Getting into Graduate School

Some helpful pointers by Ian
Deciding that this is what you want to do.
Before you decide to apply to, and especially go to, graduate school, you have many things to consider, and should engage in some genuine “soul searching.”

What are your career aspirations?

· Research-oriented academic position: Regardless of the area (experimental or clinical), this requires a Ph.D. and postdoctoral experience is very helpful. Primary responsibilities include conducting research and regularly publishing research and review articles/chapters, teaching, departmental and administrative duties (e.g., faculty meetings, thesis/dissertation supervision, sitting on various committees), supervising students (graduate and/or undergraduate, depending).

· Teaching-oriented academic position: Ph.D. is most common, although teaching positions are occasionally offered to individuals with a Masters degree. Teaching is primary although some research activity is viewed favorably. This career also often includes departmental and administrative duties, especially for tenure-track positions or positions in smaller colleges/universities.

· Clinical or Counseling Psychology: This is a varied field in which one can work with individuals having mental disorders on an inpatient or outpatient basis, help individuals deal with emotional problems, conduct psychological treatments and implement behavior modification tactics, conduct psychological assessments for a private practice, schools, and courts. This requires a Ph.D. (which is a research-oriented degree) or a PsyD (which is a consumer-of-psychology degree). The Ph.D. degree gives you more career flexibility, helps you get internships and postdoctoral fellowships, and helps with credentialing. However, with either degree, you can practice.
· Non-academic researcher: Ph.D. or Masters degrees are needed for most marketing research positions, Industrial/organizational positions, government positions, and data analysis jobs. In some cases, individuals with Bachelor degrees can get these jobs, although with less pay and working under someone with a higher degree. Classes and demonstrated proficiency in statistics, research design, and survey methods will help you get these types of jobs.
· Non-academic practitioner NOS: Individuals with masters or Bachelor degrees can find employment in areas related to psychology.
I think I want a career that requires a Ph.D., PsyD, or Maters.
Don’t think it, know it.

· Graduate school is challenging and requires enormous dedication. Graduate school is more like a job than school. Particularly for Ph.D programs (and research-oriented masters programs), you will put in about 40-60 hours per week not only reading and studying for more challenging courses, but also assisting professors with teaching, conducting research (for experimental Ph.D programs and research-oriented clinical Ph.D programs alike), attending meetings, writing a thesis and dissertation, publishing scientific research, presenting research at professional conferences, following your own studies, and perhaps even teaching your own courses. Graduate school is a lifestyle. Also, non research-oriented programs still require challenging coursework and the development of high-level expertise. For example, the PsyD requires 4-5 years of training including challenging course work, seminars, practicum sessions, internships, and the completion of a dissertation.

· Be prepared to invest 2-3 years for a Masters degree, and 4-6 years for a Ph.D. or PsyD (5-6 years tends to be normative). Further, if you pursue an academic career (and in many cases a career as a specialist in clinical/counseling), it is often helpful to obtain a postdoctoral fellowship in which you will further refine your skills as a researcher or practitioner within a specific field of psychology (1-2 years).
· Graduate school is sometimes free, and sometimes cost a lot of money. Most often, but not always, research-oriented institutions that offer a Ph.D. or Masters will grant a tuition waiver to graduate students, and even offer them a stipend (range is probably, on average, $8,000-15,000 per year) for being a graduate research- or teaching-assistant. Sometimes, however, you will have to pay for graduate school. This is less likely for research-oriented programs. However, one generally has to pay to attend a PsyD programs (which tend to reside in professional schools).
· Ask yourself “why do I want to go to graduate school?” If you cannot come up with several compelling reasons, graduate school might not be the best decision for you.

Your answers should likely resemble the following:

-“I am completely fascinated by __________ Psychology, so much so that and I want to devote my career to understanding this area of psychology.” When you get into graduate school, the topics you choose to study will consume most of your time. Be sure you have a passion for that topic now, before you apply to devote the next 2-6+ years of your life.
-“I have a strong aspiration to become a researcher for an academic institution, business, or government. I love the scientific method, posing questions, theorizing, and answering questions with scientific data.”
-“I am fascinated by the human condition, and I want to help people, listen to people, and understand people and their problems.”
-“ I am fascinated by the human condition, and I want to understand how people think, understand their disorders, and assess their disorders.”

I still just “think” I want to go to graduate school.
· Get involved with a professor’s research laboratory (psy 489 and 490). This will give you great insights into what it is like to be a professor and a graduate student. Further, being a research assistant will intimately acquaint you with the research process, which is not only integral in academic settings, but also in statistics, industry, marketing, business, and related fields.
I know I want to go to Graduate school.

· Decide on the type of degree you want.

Experimental PhD: Good for academia, business, marketing, statistics.
Clinical PH.D.: see APA guide to graduate programs in clinical psych (approved programs). Attending APA approved programs generally makes credentialing easier and helps you obtain postdocs and internships. This affords you the most options. A clinical Ph.D. is research-oriented (although you are trained to practice as well). If you want to go into academia for clinical psychology, you will want this degree.
PsyD: These are obtained in professional schools and more clinically based. These programs teach students to be consumers of research (harder to find internships and fellowships) rather than researchers, and to practice clinical/counseling psychology.

· Find a program that fits your specific area of interest. This is very important. Figure out what it is that is most interesting to you, and find a program that specializes in that area, or that at least has one or more professors conducting research in that area. It is often very wise to isolate specific individuals with whom you would like to work, and apply to the programs in which that individual is a professor.

· Figure out if its going to cost you.

· Perhaps check out:

Graduate Study in Psychology 2006 (Graduate Study in Psychology) (Paperback)
by APA.

Applying to Graduate School
1) GRE and GPA

· These are the Gatekeepers. If you do not meet the graduate program’s criteria for GRE and GPA, your application will generally not receive further consideration. If you have a GRE of 1400 and a 3.9 GPA, you will certainly gain the attention of the admission committee. In general, you should have a GPA higher than 3.5 and a GRE over 1200, but this is variable. Criteria vary by institution and the average scores/GPAs of previously admitted students are often published online and in several books written by APA). The higher the scores, the better will be your chances. Compare your scores to the average score for a particular institution and decide whether you are a good match.
· Study for the GRE. It is often possible to get higher grades by studying. 
· Study hard for your classes. If you are not motivated to get great grades now, you might consider your dedication to this area, and especially whether this is something you want to study in graduate school.
· It is often wise to take the GRE more than once.

2) Personal Statement

· Write proficiently and get feedback. This is a very important part of your application. A well crafted letter will make you stand out.

· This is your opportunity to demonstrate to an admissions committee or professor that you are “into” a particular area of psychology. Make sure a reader understands your intrest and passion for this field and a particular area of it. They want to know they are getting someone who lives and breaths this facet of psychology.
· Let them know why you think their program is great and why you want to go there specifically. Tailor your statement to the particular institution. Let them know why you are applying there. What strengths of the program are particularly compelling an important to you? Let them know.

· Also, it is a very good idea to isolate 1-2 professors whose research is extremely interesting to you. Express that you want to conduct that kind of research, and you are eager to work with them. Explain your passion for that topic. Further, know that these professors have devoted their life to their area of expertise and they are very “into” their work. They like to hear that you are interested in their work and want to work with them. Sometimes, a professor will need a graduate student, and will pull for a student to be admitted because that student wants to work with him or her. DO YOUR RESEARCH. GET ONLINE ASAP. 

· Let them know that you know what graduate school entails. For example, for a research-oriented program, make sure you mention that you are highly interested in conducting research, and look forward to the opportunities to conduct research at their institution. Let then know that you like to read research articles, theorize, critically analyze, etc.
· Make them feel like their program is exactly where you want to be; emphasize why their program is such a perfect fit for your interests and aspirations.
3) Experience

· You should have more experiences than attending class and getting good grades. To the extent that your experiences relate to psychology, they might be things to discuss in your personal statement.

· If you are applying to a research-oriented program (e.g., an experimental or research heavy clinical program), it will look very good if you have research experience. If you do not have research experience, join a lab before your senior year, and at the latest, fall quarter your senior year. Programs like to know that they are getting someone who already “knows the ropes” and can conduct literature reviews, understand and critically evaluate research, conduct experiments, design experiments, and potentially even write up research results. Gain this experience and let them know about it. Also, you should try to conduct research with a professor whose area of research is interesting to you and is potentially an area you might like to pursue. For example, if you are interested in memory, you should try to work with a professor here who does that type of research. Then, when you apply to gradate school, you can discuss in detail your experience with memory research, and how it has inspired you to pursue a degree in that very area. You will also have specific research you can discuss, and this may make you more attractive to a memory researcher who needs a graduate student.

· If you have a conference presentation or a publication as an undergraduate, that will look very good to graduate schools. Let them know. 

· If you have other life experiences that are related to psychology (e.g., mentoring children, charity work, jail work, being an assistant to a counselor, being a research assistant in another discipline like biology), these might be good to bring up in your statement, particularity if those experiences are related to your specific interests.

· You might discuss what life events have drawn you to your specific interest in psychology.

4) Letters of Recommendation-How to get a good one

· Talk with your professors, visit their office hours and ask insightful questions about classroom topics.

· Stand out, speak up, and ask questions.

· Join 1-2 research laboratories. The best way for a professor to get to know you is to work with him/her. Demonstrate your motivation, acumen for research methodology, and ability to understand and contribute to theoretical issues/discussions.

· Write an impressive Senior Thesis.

· If a professor only knows you because you sat in his/her class and got a good grade, that is all the professor can say in your letter of recommendation (e.g., “Well, Sally sat in the front row and got an A in my course. Other than that, I have no idea what her aspiration are, her motivation for research, her intrest in the field, and I have not noted anything outstanding other than that A in my course…but you can just as easily see on her transcript.”). Give the professor something else to say. A letter like that in the above example will not be helpful, maybe even harmful. 
· It is great to get a (strong) letter from a professor who is in the same field as the one to which you are applying. 

· It is great to get a letter from a professor with name recognition (e.g., one who publishes a lot or attends conferences regularly).

Helpful Resources
http://www.apa.org/ed/getin.html

http://www.apa.org/students/student3.html

http://www.psichi.org/
Insider's Guide to Graduate Programs in Clinical and Counseling Psychology: 2004/2005 Edition (Insider's Guide to Graduate Programs in Clinical Psychology) (Paperback)
by Michael A. Sayette, Tracy J. Mayne, John C. Norcross
Getting in: A Step-By-Step Plan for Gaining Admission to Graduate School in Psychology (Paperback)
by American Psychological Association
Graduate Study in Psychology 2006 (Graduate Study in Psychology) (Paperback)
by APA,

Complete Guide to Graduate School Admission: Psychology, Counseling, and Related Professions (Paperback)
by Patricia Keith-Spiegel, Michael W. Weiderman, Michael W. Wiederman
Also, go to amazon.com and type in: “psychology graduate school”
