then you might decide after reading this book that
you do not have a realistic chance of getting into graduate school this year no matter what you
do. Consider it a blessing that you figured this out before you wasted your time and money, and
experienced much anguish and esteem-deflation. If you are serious about getting into graduate
school, then you have plenty of time to take advantage of the advice in this book and prepare for
another round of applications next year.You May Be More Qualified Than You ThinkEvery year,
thousands of students apply to graduate schools in North America. Most of them apply to more
than one school, and those who are serious in their desire to get into graduate school are
eventually accepted into a program, somewhere. For many, the decision to go to graduate
school and obtain an advanced degree has been part of their education and career plans since
they first entered college or university. For those individuals, the advanced degree is an absolute
prerequisite for their career goals. For others, the decision to go to graduate school came only
after they had been in college or university for a few years and began to question how valuable
their undergraduate degree would be when they finally entered the job market.Now, consider the
greatest of the common misconceptions about graduate school — the idea that you must have
outstanding undergraduate grades to get into graduate school and to succeed once you are
there. Do you believe this? Most people do, but it’s simply not true! Although outstanding grades
certainly help your chances of getting into graduate school, there are ways to get in even if you
do not have consistently excellent grades. This book explains it all.The methods of learning and
evaluation are so different from those of undergraduate school that some students’
undergraduate GPA can be a rather poor predictor of their future performance in graduate
school. Although there have been studies that found significant correlations between
undergraduate GPA and graduate school success in some disciplines, these analyses typically
involved very large groups of students, and many graduate-program faculty members would



argue that the correlation is not so apparent when considering only the students in their own
program. Even in disciplines in which there are thought to be stronger relations between
undergraduate grades and graduate school success, no one would deny that there are frequent
exceptions, and almost any graduate-program faculty member knows of cases in which students
with less-than-stellar undergraduate grades turned out to be among the best graduate
students.There are graduate programs in which applicants are rejected more or less
automatically if their grades are below some absurdly high minimum. Obviously, you would need
higher grades to get into one of the most competitive programs in North America than to get into
one of the hundreds of less competitive programs. But as you will soon discover, in the majority
of schools and disciplines, the acceptance and rejection of graduate-school applicants is far
from being an automatic process based entirely on grades.Before we go any further, it’s
important that we clarify something: Although I have been emphasizing that students can get
into graduate school without an outstanding undergraduate GPA, it definitely is true that in most
graduate programs, the quality of undergraduate grades is an important criterion for evaluating
applicants. What many students fail to realize, however, is that this is only one of the important
criteria, and that a shortcoming in terms of undergraduateGPA can often be compensated for by
excellent performance on some of the other important criteria.It is equally important to
emphasize here what I mean when referring to grades that are not outstanding, but still good
enough to get into graduate school: In most areas of study, this includes students with a GPA
between B-minus and B-plus. Very few programs in any discipline would accept applicants with
a GPA lower than B-minus, no matter what other strengths such an applicant possessed,
although there may be rare exceptions in some disciplines.The relative importance of
undergraduate grades varies widely across programs within a particular field, depending on the
prestige or competitiveness of the program. Not surprisingly, the differences across disciplines
are even greater. Some programs have minimum entry requirements with respect to
undergraduate GPA, but these are usually not very high, and few applicants are weeded out
because their grades are too low. Moreover, these minimum-requirement rules are not always
written in stone.“Grad school? Me? Are You Kidding?”You hear the same thing time after time. If
you ask undergraduateuniversity or college students whether they plan to go to graduate school
and earn an advanced degree (e.g., master’s, doctorate), they often reply with something like,
“I’d like to, but I can’t afford to spend another three to five more years in school. I value my
education, but I don’t find what I’m studying so interesting that I would want to delve into it any
deeper. I just want to get my bachelor’s degree and get a job. Besides, my grades aren’t good
enough to get into grad school.”This kind of response is typical. It also reflects some of the most
common misconceptions and misunderstandings about graduate school. Consider the first part
of the response — the part about not being able to afford to stay in school. Many students have
the misconception that going to graduate school would mean struggling to make financial ends
meet the same way that they did when they were undergraduates. It is true that in some cases
there can be considerable expense associated with years of graduate study. But, the truth is also



that there are also many more ways for graduate students to get the money they need than there
are for undergraduate students. This topic is discussed in more detail in Chapter 11 – Financing
Graduate School. For now, the important thing for you to realize is that most graduate students
are able to maintain a good income while working toward an advanced degree. In fact, most
graduate students are paid to go to school! The money may be a stipend from a bursary,
scholarship, or fellowship, or salary for teaching assistantships or research assistantships, or
even a straightforward salary arrangement in which the graduate student receives a stipend
from the graduate supervisor’s research or teaching grants. Financial hardship may be a typical
part of being an undergraduate, but it is less common for a graduate student.A typical graduate
student’s income will not lead to great riches, but it is usually enough to pay tuition and living
expenses (rent, groceries, a trip home during holidays, etc.). And that sure beats having to take
out a student loan or work at a part-time job in order to get by while you further your education.
Many graduate students don’t have to look for a summer job every year because they are
“employed” all year round. Not all graduate students are able to avoid taking a loan, but most
can and do get by without borrowing money.Now consider the second part of the typical
student’s response — the part about not being sufficiently interested in one’s undergraduate
specialization or major to want to pursue graduate studies. The truth is that graduate school is
more rewarding than many people think. Most students find graduate studies to be infinitely
more interesting than undergraduate studies. Few undergraduates understand what really
happens in graduate school, because no one ever explains it to them.A common misconception
about graduate school is that there is considerable focus on taking classes where you delve
deeply into a narrow range of subject matter in order to become an expert or specialist. In fact,
course work and in-class testing are relatively minor parts of many graduate programs,
especially beyond the master’s level. Instead, research and skills development are usually the
focus, especially once you are past the master’s level. You will be too busy learning useful things
in graduate school to sit in a classroom for hours each day.Most undergraduate degree
programs are aimed at providing students with a broad understanding of a discipline and the
career options that are available within that particular field, but some of them do relatively little to
actually train you for a great career. Graduate programs, on the other hand, are aimed at training
and developing independent specialists, researchers, scholars, professionals, etc.It may be true
that an advanced degree is not realistically within reach of every student, but it is within reach of
tens of thousands of students who mistakenly think that they are not even qualified to try.
Graduate school might not be the right choice for everyone, but you owe it to yourself to at least
give it some consideration.A Special Message for Students with Excellent GradesEven if you
have an outstanding GPA and the highest grades in your graduating class, you cannot afford to
be complacent or overconfident in your approach to graduate school applications. Your
outstanding grades are no guarantee that you will get into graduate school.Some students with
top grades fail to get into graduate school because they have no idea what they are doing when
they apply. They don’t really understand what graduate admission committees are looking for in



an applicant, so they unwittingly sabotage their own chances by revealing their naiveté or by not
dealing properly with certain parts of the application. By the time you are finished reading this
book, you will understand why you need more than good grades in order to get into the graduate
program you want. As you will see, it comes down to this: Graduate program admission
committees aim to accept the best people, not necessarily the best credentials.Chapter 1Truths
& Myths About Graduate SchoolMany students have serious misconceptions about what
graduate school involves and about what it takes to be accepted into a good graduate program.
Every year, countless students apply to grad school, but most fail to get in. This is not simply
because they are beaten out by other applicants who are more academically competent. Most
applicants fail to get in because they make costly mistakes during the application process.Most
of them are not aware of their mistakes, of course, and most of those mistakes could easily be
avoided. Serious errors of judgment occur because most students are more or less in the dark
about how the process of selecting applicants to most graduate programs actually
works.Meanwhile, certain misconceptions prevent untold numbers of other qualified students
from giving much serious thought to graduate school. Many of these students mistakenly believe
that they do not have a realistic chance of getting in, and often, they think their grades are not
good enough. But the truth is that many of them do have a good chance. They are simply
unaware of the many ways that one can overcome grades that are less than stellar and still get
into graduate school.Aims of this BookMost readers of this book are presumed to be
undergraduate college or university students who are either currently planning to apply to
graduate school or professional school, or who have not yet made that decision but eventually
will.The book is aimed at two kinds of students: The first kind of student has average to above-
average grades — grades that are respectable, but that would not be considered excellent or
outstanding. For students ofmost disciplines, I am speaking, generally, of grade-point-
averages(GPAs) in the B to B+ range. Most of these students wouldnot be accepted into
graduate school unless they did some things toovercome the relative shortcomings in their
grades. This book explains what those things are, and it provides clear directions on how to
accomplish them.The second kind of student this book is meant for has very goodor excellent
grades. For students of most disciplines, this would mean a GPA in the A- to A+ range. Many
such students mistakenly think that good grades are all that is needed to get into graduate
school. It is sad and unfortunate, although not uncommon, for students to work hard to achieve
excellent grades only to make errors of judgment later on when applying to graduate school, and
as a result, fail to get into graduate school, altogether, or at least, they do not get into the
program they hoped for. Many have assumed for a long time that they would eventually go to
graduate school, earn an advanced degree, and go on to have a fabulous career. What a bitter
disappointment it is when the rejection letters come and all those plans are derailed.The
cruelest irony is that many students with GPAs in the A range are rejected for admission into
graduate programs while other students are accepted into the same programs with grades that
are more like B+! Don’t think you can get into graduate school with a B+ average? In fact,



thousands of students across North America do it every year. This book explains how it is done,
and along the way it dispels some common myths about what is required for successful
application to graduate school, particularly those myths concerning the necessity of
exceptionally high grades. This book explains how the process of selecting graduate-school
applicants really works (in most cases), and what important factors exist beyond grades that
determine the success or failure of an application.(A Note on Grading Scales: There are a
variety of grading scales used in North American colleges and universities (e.g., A - F letter
grades, percentages, 0.0 - 4.0 scale, and more). The letter-grade scale is used throughout this
book for the sake of simplicity and consistency).Of course, no one can guarantee that you will
get into graduate school just by reading this book. But, I can guarantee you this: If you
understand the advice in this book, and use good judgment in how you apply it to your own
situation, you will greatly improve your chances of being accepted into the graduate school that
is right for you. In the end, you will be the one who determines whether you succeed — but I
know some ways that you can help yourself.The information and advice in this book is aimed
primarily at undergraduate students, but most of it will also be useful to students who are
currently in master’s programs and who expect to eventually apply to a doctoral program at a
different university.Most of the ideas and suggestions in this book apply to the vast majority of
programs, departments, faculties, and universities in the United States and Canada. But it is
vitally important to realize that not all of the information, opinions, and suggestions will apply in
all instances. There are substantial differences among graduate programs, even within a
particular field. Not surprisingly, the differences across fields are even greater. Some of the ideas
that are discussed may be irrelevant to students in certain disciplines. You will need to be flexible
and adapt your specific actions to situations as they arise.This book is expressly aimed at
students who are thinking of pursuing a graduate degree in some discipline within the sciences,
social sciences, or humanities; students who are applying to a program within fine arts will also
find much useful information in these pages. This book will also be highly useful to anyone
thinking of advanced training toward a professional career, such as in medicine or law; however,
it will be important for those readers to also go beyond the advice and information in this book,
because professional school is different enough from graduate school that it really is a different
animal in some important ways.(Although there is no clear agreement on how to demarcate
areas of professional study, the following nineteen disciplines are the dominant ones:
architecture, business, dentistry, education, engineering, forestry, journalism, law, library
science, medicine, nursing, optometry, pharmacy, physical therapy, public health, social work,
theology, and veterinary medicine).This book is not intended to be the sole resource for any
student who is applying to graduate or professional school. Rather, its purpose is to acquaint
students in most disciplines with the kinds of things they should know and expect to encounter
when applying to almost any advanced-degree program. For the most part, therefore, this book
deals mostly with commonalities that exist across most graduate programs in most fields. There
are a few good books and other publications that offer more specific information and advice to



students in certain fields but, unfortunately, the list is not long. Aside from professional programs
in business, law, and medicine, not many fields are covered.Do Not Wait —Start Preparing
EarlyDo not wait until you are in your senior year to begin taking the steps outlined in this book.
Some of the recommended steps take a good deal of time to implement. The longer you wait,
the more difficult it will be to improve your chances of getting into graduate school. Conversely,
the sooner you begin, the easier it will be. But don’t panic if you discover that you do not have
enough time to take advantage of all of the strategies described in this book. There are a great
many things that you can do “at the last minute” to improve your chances.The next few chapters
will set the record straight on what graduate study is all about, and what it takes to get into
graduate or professional school and to earn an advanced degree. If you have weak grades and
no notable and relevant accomplishments, then you might decide after reading this book that
you do not have a realistic chance of getting into graduate school this year no matter what you
do. Consider it a blessing that you figured this out before you wasted your time and money, and
experienced much anguish and esteem-deflation. If you are serious about getting into graduate
school, then you have plenty of time to take advantage of the advice in this book and prepare for
another round of applications next year.You May Be More Qualified Than You ThinkEvery year,
thousands of students apply to graduate schools in North America. Most of them apply to more
than one school, and those who are serious in their desire to get into graduate school are
eventually accepted into a program, somewhere. For many, the decision to go to graduate
school and obtain an advanced degree has been part of their education and career plans since
they first entered college or university. For those individuals, the advanced degree is an absolute
prerequisite for their career goals. For others, the decision to go to graduate school came only
after they had been in college or university for a few years and began to question how valuable
their undergraduate degree would be when they finally entered the job market.Now, consider the
greatest of the common misconceptions about graduate school — the idea that you must have
outstanding undergraduate grades to get into graduate school and to succeed once you are
there. Do you believe this? Most people do, but it’s simply not true! Although outstanding grades
certainly help your chances of getting into graduate school, there are ways to get in even if you
do not have consistently excellent grades. This book explains it all.The methods of learning and
evaluation are so different from those of undergraduate school that some students’
undergraduate GPA can be a rather poor predictor of their future performance in graduate
school. Although there have been studies that found significant correlations between
undergraduate GPA and graduate school success in some disciplines, these analyses typically
involved very large groups of students, and many graduate-program faculty members would
argue that the correlation is not so apparent when considering only the students in their own
program. Even in disciplines in which there are thought to be stronger relations between
undergraduate grades and graduate school success, no one would deny that there are frequent
exceptions, and almost any graduate-program faculty member knows of cases in which students
with less-than-stellar undergraduate grades turned out to be among the best graduate



students.There are graduate programs in which applicants are rejected more or less
automatically if their grades are below some absurdly high minimum. Obviously, you would need
higher grades to get into one of the most competitive programs in North America than to get into
one of the hundreds of less competitive programs. But as you will soon discover, in the majority
of schools and disciplines, the acceptance and rejection of graduate-school applicants is far
from being an automatic process based entirely on grades.Before we go any further, it’s
important that we clarify something: Although I have been emphasizing that students can get
into graduate school without an outstanding undergraduate GPA, it definitely is true that in most
graduate programs, the quality of undergraduate grades is an important criterion for evaluating
applicants. What many students fail to realize, however, is that this is only one of the important
criteria, and that a shortcoming in terms of undergraduateGPA can often be compensated for by
excellent performance on some of the other important criteria.It is equally important to
emphasize here what I mean when referring to grades that are not outstanding, but still good
enough to get into graduate school: In most areas of study, this includes students with a GPA
between B-minus and B-plus. Very few programs in any discipline would accept applicants with
a GPA lower than B-minus, no matter what other strengths such an applicant possessed,
although there may be rare exceptions in some disciplines.The relative importance of
undergraduate grades varies widely across programs within a particular field, depending on the
prestige or competitiveness of the program. Not surprisingly, the differences across disciplines
are even greater. Some programs have minimum entry requirements with respect to
undergraduate GPA, but these are usually not very high, and few applicants are weeded out
because their grades are too low. Moreover, these minimum-requirement rules are not always
written in stone.“Grad school? Me? Are You Kidding?”You hear the same thing time after time. If
you ask undergraduateuniversity or college students whether they plan to go to graduate school
and earn an advanced degree (e.g., master’s, doctorate), they often reply with something like,
“I’d like to, but I can’t afford to spend another three to five more years in school. I value my
education, but I don’t find what I’m studying so interesting that I would want to delve into it any
deeper. I just want to get my bachelor’s degree and get a job. Besides, my grades aren’t good
enough to get into grad school.”This kind of response is typical. It also reflects some of the most
common misconceptions and misunderstandings about graduate school. Consider the first part
of the response — the part about not being able to afford to stay in school. Many students have
the misconception that going to graduate school would mean struggling to make financial ends
meet the same way that they did when they were undergraduates. It is true that in some cases
there can be considerable expense associated with years of graduate study. But, the truth is also
that there are also many more ways for graduate students to get the money they need than there
are for undergraduate students. This topic is discussed in more detail in Chapter 11 – Financing
Graduate School. For now, the important thing for you to realize is that most graduate students
are able to maintain a good income while working toward an advanced degree. In fact, most
graduate students are paid to go to school! The money may be a stipend from a bursary,



scholarship, or fellowship, or salary for teaching assistantships or research assistantships, or
even a straightforward salary arrangement in which the graduate student receives a stipend
from the graduate supervisor’s research or teaching grants. Financial hardship may be a typical
part of being an undergraduate, but it is less common for a graduate student.A typical graduate
student’s income will not lead to great riches, but it is usually enough to pay tuition and living
expenses (rent, groceries, a trip home during holidays, etc.). And that sure beats having to take
out a student loan or work at a part-time job in order to get by while you further your education.
Many graduate students don’t have to look for a summer job every year because they are
“employed” all year round. Not all graduate students are able to avoid taking a loan, but most
can and do get by without borrowing money.Now consider the second part of the typical
student’s response — the part about not being sufficiently interested in one’s undergraduate
specialization or major to want to pursue graduate studies. The truth is that graduate school is
more rewarding than many people think. Most students find graduate studies to be infinitely
more interesting than undergraduate studies. Few undergraduates understand what really
happens in graduate school, because no one ever explains it to them.A common misconception
about graduate school is that there is considerable focus on taking classes where you delve
deeply into a narrow range of subject matter in order to become an expert or specialist. In fact,
course work and in-class testing are relatively minor parts of many graduate programs,
especially beyond the master’s level. Instead, research and skills development are usually the
focus, especially once you are past the master’s level. You will be too busy learning useful things
in graduate school to sit in a classroom for hours each day.Most undergraduate degree
programs are aimed at providing students with a broad understanding of a discipline and the
career options that are available within that particular field, but some of them do relatively little to
actually train you for a great career. Graduate programs, on the other hand, are aimed at training
and developing independent specialists, researchers, scholars, professionals, etc.It may be true
that an advanced degree is not realistically within reach of every student, but it is within reach of
tens of thousands of students who mistakenly think that they are not even qualified to try.
Graduate school might not be the right choice for everyone, but you owe it to yourself to at least
give it some consideration.A Special Message for Students with Excellent GradesEven if you
have an outstanding GPA and the highest grades in your graduating class, you cannot afford to
be complacent or overconfident in your approach to graduate school applications. Your
outstanding grades are no guarantee that you will get into graduate school.Some students with
top grades fail to get into graduate school because they have no idea what they are doing when
they apply. They don’t really understand what graduate admission committees are looking for in
an applicant, so they unwittingly sabotage their own chances by revealing their naiveté or by not
dealing properly with certain parts of the application. By the time you are finished reading this
book, you will understand why you need more than good grades in order to get into the graduate
program you want. As you will see, it comes down to this: Graduate program admission
committees aim to accept the best people, not necessarily the best credentials.Chapter 2What



You Need to Know Before Applying to Graduate SchoolSuccessfully navigating the graduate-
school application process involves more than just preparing an application that will beat the
competition. There are a number of critical decisions to make, such as, which programs to apply
to, and if the selected programs involve a research thesis, who to request as a graduate
supervisor. Many students are completely in the dark about how to go about making such
choices, and some do not even realize how significant these decisions are to the likelihood they
will get what they want out of graduate school.This chapter focuses on a few important things
that students need to be aware of before they begin the process of applying to graduate school.
For example, it is necessary to have a decent understanding of what graduate studies in your
discipline involves before you can plan an effective strategy for getting into the right graduate
program, or for succeeding once you are there. You also need to understand the process by
which graduate-school applicants are actually evaluated, and how decisions are ultimately
made about who gets in and who does not. Most of the mistakes that students make when
applying to graduate school stem from not understanding how or why the successful applicants
are selected, or why the unsuccessful ones are rejected. This chapter explains how the
applicant evaluation and selection processes work at most graduate schools.Many students
have questions about what goes into a graduate-school application, and how important the
various components are in determining whether or not the application is successful. This chapter
answers many of those questions. At the same time, it dispels some common misconceptions
about what the people who make the decisions are looking for in applicants.Find Out What
Graduate School Is All AboutBefore you decide to apply to graduate school, you need to have a
good understanding of what graduate studies in your field of interest involves, and what kinds of
career options might be available to those who earn a masters or Ph.D. Too many students apply
to graduate school without really understanding how it differs from undergraduate studies, even
though they might believe they actually have a good understanding. This lack of insight can be
costly. It can foil an application to graduate school in many different ways, and can keep capable
students from getting in, altogether. For example, many students fail to realize how specialized
their studies will be in graduate school, and they do not really know what kinds of expertise they
want. Graduate-school applicants who do not have a sound career objective will usually have a
hard time justifying why they are applying to particular graduate schools and not others.Even
among the successful applicants, those who are not informed about what to expect often
flounder during their first months in graduate school. Some quit in despair without finishing –
unable to adjust to a completely different set of conditions for learning, performance, and
evaluation than what they have become used to. For example, many successful applicants enter
graduate school expecting to mainly be taking more difficult courses. What they soon discover is
that this is one of the least significant differences between undergraduate school and graduate
school.Some of the differences that exist among graduate programs in various fields are plain to
see. For example, in many masters programs that do not involve a research thesis, the students
admitted in any given year work through a particular curriculum in lockstep with each other, and



individual faculty members do little or no direct supervision of individual students. By contrast, in
most fields, graduate work at the doctoral level is conducted under the supervision of an
individual faculty member. The same is true for master’s programs in some fields, especially if a
research thesis is involved. There may be some overlap in the courses that are taken by different
students within the same program, but there is also significant variety in the courses that
different students take, and the kinds of mentoring they receive from the faculty members who
serves as their respective supervisors.The next few sections discuss some of the more notable
aspects of graduate school, and the manner by which applicants are selected, at least for most
programs, and in most fields of study. It is necessary to treat these topics in a general way,
because the finer details of a typical graduate-school experience can vary from one discipline to
another. My goal is to draw your attention to certain things that you need to keep in mind
throughout the process of applying to graduate school.While the following sections deal with
commonalities that can be found among graduate programs in most fields, every program is in
some way unique and will differ from others in terms of the admissions requirements, methods of
evaluating applicants, or some other key aspect of the program. Accordingly, it warrants
repeating here that you may need to be flexible in how you apply the general information and
advice given in this book to particular graduate programs.Interpersonal and Work
RelationshipsOne major difference between undergraduate and graduate school is the nature of
the interpersonal and work relationships that students have with faculty members, and with
student peers. In graduate school, you may need to work closely and cooperatively with others –
with other students, or with one or more professors, for example – and your overall success may
depend on how good you are at working with others. You will be around certain other students
and professors on an almost daily basis, and for a few years. You will likely get to know some of
the faculty members well enough to be on a first-name basis with them. Even the ways in which
you deal with secretaries and other university staff might be different – probably friendlier – than
when you were an undergraduate.There may be a significant amount of independent work
involved in earning a master’s or Ph.D., but it is not generally possible to avoid certain situations
in which good interpersonal skills are essential. In graduate school, you will be part of a special
community, and how you fare will depend to some extent on how well you get along with others.
You will be highly visible much of the time, unlike most undergraduate students who may feel
more or less anonymous among the crowd in large classes, without ever having significant
contact with any of their professors. In graduate school, certain professors and other graduate
students might get to know you rather well, and they will develop opinions about your personality
and character based on the kinds of interactions they have with you. It is difficult to blend into the
background when you are a graduate student, so the social environment of graduate school
favors people who are fair and reasonable, and who get along with most other people in most
situations. Admissions committees and graduate program faculty members want to fill their
graduate programs with students who fit this bill.It’s Not Enough To Be SmartContrary to the way
some people think it should work, candidate selection by most are not based on determining



which applicant deserves it the most. This can be a difficult reality to accept for many students,
especially those who worked hard throughout their undergraduate years in order to get high
grades, expecting that some just reward must eventually come from all the effort and
achievement. The expectation seems reasonable, since that is how most people get into college
or university in the first place. When it comes to graduate school, however, especially at the
Ph.D. level, it no longer works that way. Applying to graduate school is a lot like applying for a job.
An employer’s decisions about whom to hire are typically based on a number of factors, which
include more than just the applicants’ qualifications.When it comes to getting into graduate
school, it is simply not enough to be smart, or to be good at taking exams and writing essays.
This fact is largely unappreciated by the majority of applicants, who pay little or no attention to
how they come across as a person to those who will be making decisions about their
application. Like it or not, your interpersonal skills will be on display at several different points
during the application process. The fate of your application will depend largely on how these
skills are perceived. This point is extremely important, and it will be repeated several times
throughout the remainder of this book.Most importantly, your chances of being successful in the
long-term – even after you get your Ph.D. – will depend to a significant extent on whether certain
people you meet at graduate school like you or not. It is a frequent occurrence during most
academic careers, for example, to come into professional contact, in any of a number of ways,
with one’s former graduate-school peers. The other person can sometimes be in a position to
either help you with something or not, or they could either put in a good word for you or discredit
your character. This kind of situation arises more often than you might expect. For at least a few
years after receiving a Ph.D., people are extremely dependent on positive references from
faculty members who knew them when they were in graduate school. Just as you need effective
letters of reference from the right people in order to get into graduate school, you will also need
those kinds of references when you look for a job, after graduate school. Most employers will be
just as interested in your ability to get along with other employees as in the specific skills or
knowledge you possess.Get Your Information From the Right SourcesOne of the main reasons
why there is such a great deal of misinformation about graduate school is because students
tend to prefer talking with each other, instead of talking with someone who actually knows what
graduate school is like, or what is needed to get in. Students tend to pass along stories they hear
about how hard it is to get into such-and-such a school, how high the GPA must be, etc. There is
often little or no truth to the received wisdom. Still, most students readily believe the stories they
hear, because the stories make sense to them. The stories often make sense only because the
student does not really understand what matters to the people who make the decisions. All too
often, a student will rely on his or her own mistaken assumptions, or on rumors and
misconceptions they hear repeated by other equally uninformed students and friends.Students
need the right answers, but in order to get them, they need to know what questions to ask in the
first place. This is something a professor or an academic advisor can help with. If you are serious
about graduate school, you need to talk to these ‘insiders.’Professors There are many general



things that just about any professor will be able to tell you about graduate school. For reasons
that remain a mystery, however, most students are reluctant to visit professors outside of class,
and when they do, it is almost always to deal with coursework. Professors can be a source of
good educational or career advice, and some even enjoy talking with students about such
things. Most professors realize there is an information gap that prevents students from finding
out what is really involved in graduate school, until they get there. Accordingly, some want to be
helpful. Granted, this is not the case for all professors. In most cases, it is only appropriate for a
student to ask a professor to spend valuable time discussing these matters if the two of them
already have a good rapport.Prepare your questions in advance. Ask about the types of financial
support graduate students typically receive. Ask about the courses they have to take, the
research requirements, and the process of preparing and defending a thesis. Some of the
answers will reflect the kinds of written-in-stone policies that are part of nearly all programs in a
particular field, whereas some others will merely reflect common practices that one would find in
most programs. Still others may reflect how an individual professor tends to deal with his or her
own graduate students. Ask about which things are fairly standard across graduate programs in
your field. It is at this point that most students first begin to understand that not all graduate
programs in their field of interest are alike.Academic Advisors You can also get a lot of
information about graduate school from an academic advisor at your current school. This might
seem like an obvious way to find help, but for some mysterious reason, the existence and
whereabouts of these important resource people are often unknown to students. Find out where
to go in your academic department, or on your campus, for this type of advice and guidance.
These people often know a lot about the ins-and-outs of graduate or professional school.Be
careful, however, not to rely too much on the advice about graduate school of an academic
advisor who has never actually been a faculty member within a graduate program. Some
academic advisors at smaller colleges may be excellent at guiding students through their
undergraduate program, yet they lack the firsthand experience necessary to help students with
more than the most-obvious aspects of a graduate-school application. As a consequence, these
well-intentioned academic advisors often possess, and perpetuate, common misconceptions
about graduate school, and about how the process of selecting applicants generally works.On
the other hand, some academic advisors are professors who have firsthand experience with
what it is like to be a graduate student, and who may even currently participate in one or more
graduate programs. If that is the case for an academic advisor near you, then be sure to glean as
much insight and advice from that person as you can.Graduate Program Directors If you
currently attend a university that has a graduate program in your field of interest, or if there is one
nearby, make an appointment to meet with the Graduate Program Director (GPD). This person is
usually one of the faculty members in the department, and his or her role as GPD is to
coordinate the administration of various aspects of the graduate program (or programs). The
GPD should be willing to answer your specific questions about what to expect in their program,
but this is not really a person to go to with general questions about graduate school. Make sure



you already have a good idea of what is generally involved in graduate studies in your field. Even
if you are not planning to apply to the graduate program at your current school, meeting with the
GPD and asking the right questions – as though you are actually considering applying – can
yield some insights and advice that turn out to be valuable no matter what schools you do end
up applying to.Chapter 2What You Need to Know Before Applying to Graduate
SchoolSuccessfully navigating the graduate-school application process involves more than just
preparing an application that will beat the competition. There are a number of critical decisions
to make, such as, which programs to apply to, and if the selected programs involve a research
thesis, who to request as a graduate supervisor. Many students are completely in the dark about
how to go about making such choices, and some do not even realize how significant these
decisions are to the likelihood they will get what they want out of graduate school.This chapter
focuses on a few important things that students need to be aware of before they begin the
process of applying to graduate school. For example, it is necessary to have a decent
understanding of what graduate studies in your discipline involves before you can plan an
effective strategy for getting into the right graduate program, or for succeeding once you are
there. You also need to understand the process by which graduate-school applicants are
actually evaluated, and how decisions are ultimately made about who gets in and who does not.
Most of the mistakes that students make when applying to graduate school stem from not
understanding how or why the successful applicants are selected, or why the unsuccessful ones
are rejected. This chapter explains how the applicant evaluation and selection processes work at
most graduate schools.Many students have questions about what goes into a graduate-school
application, and how important the various components are in determining whether or not the
application is successful. This chapter answers many of those questions. At the same time, it
dispels some common misconceptions about what the people who make the decisions are
looking for in applicants.Find Out What Graduate School Is All AboutBefore you decide to apply
to graduate school, you need to have a good understanding of what graduate studies in your
field of interest involves, and what kinds of career options might be available to those who earn a
masters or Ph.D. Too many students apply to graduate school without really understanding how
it differs from undergraduate studies, even though they might believe they actually have a good
understanding. This lack of insight can be costly. It can foil an application to graduate school in
many different ways, and can keep capable students from getting in, altogether. For example,
many students fail to realize how specialized their studies will be in graduate school, and they do
not really know what kinds of expertise they want. Graduate-school applicants who do not have
a sound career objective will usually have a hard time justifying why they are applying to
particular graduate schools and not others.Even among the successful applicants, those who
are not informed about what to expect often flounder during their first months in graduate school.
Some quit in despair without finishing – unable to adjust to a completely different set of
conditions for learning, performance, and evaluation than what they have become used to. For
example, many successful applicants enter graduate school expecting to mainly be taking more



difficult courses. What they soon discover is that this is one of the least significant differences
between undergraduate school and graduate school.Some of the differences that exist among
graduate programs in various fields are plain to see. For example, in many masters programs
that do not involve a research thesis, the students admitted in any given year work through a
particular curriculum in lockstep with each other, and individual faculty members do little or no
direct supervision of individual students. By contrast, in most fields, graduate work at the
doctoral level is conducted under the supervision of an individual faculty member. The same is
true for master’s programs in some fields, especially if a research thesis is involved. There may
be some overlap in the courses that are taken by different students within the same program, but
there is also significant variety in the courses that different students take, and the kinds of
mentoring they receive from the faculty members who serves as their respective
supervisors.The next few sections discuss some of the more notable aspects of graduate
school, and the manner by which applicants are selected, at least for most programs, and in
most fields of study. It is necessary to treat these topics in a general way, because the finer
details of a typical graduate-school experience can vary from one discipline to another. My goal
is to draw your attention to certain things that you need to keep in mind throughout the process
of applying to graduate school.While the following sections deal with commonalities that can be
found among graduate programs in most fields, every program is in some way unique and will
differ from others in terms of the admissions requirements, methods of evaluating applicants, or
some other key aspect of the program. Accordingly, it warrants repeating here that you may need
to be flexible in how you apply the general information and advice given in this book to particular
graduate programs.Interpersonal and Work RelationshipsOne major difference between
undergraduate and graduate school is the nature of the interpersonal and work relationships that
students have with faculty members, and with student peers. In graduate school, you may need
to work closely and cooperatively with others – with other students, or with one or more
professors, for example – and your overall success may depend on how good you are at working
with others. You will be around certain other students and professors on an almost daily basis,
and for a few years. You will likely get to know some of the faculty members well enough to be on
a first-name basis with them. Even the ways in which you deal with secretaries and other
university staff might be different – probably friendlier – than when you were an
undergraduate.There may be a significant amount of independent work involved in earning a
master’s or Ph.D., but it is not generally possible to avoid certain situations in which good
interpersonal skills are essential. In graduate school, you will be part of a special community,
and how you fare will depend to some extent on how well you get along with others. You will be
highly visible much of the time, unlike most undergraduate students who may feel more or less
anonymous among the crowd in large classes, without ever having significant contact with any of
their professors. In graduate school, certain professors and other graduate students might get to
know you rather well, and they will develop opinions about your personality and character based
on the kinds of interactions they have with you. It is difficult to blend into the background when



you are a graduate student, so the social environment of graduate school favors people who are
fair and reasonable, and who get along with most other people in most situations. Admissions
committees and graduate program faculty members want to fill their graduate programs with
students who fit this bill.It’s Not Enough To Be SmartContrary to the way some people think it
should work, candidate selection by most are not based on determining which applicant
deserves it the most. This can be a difficult reality to accept for many students, especially those
who worked hard throughout their undergraduate years in order to get high grades, expecting
that some just reward must eventually come from all the effort and achievement. The expectation
seems reasonable, since that is how most people get into college or university in the first place.
When it comes to graduate school, however, especially at the Ph.D. level, it no longer works that
way. Applying to graduate school is a lot like applying for a job. An employer’s decisions about
whom to hire are typically based on a number of factors, which include more than just the
applicants’ qualifications.When it comes to getting into graduate school, it is simply not enough
to be smart, or to be good at taking exams and writing essays. This fact is largely unappreciated
by the majority of applicants, who pay little or no attention to how they come across as a person
to those who will be making decisions about their application. Like it or not, your interpersonal
skills will be on display at several different points during the application process. The fate of your
application will depend largely on how these skills are perceived. This point is extremely
important, and it will be repeated several times throughout the remainder of this book.Most
importantly, your chances of being successful in the long-term – even after you get your Ph.D. –
will depend to a significant extent on whether certain people you meet at graduate school like
you or not. It is a frequent occurrence during most academic careers, for example, to come into
professional contact, in any of a number of ways, with one’s former graduate-school peers. The
other person can sometimes be in a position to either help you with something or not, or they
could either put in a good word for you or discredit your character. This kind of situation arises
more often than you might expect. For at least a few years after receiving a Ph.D., people are
extremely dependent on positive references from faculty members who knew them when they
were in graduate school. Just as you need effective letters of reference from the right people in
order to get into graduate school, you will also need those kinds of references when you look for
a job, after graduate school. Most employers will be just as interested in your ability to get along
with other employees as in the specific skills or knowledge you possess.Get Your Information
From the Right SourcesOne of the main reasons why there is such a great deal of
misinformation about graduate school is because students tend to prefer talking with each other,
instead of talking with someone who actually knows what graduate school is like, or what is
needed to get in. Students tend to pass along stories they hear about how hard it is to get into
such-and-such a school, how high the GPA must be, etc. There is often little or no truth to the
received wisdom. Still, most students readily believe the stories they hear, because the stories
make sense to them. The stories often make sense only because the student does not really
understand what matters to the people who make the decisions. All too often, a student will rely



on his or her own mistaken assumptions, or on rumors and misconceptions they hear repeated
by other equally uninformed students and friends.Students need the right answers, but in order
to get them, they need to know what questions to ask in the first place. This is something a
professor or an academic advisor can help with. If you are serious about graduate school, you
need to talk to these ‘insiders.’Professors There are many general things that just about any
professor will be able to tell you about graduate school. For reasons that remain a mystery,
however, most students are reluctant to visit professors outside of class, and when they do, it is
almost always to deal with coursework. Professors can be a source of good educational or
career advice, and some even enjoy talking with students about such things. Most professors
realize there is an information gap that prevents students from finding out what is really involved
in graduate school, until they get there. Accordingly, some want to be helpful. Granted, this is not
the case for all professors. In most cases, it is only appropriate for a student to ask a professor to
spend valuable time discussing these matters if the two of them already have a good
rapport.Prepare your questions in advance. Ask about the types of financial support graduate
students typically receive. Ask about the courses they have to take, the research requirements,
and the process of preparing and defending a thesis. Some of the answers will reflect the kinds
of written-in-stone policies that are part of nearly all programs in a particular field, whereas some
others will merely reflect common practices that one would find in most programs. Still others
may reflect how an individual professor tends to deal with his or her own graduate students. Ask
about which things are fairly standard across graduate programs in your field. It is at this point
that most students first begin to understand that not all graduate programs in their field of
interest are alike.Academic Advisors You can also get a lot of information about graduate
school from an academic advisor at your current school. This might seem like an obvious way to
find help, but for some mysterious reason, the existence and whereabouts of these important
resource people are often unknown to students. Find out where to go in your academic
department, or on your campus, for this type of advice and guidance. These people often know
a lot about the ins-and-outs of graduate or professional school.Be careful, however, not to rely
too much on the advice about graduate school of an academic advisor who has never actually
been a faculty member within a graduate program. Some academic advisors at smaller colleges
may be excellent at guiding students through their undergraduate program, yet they lack the
firsthand experience necessary to help students with more than the most-obvious aspects of a
graduate-school application. As a consequence, these well-intentioned academic advisors often
possess, and perpetuate, common misconceptions about graduate school, and about how the
process of selecting applicants generally works.On the other hand, some academic advisors are
professors who have firsthand experience with what it is like to be a graduate student, and who
may even currently participate in one or more graduate programs. If that is the case for an
academic advisor near you, then be sure to glean as much insight and advice from that person
as you can.Graduate Program Directors If you currently attend a university that has a graduate
program in your field of interest, or if there is one nearby, make an appointment to meet with the



Graduate Program Director (GPD). This person is usually one of the faculty members in the
department, and his or her role as GPD is to coordinate the administration of various aspects of
the graduate program (or programs). The GPD should be willing to answer your specific
questions about what to expect in their program, but this is not really a person to go to with
general questions about graduate school. Make sure you already have a good idea of what is
generally involved in graduate studies in your field. Even if you are not planning to apply to the
graduate program at your current school, meeting with the GPD and asking the right questions –
as though you are actually considering applying – can yield some insights and advice that turn
out to be valuable no matter what schools you do end up applying to.
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Angel, “Four Stars. A lot of good information in this book for anyone looking into graduate
school.”

Karina Silva, “Graduate School book. The book was in great condition. I needed this book for a
class and it had helpful tips for graduate school.”

Lucky, “Applying to grad school? You need this!. Some good ideas and an interesting read! It's
easy to follow and provides some strategies for those ready to apply to graduate school. Glad I
purchased it.”

Robert T Spellman, “Five Stars. Insightful information.”

Lauren Elizabeth, “Essential for the subject. A great reference for this subject.”

Tamra D., “Good Overview. I found this book to be a helpful source of information concerning the
graduate school application process. Dr. Mumby presents the book as primarily geared toward
graduate school bound college students, encouraging even freshmen to begin establishing a
rapport among the professors in their university. However, I read this book as a senior in college
and, while at times he made it seem as if seniors were all way behind, I think overall it would be
helpful even for those who are preparing to graduate sooner. When it comes to smaller schools
there is a lot that doesn't apply, but it isn't so much that you end up sifting through nothing but
useless information trying to find anything that can actually make your life easier.Additionally, I
found the writing pleasant and engaging, helpful and encouraging, and very easy to read
through fairly quickly.”

spades, “Exceptional Resource. In this book, Dr. Mumby provides generous direction and insight
toward every stage of the graduate school admission process—from casual contemplation to
preparing a competent application and presenting at interviews with confidence. More
importantly, he stimulates deeper thought at every corner of this process, allowing one to
develop a stronger sense of self. I feel very fortunate that Dr. Mumby would dedicate a great deal
of his time and expertise to address the desperate concerns of so many prospective graduate
students. This book, his blog, and the 30-minute consultations Dr. Mumby offers by request
demonstrates how much he understands and cares that we recognize our academic aspirations
and pursue the avenues that place our skills to best use. Exceptional and thoughtful resource.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Very useful!. Just what I needed! I read this book from A to Z and
followed the author's advice about letters of recommendation, research experience and the
personal statement... Needless to say, I got into graduate school in psychology!”
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