Applying to Graduate School—some tips:
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You should begin the application process for graduate school no later than the spring/summer before your senior year as an undergraduate. The information below is based on that timeline.

Spring and Summer

· Research graduate programs and fellowships.

· Consult possible recommenders and ascertain their whereabouts during fall.

· Arrange to take the GREs (once in the spring and once in the early fall) and begin studying for them. (Exams taken after October may not be reported in time for consideration, and exam dates are limited.) 

September

· Write to request applications (Note that many graduate programs prefer an online application form now).

· Secure agreements from 3 letter writers.

· Take GREs for the second time (by October at the latest).

· Choose research paper for use as a writing sample and begin revising it - in consultation with the professor for whom you wrote it, if possible. 

October

· You should have the letter and application forms by now. When you have them all, deliver letter forms and stamped, addressed envelopes to your recommenders along with the following information:

· your grades and sample papers (preferably with their comments) from courses taken with the professor,

· your GPA and GRE scores,

· a copy of your writing sample,

· a resume with information about relevant educational and work experience, language proficiency, honors, and travel, and

· contact information. 

Note that your recommenders will expect to have your forms at least one month before your first deadline.

November

· Present draft of statement of purpose to one or more of your professors for advice by mid-month; revise. See Preparing Your Statement of Purpose & Personal Statement.

· Many fellowship deadlines are in November and December. Keep yourself informed of these dates. 

December

· Mail all application materials by December 1. Check with departments about arrival of letters and other materials one week before first deadline. 

· Application Deadlines: December 15 - January 15

February - March

· Some fellowship offers go out during this period. Some schools also offer campus visits to fellowship recipients. If you get an invitation, go! 

April

· All offers of admission should arrive by April 1. (Fellowship offers generally go out earlier.)

· You will have until April 15 to decide which offer to accept.
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Applying to Graduate School: Important Things to Consider

Researching Programs

· Begin by asking faculty members here about their recommendations on programs (you can do this while you are establishing a good relationship with them).

· Visit websites and give yourself lots of time to look at them. 

· Ask lots of questions!

· try to talk with faculty and current graduate students in each program.

· find out about program requirements (exams, language requirements, teaching duties, course work).

· ask about recent graduates: What is the job placement rate? What is the percentage of ABD students (students who have finished everything but the dissertation—if the number is high, this means those students are not getting jobs)?

· how many new students do they admit every year—how many of those are coming in just with their BA?

· Listen well to answers! Does the department seem friendly? Do they sound excited about you and your interests? Do they put you on hold a lot?

· Research faculty with whom you might be interested in working. Read what they have written. Does their work seem to fit with your interests? Make sure they are around and teaching classes--not on leave, working in other depts., etc.

· Find out about the area. Is it a place you could imagine living?

· Find out about funding options. Will you be expected to teach? How many years of guaranteed funding do most incoming students get? (A general rule is that you do not want to go to graduate school if you are not funded in some way—if they want you badly enough, they will find money for you.)

· Find out how much applying to the program costs. Application fees range from $35-$70. Do your research well so you aren’t wasting your money on a school that isn’t even right for you!

· Find out about admission requirements. Some schools are very clear about GPAs and GRE scores. Don’t apply if you don’t qualify.

· Check out Graduate Program Rankings

Letters of Recommendation

· Most programs require 3 letters of recommendation with your application.

· Letters should come from faculty, not from a TA (though a TA is sometimes asked to assist in providing a faculty member information for a letter).

· Remember that letters of recommendation should come from faculty who are familiar with your work and who are enthusiastic about your chances in graduate school.

· Provide your letter writers with LOTS OF TIME to complete a letter—do not give them forms a week before the application is due.

· Provide your letter writers with samples of your written work from classes here, a copy of your statement of purpose, a copy of your writing sample, and a copy of your transcript. You will want to ask them if they need anything else from you well in advance.

· Meet with your letter writers early and often to ask about their suggestions for programs, to talk about your statement of purpose, to generally establish a good rapport.

· ALWAYS provide a stamped, addressed envelope for your letter writers.

· ALWAYS fill in recommendation forms with your name, etc., and present materials in an organized way.

· ALWAYS remind them of application due dates well in advance.

· ALWAYS say please and thank you—getting a good letter of recommendation is a privilege, not a right. 

GREs

· You will likely need to take BOTH the GRE general and the GRE subject test.

· Check the GRE web site for information on dates and scheduling.

· The general test is only given on the computer now, the subject test is still paper-based.

· It is VERY IMPORTANT that you take the exams ON TIME—otherwise your scores will not be sent to the schools to which you are applying, and your application will be void. (The general test must be taken by October of the year you are applying, the subject exam may vary, check with GRE on this.)

· PRACTICE early and often. Educational Testing can provide you with some practice tests, but it is worth it to buy a book and use it as well.

· Increase your breadth of knowledge—take courses in as many areas as possible (medieval, 19 century American, modern poetry)—the exam is comprehensive. (The standard advice given to prep for these tests is to read the Norton Anthologies cover-to-cover)

· Know that these exams are costly: General test: $115; Subject test: $130 

More than anything . . . BE ORGANIZED!! You might want to plan a 6-12 month schedule for this process. I found that applying to graduate school was the equivalent amount of work as another course. Don’t be surprised by this! PLAN AHEAD!!
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Keep these thoughts in mind while writing your Statement of Purpose

· Think very seriously about why you really want to go to graduate school and put it in your statement.

· Make your Statement reflect your thought about the research and writing work you have done. It should mention what inspired you to pursue literary criticism, and the sort of very broad trajectory you’d like to pursue.

· It’s fine to mention professors who inspired your work and thought, and why.

· Personal history is fine if it is relevant to your decision or what you intend to pursue in school.

Several points of advice for Statements of Purpose and writing samples

· Spend LOTS of time on your statement of purpose! It is one of the things in your application that will set you off from the other applicants.

· Be honest, but don’t be sappy. You should really think about why you want to go to graduate school, and why a particular program seems to be a good fit. Avoid the “I love literature”, the “I love to read” or the “I really want to teach” statement at all costs.

· Be ready to outline your interests as closely as you can. Explain what you want to work on and why a particular program’s faculty is exciting to you.

· Have current faculty members (especially those writing your letters of recommendation) read your statement. This is very important. Begin working on it early so you can revise!

· Your writing sample should be a research paper from a class you have taken here. It should usually be from 12-25 pages long and should represent your best intellectual work.

· If it is in the field you want to pursue, all the better, but it need not be. Your senior synthesis paper might be a good example of the type of work you should be submitting.

· REVISE that writing sample substantially! Again, with the help of those faculty writing letters on your behalf. You may want to ask (well in advance) what sort of changes might move the paper towards graduate level and work on those revisions for your applications.

Advice from those who read MANY Statements of Purpose:

   1. Don't have as your primary goal sounding cute, clever, witty, and brilliant. Have as your goal presenting yourself as an interesting and serious student/person, someone who is reflective about her goals, pursuits, life. I don't mean write something boring, obviously - but foreground yourself and your interests in a fairly local and precise way.

   2. If you know what you want to study, foreground that. It gives you something specific to say and helps you to write a vibrant and detailed statement. If you don't know, talk about papers you've written or classes you've taken whose methodology or subject or period interests you. You need to sound engaged and able to focus - not already committed to a project.

   3. If you've had unusual life experiences or academic experiences, talk about them. Describe them clearly and forcefully, but don't overwrite. Avoid too many evaluative words since, after all, you're evaluating yourself and that sounds biased.

   4. Avoid empty phrases about how much you "love" literature or "love" reading or have "always found a private world" in books. We assume that you love to read, or you wouldn't be pursuing an advanced degree. What do you love about it? How does it affect you? What do you want others to know about how and why you read? Who do you most hope to reach through your reading and writing?

   5. Think about the traits in other professors or grad students or literary critics/writers that you most admire. Frame your statement in relation to that.

I think the main thing I'd stress - and really stress this - is that the student should have two or three or more other people read their proposal before sending it it. Preferably faculty or folks who have read a lot of these things. Tone is crucial and is hard to teach, but adopting the wrong tone - overly-cute, precious, "intellectual" - is deadly. 

___________________________________________________________

I look for a sophisticated sense of what graduate study is all about and a good match between the student's goals and what our program has to offer. A well articulated expression of interest in some particular field can also be important, as can evidence of some serious engagement with that field. Applicants also benefit from letting us see something of themselves as people. Personal stories can sometimes be effective, particularly stories of hardships overcome or of an emerging sense of purpose. Stories of that sort can also help with certain kinds of fellowships, which are only available to students who come from a disadvantaged background. But stories of whatever sort must of course be made relevant to the hope of studying for a Ph.D. Good writing also counts for a lot. 

    First of all, do you have copies of application materials from various schools? I think it would be really useful for people thinking about graduate school to LOOK CLOSELY at the instructions different programs provide for the Statement of Purpose and the Personal Statement!

    Aside from that, I think the most important points I can offer are these, alas too diffuse to serve as soundbites: 

· Remember that the more you do the Admissions Committee's work for them by providing explicit evidence that you will make excellent use of the opportunity to train in their program, the easier it will be for them to admit you AND to give you support money. Don't hesitate to spell out details and facts provided elsewhere in the application (honors, awards, GPA, etc.). Beyond that, what specific features of THEIR particular program complement the training and interests you already possess (faculty and their current work; affiliated programs at that campus; research facilities, etc.)?

· Admissions Committees at mid- to large-sized programs will probably read collectively between one hundred and fifty and four hundred applications for, say, ten to twenty slots (and fewer slots with funding packages attached). They are looking for:

   1. evidence that the person applying will be able, right off the bat, to participate actively in training her/himself - that is, someone mature enough to motivate and discipline her/himself in seminars and TA work for the next five to six years;

   2. evidence that this person has a mind that her/his faculty will enjoy watching at work on literary texts; and

   3. evidence (as you can imagine, pretty much inference) that this person will be able to evolve and eventually complete a dissertation interesting and substantial enough to attract job offers, six or seven years down the line. 

The Statement of Purpose, along with any complementary personal-essay type of writing asked for in the application, is where you can present yourself as someone who is aware of the different kinds of work involved in this professional training and excited about engaging with them. Your "voice" should be confident about your preparation and potential for the program. 

At many programs the Statement of Purpose is distinguished from a Personal Statement. What is the difference here? The Statement of Purpose is about what you want to accomplish by means of the professional training a graduate program provides. This is the place to talk about specific research interests (not yet accomplished), and to talk about the kinds of research you've done in the past, as well as about how you are prepared or plan to prepare yourself to do that research (languages? training in certain kinds of archival work?). This is also the place, though I'd suggest to a lesser extent, to talk about your pedagogical interests and again how you are already prepared, or plan to prepare yourself, to teach. (So then what's a Personal Statement? This is the place to talk about other kinds of motivation and self-discipline (evidence that you WILL complete their program, if they assign you one of their precious admission slots / funding packages) AND about diversity factors, in this post-209 era.)

