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Narrowing your list of graduate schools 

· Application deadlines.  The deadlines are rarely flexible and may be as early as Dec 1 (or earlier) or as late as Feb 15.  If at all possible, submit your application by the deadline that will allow your application to be considered for financial aid from the departments/school.

· What is the structure of the program that best fits you?  Some programs are very structured, while others are very flexible.  Know yourself and the type of program from which you would best benefit.
· Check with your department first when getting basic information about different graduate programs/schools.  Schools will often send recruitment information to your department.  Check for postings and information outside your department office.
· Are there more than just one faculty member with research interests that appeal to you?  What happens if you want to switch departments?   There are numerous instances of students “knowing” what they want to do when they enter graduate school but switching their minds within the first few years either because of conflicts with an advisor or change of interests.  There should be enough diversity in the research interests of the faculty (both in the department and in related fields) and, ideally, enough flexibility to switch departments if you should find it necessary.  Ask your current faculty for their opinions and advice because they might/probably know something about the department and schools that you are considering.

· Can you picture yourself living there for the next 5-7 years?   If you are accepted into a Ph.D. program, it will likely take 5-7 years to complete the program and life will continue during those years.   It’s important that you can live there for a good length of time.  Some universities are in big cities, while others are in small towns.

· Where do the graduates of the program work – industry or academia?  How large is the department and what is the success rate of the students in the program?   All of these are very important questions to ask and you should do your best to find the answers before committing to any program or before accepting any offer!

· Apply to at least three schools.  You should be realistic in your choices of schools but you should have at least one “long-shot”, one “safety”, and one “probably at the right level.”  Probably having an additional two to three “at the right level” schools is a good bet because you never know when budget cuts or other unfortunate situations that are out of your control might make a “sure thing” a complete disaster for your application. If you are serious about attending graduate school, it is good to apply to five, six, or seven schools.  

· National fellowships.  A graduate fellowship is a grant that is awarded to you that you don’t have to repay.  Fellowships typically cover your tuition, medical insurance, and give you an annual stipend of $12,000-$20,000 to cover your books, academic expenses, and living expenses. There are numerous fellowships available and an online search will often help with this process.  The National Science Foundation, National Physical Science Consortium, Hertz Foundation, and National Institutes of Health have fellowships for students.  It may be easier to start at http://www.grad.nd.edu/gfd/ for a good database to search.

The application process

· One to three page statement of purpose.  Many departments will not meet the student face-to-face before deciding whether or not to accept them.  This statement of purpose is where you show them who you are and it should focus on the academic side of you!  Why do you want to go to graduate school?  Why their program?  What research have you done?  If you haven’t done research yet, what makes you think you want to do it?  What do you intend to do with your degree?  Briefly explain setbacks that you’ve had and how these have helped you grow academically and personally.  Try to highlight the positive aspects of your academic record and instances that have shown your mathematical maturity.  You should rewrite your statement at least 3 times before asking an English professor/lecturer to read it and critique it.  You should also have at least one faculty member in your department critique it.  

· Importance of recommendation letters.  Make sure to ask the faculty if he/she can write you a strong letter of recommendation.  Also be sure to ask well in advance of any deadline, give them a copy of your statement of purpose, a resume, and a list of relevant courses taken and grades received in these courses.  Schools typically require three letters of recommendation and you should request at least two of these letters from math/science/engineering faculty who can comment on your academic potential and capabilities in the field/discipline to which you are applying.  Give reach recommender a list of all the places where they need to send letters along with the corresponding deadlines.  Also, send them reminders 5-7 days prior to every deadline.  Your recommenders should be your biggest supporters—remember to thank them after all the deadlines have passed and to keep them informed of your decisions and progress. 

· Application fees.  Expect to pay between $50 and $100 for each application.  If this is a hardship, contact the individual department and request a fee waiver.  If you are a Latino, you can submit some of your applications for free through Project 1000.  See http://mati.eas.asu.edu:8421/p1000/ for more information. 

· Graduate Record Examinations (GRE) general and subject tests.  Although countless statistics show almost no correlation between test scores and success in graduate school, almost all schools still require the GRE and many want you to perform well on this test.   If you are required to take the test, make sure you do so in time for scores to arrive at the school before their application deadline.  It is worthwhile to prepare for the GRE by obtaining the general test and relevant subject test books and studying diligently from them.  

· Applications.  Most applications are available online.  Be sure to submit everything that is requested because incomplete applications will not be considered.  E-mail the relevant departmental contact (often the administrative assistant of the department/program) to make sure your application has been received and is complete.  Be aware of the application deadline!!  Type your application if at all possible.

Choosing between schools that have accepted you

· Financial Considerations.  Most students in Ph.D. programs in mathematics, science, and engineering DO NOT have to pay for their education.  Financial support in the form of teaching assistantships, research assistantships, and graduate fellowships (or scholarships) allow many students to focus on their studies by providing a tuition waiver and a stipend for living expenses.  Any type of support should be promised in writing and will likely be contingent upon “satisfactory progress” in the given program.  Make sure that the funding isn’t for just one year after which time you will be left to fend for yourself.  Graduate school is hard work and you will need to focus your energy on it and not on where the money will coming from to finance your graduate studies.

· Visit the school.   Some schools will require an interview and you should do your homework beforehand!  If there is no interview, you should still try to visit the school, if at all possible.  Plan in advance with the department so that you can meet some faculty and graduate students in the department.  Sometimes departments have funds to help offset the costs of your visit but you should ask ahead of time.  

· Prepare a list of questions that you want to ask. For starters, ask some of the questions that helped you narrow down your list.  How large is the department?  How many students are in the incoming class?  Are the course requirements rigid or flexible?  Are there “qualifying exams” and, if so, what is the success rate?  Can you take an upper division undergraduate course before taking the graduate course, if you feel you need the preparation?  If so, will any of these courses count toward your degree?

· Find out who you are meeting with beforehand and get some information on each individual (especially about their research interests) from the web.  If you are visiting a faculty in a particular lab with whom you may be working, ask questions that you think will help you figure out if it is a good match for you.

· Meet with some graduate students in the department.  This is the time when you can ask questions from students who are currently experiencing the program—they can often give you the inside story of the department and how smoothly and friendly things are. The graduate students in your department will likely be your friends for the next several years and will offer support during your time there. 

· Take 15-30 min at the end of the day to write down some notes on your visit.  Include both objective information (such as students take three courses each semester for the first two years) and subjective information (such as the grad students really seemed friendly and not as stressed as I expected).   This will help in comparing schools when it comes time to make a decision.

· Get input from your faculty.  Do not let anyone push you in a direction you don’t want to go, but getting advice is a good thing and faculty (especially those that wrote you letters of recommendation) are often very willing to talk with you about the schools to which you’ve been accepted.  They collectively have a wealth of experience and want to help you make the best decision for you.  Sometimes you may get conflicting advice but just remember that everyone is viewing your situation from their own perspective—you are the one that knows you best. 

Your first few years of graduate school in a Ph.D. program
· Know the expectations.   Talk with the graduate students, both in your incoming class and in previous classes.  This gives you a perspective and support group that will help you through each year.  Ask questions when you have them.  Are there qualifying exams?  If so, how stressful are they?  How hard is it to find an advisor?  

· Classes.  Typically grad students will take classes for the first 2 or 3 years.  Sometimes there is a time limit for when you will need to have taken certain core courses.  There is almost always a minimum course grade requirement (often B-) in order to continue.  Find out from year 3 or year 4 grad students what the average grades are—some schools/professors award a B- as if it were a C- (in undergrad) while others are very strict about grade percentages.  Know your academic background as well.  It makes no sense to jump into a course for which you do not have the required background and schools will often allow you to take a limited number of upper division undergraduate courses to allow you to be at the right level for the graduate courses.

· Qualifying exams.  Some departments have qualifying examinations that you must take and pass at the end of your first or second year.  Sometimes failure of one exam is okay while in some schools failing one exam is your sign to exit.  Know the requirements in your program.

· Advisors.   While your university and specific program sets certain requirements for completion of a Ph.D., it is your thesis advisor that is arguably the most influential person in deciding when and if you will finish.  An advisor is someone that you will be learning from and working with for the last 2-4 years of grad school.  His/her area of research should be at least moderately interesting and you should be able to at least have a good working relationship with him/her.  Some programs require students to find an advisor “with money” who will be able to support you with a research assistantship.  (Again, it’s very important to know your specific program and the grad students are often a good source of information.)   You may be assigned an advisor when you arrive and there is often at least some flexibility in deciding whether to continue with this person or switch to another one.  Talk with the professors from whom you are taking classes.  Although they may not become your advisors, you will still need 2 or 3 additional faculty to serve on your committee.

· Research.  Doing research is a requirement for a Ph.D. dissertation.  Three typical scenarios depending on your preparation and program might be 

· you will take courses exclusively your first year, work on research during the summers, and smoothly transition from courses to research during your third year

· you will begin work with an advisor upon arriving and will have to balance coursework with research during your first few years before moving exclusively to research

· you will not be considered/allowed to do research with an advisor until your coursework and qualifying exams are completed

These are just three of the many possible situations that could arise for someone in the mathematical, biological, or physical sciences (including engineering). 

