So You’re Thinking About Graduate School?
Step 1:  Where to?

Determining where to apply to graduate school is a complex decision influenced by a number of factors.  Some things to consider as you’re making this determination are:

· Program strength.  Does the school offer a program that matches your desires?  Does the department have faculty members that you can and want to work with?  Does the program have a good placement record for graduates?
· Affordability.  Does the department offer assistantships, fellowships, or other methods of financing your education?   

· Location.  Keep in mind that the cost of living can vary wildly between some urban schools and schools located in smaller cities and towns.  Also, if a tuition remission is not included in a fellowship or assistantship, the in-state and out-of-state costs at public universities can be very different.  Most states do not offer residency to any person living in that state who is there to attend school full time.  

Step 2: Applying

Generally, all graduate schools require some combination of the following:  an application form (and fee), academic transcripts, a personal statement, standardized test scores, and a writing sample.  Be sure to check each program’s specific application requests.  Follow their directions in all specifics to make sure your application is complete.  Most programs have their application requirements and forms available on their websites.  If you have questions or find their instructions unclear, contact the department or program; it is always better to ask questions than submit an application that is done incorrectly.  
Statements of Purpose / Personal Statements

Most graduate schools want to know two things about you: why you want to go and why you want the advanced degree that you are seeking.  They may call this document one of several things, or even ask for multiple documents.  Generally, a “personal statement” is one in which you describe how you came to desire to apply for admittance; a “statement of purpose” is one in which you describe what you hope to gain from the program.  Be sure to read the application’s instructions, however, and construct a statement (or statements) that conform to the school’s request.  
Good personal statements/statements of purpose are usually characterized by:

· Clear examples that illustrate general statements.  Generally speaking, for example, all applicants to English graduate programs like to read.  Do you have a particular moment where your love of reading transformed itself into a potential career? 

· Make yourself memorable for good reasons.  There are many ways to make yourself memorable in a personal statement; avoid ways that get yourself remembered for the wrong reasons.  Clear examples from your life that relate to your goals are good; extensive personal narrations that only tangentially correspond to your career goals distract your readers.  Resist being too creative;  stick to clear, easily-read prose.  

· Brevity.  Most programs specify a page or word limit.  Stay within this limit.  Nothing you have to say will make up for a too-long statement.  If no guidance as to length is given, exceed no more than one single-spaced page.  

· Proofread, proofread, proofread.  Correct all spelling, usage, and grammatical errors.  Especially double check all proper nouns, including authors’ names, the spelling of the school’s name, and any of the program’s faculty members that you mention.

Letters of Recommendation

Most programs require letters of recommendation from scholars who are familiar with your work.  Be sure to contact those whom you wish to be your recommenders well in advance of your application’s due date.  Provide each recommender with the following:

· A list of programs to which you are applying.

· Any forms that he or she needs to fill out specific to the program(s) to which you are applying

· Addressed, stamped envelopes if the program requires that the letter be sent independently of the application

· A copy of your personal statement and any other writing samples that your letter-writer might request.

· Any further details that you feel that the recommender should/could mention in the letter.

Standardized Test Scores

For many programs, GRE scores are valid for up to five years from the original test date.  You may take the test more than once in this time frame; however, be aware that all attempts on file with ETS are sent to schools.  Additional score reports cost $20 each ; go to www.ets.org/gre/ for more information or to order scores.  
Writing Sample
Most English programs require that you submit a writing sample.  Often these programs specify the length and type of paper they wish to see.  As in all other things, follow these directions.   Most programs would prefer to see one longer, sustained piece of literary analysis than several shorter pieces.  If you have no longer pieces of writing, look at your upcoming classes.  Ask your professor, if no such longer piece of writing is assigned, if you could expand one assignment (be sure to explain that you need a writing sample for grad school applications; this might make that professor more amenable!)  

Keep the following points in mind as you choose a writing sample:

· Select a writing sample that corresponds as closely as possible to your stated literary interests.  You look like a much stronger and more focused candidate if you state that you want to study the Harlem Renaissance and you have a paper on Langston Hughes rather than John Milton.   

· Choose a sample that showcases your ability to do literary analysis and research.  A “close reading” that cites only the text is not as strong as an analysis that shows you can deal with secondary criticism or literary theory as well.  

· Submit a sample that has no marks on it; if, for some reason, you only have the copy that your professor wrote on, retype it.  

· Proofread, proofread, proofread.  Eliminate all spelling, usage, and grammatical errors.  Your readers are looking for your ideas, but they’ll notice mechanical errors, too. 
19 October 2009 / R. S. Anderson
              
2/2

