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A great professor of history can make the French Revolution come alive so that you can see the barricades in the streets of Paris and hear the swish of the guillotine’s blade as it descends. Likewise, a Shakespearean scholar can help you feel the anguish of the protagonists in the tragedies and can show you the contemporary nature of the humor in the Bard’s comedies. But how do you excite and entertain an audience when talking about getting into graduate school? Well, Donald Asher does exactly that … you’ll find you not only enjoy yourself, but you’ll also learn a great deal about tactics and strategies that will help you increase the odds of getting into the graduate or professional program of your choice. Donald is uniquely qualified to present this program. He’s met with admissions officers all across the country and spoken at dozens of colleges and universities.… His book, Graduate Admissions Essays, has been a huge seller, and he’s written a variety of other books and articles.… I’m proud to introduce … Donald Asher.

—Dr. Robert Greenberg, NACE fellow and host of the National Teleconference on Graduate Admissions
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Introduction

How to Use This Book

The best way to use this book is to read it in its entirety, even the sections that do not apply to you directly. Then start over, completing each assignment before you go on to the next. Plan on rewriting your essay several times. Whatever you do, do not write a word until you have done the personal assessments in chapter 5, Getting Ready to Write.

If you have procrastinated until the last minute, the first thing you need to do is relax. You can still finish a good essay by tomorrow morning. Just read chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7 in order and follow the assignments as you come across them. Do not read ahead. If any sections don’t apply to your particular case, just skip them.

This book makes only one assumption about you, the reader. Readers in general tend to be much smarter than the average human; given this book’s topic, it is probably safe to assume that you are much smarter than the average reader. Incidentally, after years of having college professors focus on your errors and shortcomings, you are probably a lot smarter than you think. It is a luxury for an author to be able to write for such an audience.

This book presents a variety of techniques that students use to gain admission to highly competitive graduate programs. Some are so competitive that only 2 percent of applicants are accepted; for every fifty students who apply, only one will be entering the program. Even if your targeted schools are relatively easy to get into, these techniques should be of interest to you in winning scholarships, assistantships, and other valuable considerations. Pay particular attention to the strategies for contacting professors and overcoming liabilities in your background, and you’ll be able to gain admission to more competitive programs than you otherwise might.

One of the unique features of this book is its inclusion of a full chapter on letters of recommendation (chapter 9). Letters of recommendation are a critical component of your application process, and they deserve full and separate consideration. In addition to providing a plan for selecting and motivating writers of these letters, the chapter provides a handout you can give them—“Better Letters of Recommendation”—to guide them through the process.

Another unique feature is the inclusion of scholarship, residency, fellowship, postgraduate, and postdoctoral essays. This information was available in no other book at the time this edition went to press. As one proceeds up the ivory tower, essays become more precise, more specific, and less personal, in a seamless continuum. Reading these samples will help you see your own in the larger context of academic essay and proposal writing.

This book’s goal is to take all of the mystery and most of the stress out of the graduate applications process and guide you through drafting a compelling graduate admissions essay. This is also a resource book, with recommendations for supplementary reading, websites, and other materials throughout the text. I have included information on financial aid, graduate admissions testing, and other aspects of the graduate admissions process to give you a clearer picture of the graduate essay as an integral part of the entire application process. You should also seek the advice of other guides that focus exclusively on these topics.

This book is not intended to replace the advice of professors, college career counselors, and undergraduate advising officers. On the contrary, this guide is meant to encourage you to visit them as early as possible, and with more knowledge than you would otherwise have possessed, so that you can be a more intelligent user of their services. Spend time learning the mechanics from this book, and you can devote more of your time with advisors to true counseling.

Over the years students have made two complaints about the early editions of this book: Too many of the examples are from people with unusual backgrounds, and I advocate that the student do too much work to apply to graduate school (surely, they plead, there must be an easier way). For example, one grad applicant wrote:

The purpose of your book should be to help the graduate student who isn’t from Russia and taking theoretical physics, hasn’t set up an educational program at Yale, hasn’t overcome severe hardships because he’s a refugee, etc. If I had something like this, I probably wouldn’t need your book. Please keep in mind, for your next edition, the essays of the more ordinary students like me. We can’t all run away with the carnival.


In response, I have included more essay samples from regular students; that is, students of traditional graduate school age, with traditional academic experience. Nevertheless, you will note that these too are unusual students: they are unusually well prepared, unusually thoughtful, unusually well directed, unusually well read in their chosen fields. Further, it is my contention that all students are unusual in one way or another; the prewriting exercises in chapter 5 will help you discover how you differ from the background noise of common applicants.

As to the amount of work involved, it is important to remember that this is a book about gaining admission to highly competitive graduate programs. It has been my goal to find out what the students who are admitted to these programs do differently from the students who are not admitted. This book is the answer.

As you read, remember that this is, to some extent, a study of the ideal way to apply. You needn’t do all this if you are not applying to highly competitive programs, or you have some safety schools on your list, or you have a backup plan, or you’re just too darn busy. Take the tips and pointers that you can, that make sense to you, and don’t worry about the rest. This is a guide, not a recipe that you must slavishly follow. Adjust it to suit your particular needs, and let it improve the job you do in applying to graduate school.

While you cannot change who you are and what you have done with your life so far, you can make a good graduate application. Students are not always able to accurately estimate their academic value. The number of students fully qualified for graduate study far exceeds the number who actually apply. To the extent that this book facilitates your application and contributes to the realization of your potential, so let it be judged.


1

Should You Go to Grad School, and How Are You Going to Pay for This?

Before launching the application process, it seems prudent to consider whether you should go to graduate school at all.

Good reasons to go to grad school


1. You have a passionate interest in a narrow topic or an unusual combination of topics.

2. You have a vocational interest that carries a graduate degree credential as an entrance requirement.

3. You want to earn more money than you otherwise would have.

4. You want to ensure continued career advancement.

5. You seek a richer and more satisfying life.

6. You like to do research.

7. School is easy for you and you like it.



The single best reason to go to graduate school is because you have a passionate interest in a subject area. There is some molecular process that just fascinates you, or some nineteenth-century French feminist poet whose words wake you in the night with a start. Graduate school offers a chance to advance your understanding of those topics that have fascinated you as an undergraduate. Graduate school is often also a place where you can combine disciplines that are not combinable in undergraduate studies, such as chemistry and art history, or acoustics and marine biology. You could be the one to discover a fail-safe method for dating and authenticating oil paintings, or you could discover once and for all how to communicate with dolphins. These interdisciplinary inquiries offer some of the most exciting opportunities for study at the graduate level.

Many students are motivated not only by the study itself but also by the desire to pursue a profession that requires a graduate degree as a credential. To become an attorney, doctor, dentist, scientist, veterinarian, architect, psychologist, or college professor, you must successfully complete one or several graduate degree programs. There may be some rare exceptions, but certainly the overwhelming majority of practitioners in these fields will possess the normal academic credentials.

If you are interested in becoming a college professor, you need to know that the competition is fierce at this time, with many more highly qualified candidates completing their preparation each year than there are available slots. For more on this, follow the ongoing debate in the Chronicle of Higher Education and the newsletter for the Modern Language Association. Being willing to move anywhere increases your chances, but a prudent person will also have a backup career goal.

Perhaps you are interested in earning more money over the span of your career. The Bureau of Labor Statistics has studied high-income individuals for decades and found that high-income people have more education than lower-income people. As a matter of fact, there is a lockstep relationship between education and income (see diagram below).




Median Lifetime Earnings for Workers

Ranked by Education




	Professional degree*
	$3,648,000

	Doctorate
	$3,252,000

	Master’s degree
	$2,671,000

	Bachelor’s degree
	$2,268,000

	High-school graduate
	$1,304,000

	*MD, DDS, DVM, JD





Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce





As you can see, after completing your bachelor’s degree, you are making a million-dollar decision whether to get the doctorate, and about a million-and-a-half-dollar decision when you pursue a professional degree. These are not decisions to make without considering the lifetime income implications. Even a master’s degree will give you a $400,000 boost in lifetime earnings, which will certainly allow you to pay back any loans you take out along the way. In the top earning category, a recent study found that primary-care medical doctors average $191,000 in annual income. In addition to the strong positive impact on income, higher education has a strong negative impact on unemployment. For example, the unemployment rate for PhDs runs around 1 percent or 2 percent. (There is a myth that PhDs are unemployed and underpaid; the exact opposite is true.) Further, those PhDs who don’t find academic jobs earn even more outside of academic life.

Graduate school is probably the second best investment you’ll ever make in your life, after your bachelor’s degree. And remember, the beautiful thing about investing in education is that it cannot be repossessed.

Also, if you’re interested in continued career advancement throughout your working life, plan on graduate school sooner or later. We’re in an era that touts and believes in continuous learning. It’s becoming hard to find a senior executive without a graduate degree—whether in business, nonprofit, or government. The trend toward higher education for all senior managers is compounded by the trend to work for more and more employers over the span of a career. The latest business school data suggest that current graduates will work for six to fifteen employers between graduate school and retirement. This means that even if you are an outstanding performer, you will need to prove yourself to others who are not personally acquainted with you. Credentials are essential for smooth and continuous career advancement.

Money and career advancement aside, graduate education contributes to a rich and full quality of life. If you are an engineer and you drive under a bridge, you see more than a bridge; you see stress dynamics. Everything you see, do, touch, or think about will be influenced by your graduate education. At least one longitudinal study of college-educated workers found a lockstep relationship between education and reports of satisfaction with life (not just work life, but all aspects of life: work, family, social, financial, and so on). Plato’s dialogue, Philebus, amounts to an elaborate argument in favor of the intellectual life. Don’t trust me; trust Socrates as quoted by Plato.

If you like to do research, then graduate school is an opportunity to pursue that passion without regard to any immediate industrial or economic benefit. If you enjoy designing methodologies that will prove or disprove hypotheses and you can live with the results either way, then you’re truly a candidate for graduate school. Even if you eventually pursue a career in industrial research, you may forever think back fondly to the intellectual freedom of your academic years.

If you just enjoy going to school and you’re naturally good at it, going to grad school is certainly a better use of your time than whiling away a few years in an entry-level job. For those who find the academic life easier than, say, learning how to sell insurance by phone, pursuing graduate education is a logical endeavor.

Finally, it has been proved that with each year of graduate study your IQ will go up, and that people with higher IQs have more sex than people with lower IQs. (There’s another study that says graduate students have a below-average frequency of sex, so this may be a delayed benefit.)

So if you are going to have more satisfaction, more money, and more sex, why wouldn’t you go to grad school?

Reasons not to go to grad school right now

Three warning signs concerning your graduate school plans:


1. You’re going to grad school to please someone else.

2. You’re clueless about a subject to study.

3. You’re secretly trying to avoid the job market.



If your primary motivation for going to graduate school is to please someone outside yourself, then you had better rethink the whole endeavor. If your father thinks you have to be an attorney or your mother thinks you have to be a doctor, and that’s your main motivation for pursuing these goals, then you’re in trouble. One study of unhappy attorneys showed that a significant proportion of them went to law school in the first place to please a close family member. You need strong internal motivation to thrive in graduate school. If you and your mother agree on your academic plans, fine, but if you disagree, better think twice before making a move not in alignment with your own interests.

If you’re not at all sure what you want to pursue at the graduate level, that is a milder warning sign. You may need to seek more academic and career counseling; discuss your plans with mentors, parents, and other people you admire; take some career aptitude tests; take a few more classes in the subjects that interest you; and otherwise explore your options. Some schools will admit you as an unspecified-major graduate student and allow you to take graduate courses in one or more disciplines for a year or two while you decide. Even some outstanding students find themselves unsure of their next academic step.

Finally, some students seek to avoid a bad job market by hiding out in graduate school. This is okay as a general rule, as long as hiding out in graduate school does not take the place of prudent career planning. In other words, if you choose a graduate degree program that will enhance your career goals later, then fine, but if you’re just passing time and running up loans—that is, if you’re just delaying confronting your career problem—then you’d be a lot better off facing your career issues now. Interestingly enough, the skills required to get into a highly competitive graduate program are the same ones that would allow you to seek and obtain desirable, career-launching employment right now.

If you’re unsure of your academic and career plans, answer these questions: When were you the most excited about your studies as an undergraduate, and what were you doing that caused all that excitement? What would you do for a living if money were no object—or, taking this to the logical limit, what career would you be willing to pay someone else to let you do? What have you fantasized about doing for a living? Think of several people you deeply admire. What do they do for a living?

Many, if not most, graduate applicants are somewhat vague about their career plans, but you certainly should have some plan for utilizing your education in a career, no matter how tenuous that plan may be and how many times you change that plan later.

One of the worst reasons not to go to grad school is that you don’t know how you’re going to pay for it. If you want to go, you can find a way to pay for it.

Getting financing for grad school

There may be no more confusing and illogical thing in the world than graduate school financing:


1. You cannot tell how much it will cost until you apply and are admitted.

2. It’s often cheaper to go to an expensive school.

3. It’s often cheaper to pursue the PhD than the master’s.

4. It’s often cheaper to borrow the money and go full time than to work your way through part time.

5. Even if you’re wealthy, you should apply for financial aid.



Suppose you wanted to buy a car, and you went down to the car lot and asked the salesperson, “How much for this beautiful red convertible?” Further suppose that the salesperson then said, “Well, I dunno. You need to apply for the car, and if we decide to sell it to you at all, it’s either going to cost you $50,000 or we’ll pay you to drive it home. First, you have to fill out all this paperwork, pay a nonrefundable deposit, give us three references, and wait for months.”

That’s a nutty way to do business, you might think, but that’s exactly how graduate financial aid works. You simply cannot tell how much it will cost until you apply and are admitted. The sticker price on that car and the sticker price on graduate education are often meaningless.

It’s often cheaper to go to an expensive school because those schools have deeper resources for aid. At some schools, in some departments, no one has paid a dime to attend the program in decades. The tuition is offset by grants, foundation monies, and various endowed funding mechanisms; the schools continue to publish tuition rates because other departments may be actually collecting tuition (for example, the chemistry department is well funded and nobody pays, while the theater department collects full tuition).

[image: ]

Sometimes students are forced to make a decision on which graduate school to attend before they receive a financial award. A close friend of mine received a letter from a Harvard graduate program that started out like this:

We are happy to extend an offer of admission to you for the fall incoming class. It is absolutely imperative that you respond by April 15th or your seat will be offered to another…


The letter was dated April 17th. It didn’t say one word about a financial award. So he crafted a quick and clever response:

“I am honored to be offered a position in the fall incoming class. I am slightly confused by the fact that I have not received a financial aid package. However, since I know as esteemed an institution as Harvard would not make such an offer in jest and, as you know all my financial particulars in my application, I assume the award, when it does eventually come, will be sufficient to allow me to participate in this wonderful opportunity. So, I am delighted to accept.” (Incidentally, this weird practice is hardly unique to Harvard.)

It’s often cheaper to pursue the PhD because PhD candidates are better funded than master’s candidates. Even while they’re taking the same classes and sitting side by side, PhD candidates may be paid to attend class, while master’s candidates pay for the privilege. Don’t let financial fears keep you from pursuing the degree you want. For more on these issues, visit the website for the Council of Graduate Schools, www.cgsnet.org, and the National Center for Education Statistics, www.nces.ed.gov.

By the way, never pursue the PhD unless you want the terminal degree; in other words, don’t apply for a PhD when you really want a master’s just because the PhD funding is better. The “bailout master’s” is not counted the same in industry or academe as the master’s you intentionally obtain; you will be seen as someone who “dropped out of a PhD program.” If you’re unsure, pursue the master’s degree first. Many people have a master’s in one topic and a career in another field, or have two master’s degrees in unrelated topics, but getting a PhD is like getting married in a Catholic church in a Latin American country. It’s a real commitment.

In general, it is cheaper to go to school full time rather than part time for two reasons. First, the money you borrow to go full time is repaid after you graduate, when you should have a much higher rate of earnings. Even considering the accrued interest on the loans, it will probably cost you less overall. Second, students who go to school part time frequently do not get the career boost that comes from completing a full-time degree program. The big reward for those students who go to school part time is frequently a card of congratulations from their employer. So what? If you end up having to change jobs to achieve the market rate for your education, what have you gained by working your way through?

Many college graduates seek an employer who will pay for their graduate education. Is this smart? Sometimes not. Employers place many restrictions on these programs, including a period of time after completion during which, if you leave your employer, you must repay their investment in your education. A basic understanding of economics indicates that they believe they are paying you below market rate for your salary or they wouldn’t do it. If the employer you already have and are happy with is willing to pay your education expenses, fine. However, you should not choose an employer based solely on this factor. Whether you’re choosing an employer who may fund your education or considering whether to take advantage of your current employer’s funding, be sure to run the numbers yourself before you think you’re getting something for nothing. Usually your greatest boost in salary will come from going to school full time, with the goal of aggressively seeking a full-time career position that requires your new education.

Even if you have the means to pay for your entire graduate education, it is often advisable to apply for financial aid. Much financial aid at the graduate level is merit based, and failing to pursue these awards will leave you without the necessary credentials to obtain postgraduate employment and other appointments. In particular, if you eventually want to be a college professor or a university-based research scientist, you almost have to be a teaching or research assistant while in graduate school. Although these assignments are most often run as aid programs, you should consider their other benefits.

Here are the most typical aid sources:


• Teaching assistantships

• Research assistantships

• Fellowships

• Grants

• Tuition waivers

• Loans



Teaching assistantships require you to teach undergraduate courses or labs. You will probably have your tuition waived, and usually receive a stipend (which varies widely from school to school). Having a teaching assistantship is very prestigious; if you plan to become a college professor, it’s an impressive addition to your credentials. However, the workload can be severe, with all your preparation and grading effort in addition to your class time each week. Whatever your estimate of the time commitment, you should expect it to be almost double during your first semester.

Consult IRS Publication 970 and Tax Topic 421 for tax rules governing scholarships, fellowships, and assistantships.


Warning

Assistantship applications often have very early deadlines—sometimes months before the deadline to apply to the graduate program—and often require another essay and a different set of letters of recommendation. Visiting the department can greatly increase your chances of being selected for an assistantship.



You get teaching assistantships by applying to the department you will be in as a graduate student. You need grades good enough to impress everyone in the department. It also helps to have done some teaching, tutoring, or proctoring as an undergraduate. Sometimes students get assistantships in other departments to offset their educational expenses. For example, I interviewed one student, a native speaker of French, who got an assistantship teaching first-year French even though he was studying something else at graduate school. You can also supplement your income with less well-known, assistantship-like assignments elsewhere in the university system; for example, you could serve as a residence hall advisor or a career counselor, especially if you’re studying any kind of psychology, counseling, business, or higher education administration.

You get research assistantships by applying to a specific professor or laboratory at the graduate school. These are much easier to get, in that you don’t have to impress a whole department to win an assignment. The best way to earn an assignment like this is to learn as much as you can about the research going on in the lab, then let the laboratory chief know of your desire to participate in that research. It’s a big plus if you have a great respect for the concept of integrity in original research, have conducted original research as an undergraduate, or have already been published. You do not need perfect grades to earn these jobs; I spoke with one dean who funded a research assistant whose overall GPA was 2.85 (but it is important to note that his GPA in math, physics, and fluid dynamics was 3.85, and this was a fluid dynamics lab).

To see how your stipend stacks up, go to http://gradschool.binghamton.edu/stipendsurvey.

If you are admitted to a program and then invited to visit, this is not really optional even if they say it is optional. If you decline, you may be giving away your assistantship. When you are invited to a tour or a meet-and-greet with departmental faculty, it is a very serious error in protocol not to appear. Assistantships are often assigned, formally or informally, on these types of tours. If you cannot afford the ticket, ask them to pay for it. In many cases, they will.

Be careful with your terminology. Financial aid at the graduate level usually means a loan. You should inquire about funding and support, which includes the much larger world of scholarships, fellowships, assistantships, and grants. If you cannot get a research or teaching assistantship with your department, look for other part-time jobs with the department that could gain you both exposure to professors and savvy in how the department operates. This can cut down on your time to complete the degree program and help solve any problems you may run into as a graduate student.

Fellowships are large awards that come with no strings attached; that is, the student doesn’t have to perform any work to earn the award. They are reserved for those students whose academic promise is so great that they shouldn’t be distracted at all from their studies—or, more rarely, for underrepresented students the program has a great desire to recruit. Fellowships come in two flavors: internal and external. You learn about internal fellowships from the graduate school or department to which you’re applying. You learn about external fellowships (the same as a scholarship, really) by researching them yourself. Two good websites are finaid.org and fastweb.com. Three sample books on this subject are The Best Scholarships for the Best Students by Asher, Morris, and Fazio-Veigel; The Scholarship Book by Dan Cassidy; and the older but still useful Grants for Graduate and Postdoctoral Study by Peterson’s. Your academic or career development advisor can point you to more. It is your job to do the research. For example, the EPA offers a generous fellowship including research-related expenses for graduate students in environmentally-related fields of study. The Gertrude Fogelson Cultural and Creative Arts Award was created to encourage and honor mothers who demonstrate talent in visual arts, creative writing, or vocal music. The Paul and Daisy Soros Fellowships provide stipends and tuition for “new Americans” who hold green cards or are naturalized citizens, or who are the children of two parents who are both naturalized citizens. Just to give you an idea of how obscure some scholarships can be, there is a scholarship for fans of Klingon, the language spoken by a warrior class of aliens in the Star Trek science fiction franchise, offered by something calling itself the Klingon Language Institute. You don’t actually have to speak Klingon to apply, but it helps. See for yourself at www.kli.org/scholarship. You can get graduate scholarships and fellowships for everything from world peace (Rotary World Peace Fellowship) to world conservation (Doris Duke Conservation Program), for going to medical school while being Scottish (Dr. Edward May Magruder Medical Scholorship Clan Gregor Society), and for being a woman (Woodrow Wilson Doctoral Dissertation Fellowship). Interested in veterinary science? The American Kennel Club gives $160,000 a year to vet students. You don’t actually have to own a dog.

All joking aside, if you are in the sciences, you are expected to apply for three or four third-party fellowships when you apply to graduate school. You don’t actually have to win the scholarships, but you are supposed to have been savvy enough to know you were supposed to apply. (This is one of those unwritten rules that ought to come from your advisor.) Now you know. The NSF and NIH offer, literally, thousands of appropriate awards. A little research on your part should uncover funding that matches your background and interests.

Grants are just smaller fellowships, ranging from a few hundred to a few thousand dollars, and they work exactly the same way; you can find them by using your fellowship research resources. With a little effort and experimentation, you may find extra money available to you because you graduated from high school in Iowa, or your father works for a telephone company, or you’re left-handed, or a felon. No kidding. The money’s out there. You just have to go seek it.

You should not pay for a scholarships search service. My review of them is that none provides anything you cannot get for free online or from books. Do your own research and don’t believe anyone has unique access to “secret” money.


Warning

Some schools have begun front-end loading their aid to win students in open competition with other schools. This means that you may find a decreasing award over time, or no support during research phases when you critically need it. Ask pointed questions, such as: “How reliable is your financial aid year to year? Is the first-year offer always sustained, given attainment of academic goals?”



Tuition waivers are extremely common for PhD candidates and for all candidates in the laboratory sciences. They are less common for master’s degree candidates in the humanities and for most students in preprofessional programs such as business, law, medicine, architecture, and so on. As mentioned above, many programs list tuition in their bulletins and literature, even though no one has paid that tuition in years.

When all else fails, you can fund the gap between what you need and what you can get granted or waived with education loans. If you have a pulse, are a United States citizen, and have not ruined your credit rating entirely, you can borrow $20,500 each and every year you are in graduate school. Federally guaranteed student loans have been simplified, and a great place to start is on the DOE’s own website: http://studentaid.ed.gov/PORTALSWebApp/students/english/studentloans.jsp. Plan on preparing a FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student Aid) and/or forms from the Graduate and Professional School Financial Aid Service (GAPSFAS), available from any graduate or undergraduate financial aid office, or by printout from finaid.org.

Normally, your undergraduate student loans will be deferred while you’re in graduate school. On some loans, the interest accrual is arrested during graduate school. Inquire at the financial aid office of your undergraduate institution, and at the graduate school to which you’re applying, for more details on your particular loan portfolio.

By the way, borrowing is generally the primary way to finance graduate study in professional schools (business, law, medicine, especially), even though there is a hidden assistantship at business and law schools: working for the career placement office. Inquire about how to apply for these coveted slots before you attend. Otherwise, plan on borrowing a lot. You will get the payback if you complete the program in a timely manner and launch a career with average success.

A student did ask me once if she should borrow $30,000 to study dance in Manhattan. I asked her to explain to me her plan for ever being able to repay this money. She decided not to borrow the money. Though the program very strongly encouraged her to take on this large debt, even they couldn’t tell her how she would be able to earn enough as a dancer to pay it back.

Be careful about interpreting average income for professionals as a form of guarantee as it may take years to hit the top of the earning curve. Starting wages for college professors and lawyers and so on may be rather modest. Also, be careful about projecting your income from tables like the example on this page. In the highest earning category—doctors, lawyers, dentists, and veterinarians—the big money goes to the doctors and the top lawyers. Many veterinarians and lawyers have trouble repaying large education loans.

Student debt is not to be taken lightly. Even though it is almost always a good investment, you need to watch your total indebtedness. There’s an old saying in law school: “Live like an attorney while you’re in law school and you’ll live like a law student when you’re an attorney.”

Remember, your first source for financial aid information of all types is the program to which you are applying, but you may not find out how much it will cost until you’ve applied and been accepted. Even after you’ve gotten a financial offer, however, there may be room to play. Some schools are responsive to appeals based on need (married with children, long distance to relocate, medical needs, and so on); others have responded to appeals based on competing offers. I know one student who was offered admission to Harvard and Stanford, but only got a support offer from Harvard. He took Harvard’s written support offer to Stanford and said, “I have this offer from Harvard. I think your program is better, but of course I’d be crazy to turn down this stipend.” Stanford came up with a slightly higher award. Some deans have told me that they try never to do this—adjust an offer on request or match another school’s offer—but students tell me it happens frequently. Especially when the difference is small, say $5,000 or less, going back to a program to ask again may result in a matching offer. It can’t hurt to ask, especially if you explain that you’re only asking because you think their program would be a better match for you.

Finally, on the whole topic of paying for your grad school education by assistantships and fellowships, you need to know about Getting What You Came For by Robert L. Peters. This outstanding book goes into greater depth on different funding sources, the benefits of assistantships, selecting an advisor, departmental politics, and other important matters. I could not recommend this book more strongly for anyone pursuing an academic master’s or PhD. Another book that explicates academic culture is What They Didn’t Teach You in Graduate School by Paul Gray, David Drew, Matthew Henry Hall, and Laurie Richlin. This is an excellent guide to understanding the sometimes bizarre world of graduate academic programs, and a must-read for new graduate scholars.

In addition to the books mentioned in the text, also check out:


Annual Register of Grant Support, R. R. Bowker

Foundation Grants to Individuals, Foundation Center

The Ultimate Scholarship Book, Gen Tanabe and Kelly Tanabe

Scholarships, Fellowships & Loans, Gale Research

Scholarships, Grants & Prizes, Peterson’s

Financial Aid for Hispanic Americans, Schlachter and Weber

Financial Aid for Veterans, Military Personnel, and Their Dependents, Schlachter and Weber

Directory of Financial Aid for Women, Schlachter and Weber

Financial Aid for Study and Training Abroad, Schlachter and Weber

Funding for United States Study: A Guide for International Students and Professionals, Institute of International Education

Funding for United States Study, O’Sullivan and Steen

Funding for United States Study: A Scholarship Guide for Europeans, Daniel Obst

Worldwide Graduate Scholarship Directory, Dan Cassidy



In addition to the websites mentioned in the text, also check out:


www.fastaid.com

www.nafadvisors.org/scholarships.php

www.cos.com

www.plato.org

www.aspiringdocs.org

www.hsf.net

http://umsi.uncf.org

www.phdproject.org

http://mati.eas.asu.edu/p1000

www.cic.net/Home/Students/FreeApp/Introduction.aspx

http://smart.asee.org

www.nationalacademies.org

www.nih.gov

www.nsf.gov



The following pages list some of the most prestigious scholarships in the world. To win these, undergraduates typically work with the scholarship committee on their undergraduate campus, and early planning is absolutely critical. The application processes typically require essays, recommendations, and personal interviews. Some applications are regional, which may give an advantage to those applying from less competitive regions.


Warning

Be sure to apply to regular graduate programs at the same time. No one should be so confident as to assume she will win one of these elite scholarships. In any case, any graduate program will grant you a deferral if you are selected for one of these scholarships. Ask your academic advisor or scholarship committee chair for more information.




—TOP SCHOLARSHIPS—

Rhodes  Two- or three-year graduate scholarships, with generous living allowance, to attend the University of Oxford, England. Funded by Cecil Rhodes, an Oxford alumnus and South African colonialist; he was the first to consolidate the De Beers mines (at one time in control of 90 percent of the world’s known diamond reserves), and eventually had a country named after him: Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe. The applicant must be an unmarried United States citizen between eighteen and twenty-four, and have a commitment to public service and athletics (physical vigor is an explicit requirement, even though Rhodes was a sickly child). This is arguably the most prestigious scholarship in the world. You will forever be a Rhodes Scholar. Most successful candidates work closely with advisors toward this goal from the sophomore year.

Fulbright  One-year grants for postgraduate study abroad, with extensions possible. Host country language skills are required. Emphasis on promoting better understanding among differing cultures. Highly prestigious. Most Fulbright scholars return to complete their graduate programs at top-ranked US universities.

Marshall   Similar to the Rhodes. Applicants must be under twenty-six at the time they apply, but there is no athletics requirement. According to the scholarship’s own material, “In short, the programme looks for tomorrow’s leader: for high intelligence and academic achievement; for social commitment and responsibility; for leadership potential; and for originality and flair.” Go for it.

Rotary  This program is similar to the Fulbright: a full-ride year abroad to advance crosscultural human understanding; in fact, Rotarians will call you a Rotary Ambassador. The odd thing about the Rotary International Fellowship for Graduate Study Abroad is that if you have any close relationship to a Rotarian, you’re ineligible. Contact your local Rotary Club to learn how to apply. One candidate I interviewed read thirty years of the Rotarian Magazine. “I may not have been the best candidate that year, but I knew more about the Rotary Club than anybody, including the selection committee,” he told me. He was selected.

Watson  The Watson favors travelers and adventurers, with “an initial postgraduate year of independent study and travel abroad.” The foundation “hopes to provide Fellows an opportunity for a focused and disciplined Wanderjahr of their own devising.” A good independent study plan is de rigueur, but prior experience abroad is not required.

    Mellon  For seniors or recent graduates interested in pursuing the PhD in the humanities at an institution in the United States or Canada, who have not yet applied nor been admitted to a program of graduate study. Apply directly to The Woodrow Wilson National Fellowship Foundation, Mellon Fellowships, Humanities, Princeton, New Jersey.

Also consider:


The Winston Churchill Foundation Scholarship to Churchill College, Cambridge University

Keasbey Fellowships to United Kingdom universities

St. Andrews Society of New York Scholarship for Graduate Study in Scotland

OAS Fellowship for Graduate Study in Latin America

Luce Scholars Program (Asia)

Abraham Lincoln Scholarship for Graduate Study in Mexico

Alliance Française de New York Scholarship for Graduate Study in France

The American Scandinavian Foundation Award for Study in Scandinavia

Wallenberg Scholarship for Hebrew University, Jerusalem

National Science Foundation Graduate Fellowships

National Science Foundation Minority Graduate Fellowships

The Whitaker Graduate Fellowship Program for Biomedical Engineering

The Roothbert Fund for Persons Motivated by Spiritual Values

The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace Junior Fellows Program

The African-American Graduate Fellowship for Doctoral Study

The Ford Foundation Fellowship for Minority Students

The Jacob K. Javits Fellowship for Doctoral Studies

National Defense Science and Engineering Graduate Fellowship Program

Howard Hughes Predoctoral Fellowship in Biological Sciences



There is a Rhodes essay on this page, and a Fulbright on this page; your college or university scholarship committee can provide you with more examples.




Warning

Do not even think about modeling your essay too closely on someone else’s example; essays in this book are provided so that you may learn how to write the best statement for your own unique background.
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Choosing a School or Program

The biggest mistake you can make in selecting a graduate program is to blindly choose “the best program I can get into.” Annual magazine rankings notwithstanding, there is no one criterion, no single hierarchy of good-better-best on which to base such a decision. You must consider several criteria and develop your own standards for evaluation.

If your choice is good, there will be a good fit between you and the program; you will enjoy your studies, you will find friends among faculty and fellow students, and your education will further your career goals both directly and indirectly. If your choice is poor, the opposite will be true.

This chapter will guide you through the process of compiling and ranking a list of the good-better-best programs for you, and the following chapters will tell you how to get in.

Build a list of possible schools

First, you need to build a list of possible schools. I recommend that you find a minimum of twenty (don’t worry—you won’t have to apply to all twenty schools).

Be sure to search nationally, for two good reasons. First, the market for students in higher education is national, so if you don’t look nationally, you’re putting yourself at a competitive disadvantage. Second, graduate programs are concerned with a concept called “reach,” as evidenced by statements in their viewbooks, such as this one: “Our program draws students from twenty-one states and three Canadian provinces.” If your application represents a twenty-second state, and you are genuinely interested in the program, you have an advantage. Most students err in looking for a graduate program only within a four-hour drive of their current home. What if a school on the other side of the country would pay you or pay you more to pursue graduate study? Consider expanding your horizons.

Tap these resources to find out about graduate programs:


• Professors

• Alumni

• www.petersons.com

• Peterson’s guides (the books)

• Specialty guides, such as Graduate Study in Psychology, MSAR, or AIP Directory of Physics and Astronomy Graduate Programs

• Your parents, your friends’ parents, your parents’ friends

• Practicing professionals

• Academic journals, including citations

• A Data-Based Assessment of Research-Doctorate Programs in the United States

• Educational Rankings Annual

• Annual business magazines rankings

• www.gradschools.com

• www.phds.org

• www.gradview.com

• www.library.illinois.edu/edx/rankings/rankgrad.html

• http://grad-schools.usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/best-graduate-schools

• www.donaldasher.com for more links



Your first stop for all your grad school planning should be a visit to your academic advisor’s office. She knows graduate schools from coast to coast in her own area of expertise, although she may be a little weak outside that specialty. Next, identify faculty in other departments who may know about your chosen field. It doesn’t matter whether you’ve ever taken classes from them; just call them up, introduce yourself, and ask for advice. Even if you graduated from college ten years ago, or even twenty, professors at your alma mater will help you learn about graduate programs.

Next, identify alumni of your alma mater who are currently enrolled in graduate programs in your subject area. Your career planning center and alumni office can guide you to graduates currently in graduate school in any given topic, or you can use LinkedIn or alumni databases to find them yourself. Currently enrolled graduate students can often give you long discourses on the differences between graduate programs: who’s hot, who’s overrated, who has this emphasis or that approach, which one lost its superstar faculty, and so on.

Don’t be shy. Poll all your personal contacts for recommendations of good graduate programs in your area of interest.

All the resources just described will give you the bulk of the twenty-plus list of schools that are appropriate for you, with heavy emphasis on the types of programs in which prior alumni, with backgrounds similar to yours, have had success. Next, turn to Peterson’s guides, available in book form or online. The book versions have exponentially more information, so I strongly recommend them, or you can just use www.petersons.com.


Peterson’s Guide to Graduate & Professional Programs: An Overview

Peterson’s Guide to Graduate Programs in Business, Education, Health, Information Studies, Law, & Social Work

Peterson’s Guide to Graduate Programs in the Humanities, Arts, & Social Sciences

Peterson’s Guide to Graduate Programs in the Physical Sciences, Mathematics, & Agricultural Sciences

Peterson’s Guide to Graduate Programs in the Biological Sciences

Peterson’s Guide to Graduate Programs in Engineering and Applied Sciences



Peterson’s tracks every accredited graduate program in the United States, and for that reason they are invaluable, especially for filling your mandate to look for graduate programs nationally and for discovering programs that match obscure interests.

I used to love Peterson’s search engine more than I do now. They are the unchallenged best source for learning about all available accredited graduate programs, but they also have begun to include online and brick-and-mortar programs mixed into the same search results. Also, they do not present the search results in alphabetical, geographical, or any other discernable order, leading one to believe that the search results are manipulated by criteria that are not revealed. A data owner is entitled to manipulate search results if they choose to do so, but those processes should be transparent or marked “sponsored links” or otherwise identified. Peterson’s is most students’ first stop when searching online for graduate programs, but it should never be your only source.

There are hundreds of other specialized guides for programs in fine arts, geography, marine sciences, neurosciences, film, environmental engineering, dance, teaching English as a second language, art therapy, religion, business, women’s studies, and so on, ad infinitum. No field is too obscure to have its own guide; here’s a typical example: The American College of Sports Medicine’s Directory of Graduate Programs in Sports Medicine and Exercise Science. There are also affinity guides, such as National Science Foundation Alliance: Graduate School Opportunities, to assist you in discovering elite programs.

There are many ways to find out about these guides. Your academic advisors can make sure you don’t miss any major ones; for example, you’d be nuts to even think about applying to medical school without using the Association of American Medical Colleges’ MSAR (full real name: Medical School Admission Requirements Annual: The Most Authoritative Guide to U. S. and Canadian Medical Schools—Medical School Admission Requirements, United States and Canada. No wonder they just call it the MSAR). Similarly, no one should apply to psychology programs without consulting the APA’s Graduate Study in Psychology, a truly useful book, especially for those interested in focusing on clinical psychology. It is easier to get into Harvard Medical School, statistically, than to get into many of the clinical psych programs, so no student should head in this direction without this specialized guidebook.

There are some really useful websites specializing in certain topical areas. Students interested in law school should try Boston College’s Law School Locator, available at http://www.bc.edu/offices/careers/gradschool/law/lawlocator.html. It helps match students to law schools to which they have a good chance of gaining admission. A completely different law school locator has been compiled by Equal Justice works; it can be found at www.ejwguide.org. Students interested in philosophy programs can check out the Philosophical Gourmet, a site dedicated to ranking the top philosophy programs “in the English-speaking world.” That’s available at www.philosophicalgourmet.com. Be sure to read the warning online about the utility of these, and all, “rankings.”

If you’re long out of college, or your undergraduate advising center is nonexistent or parochial, then, unfortunately, the full burden of research falls upon you. Online resources are available 24/7, of course. Peterson’s guides can be found in almost all major libraries, but the other, lesser-known guides may not be. Try the subject search engines at Amazon.com or other online bookstores and on the Books in Print database at your nearest bookstore. The Encyclopedia of Associations is a great resource; for example, you may discover that there is an American Speech-Language Hearing Association, call them (their number is provided right there in the encyclopedia), and find that they publish a Guide to Graduate Education in Speech-Language Pathology & Audiology.

In addition to seeking out guides, remember to pursue word-of-mouth advice. Poll your parents, your parents’ friends, and your friends’ parents for recommendations. Survey your entire network of acquaintances. Visit the alumni office to identify practicing professionals in your chosen field. Call them up and ask them for general advice on getting into the field, as well as grad program recommendations. Here are some suggested questions:


1. How did you get into this field?

2. What education or credentials are required for continued advancement in this field?

3. What was different than what you expected? Any myths you want to shatter for me?

4. What advice would you have for a young person interested in this field?

5. Should I go to grad school right away or work for a year or two first? If work, what kind of experiences would be best?

6. Which grad schools do you think are best in this field? Why?

7. Do you know any professors that I should contact?



If you are shy, use email to ask the same questions.

Savvy students, with the drive and preparation to get into the most highly competitive graduate programs, get their grad school leads straight from the academic journals for their fields. This is doubly smart because not only are the programs generating the most recent articles on the cutting edge in their fields, but the articles also give the student a good idea of the type of work coming out of those programs. Seek out articles in popular and specialty academic journals, find out where the authors teach and do research, and you’ll have an “A” list of graduate programs in your field. Read the citations, too—they can lead you to brilliant professors who might not write a lot, but are highly respected. If you want help with identifying appropriate journals and learning how to track down professors based on articles about their research, see your academic advisor.

The business and news magazines have gotten into the habit of writing annual graduate school guides. They are a decent source for learning about graduate programs, but you should not give much credence to their ranking systems. They are most useful when focusing on a narrow, unusual
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