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What You Neet to

g raduate

y Dereck J. Rovaris, Sr., Ph.D.

Perhaps vou have made the arduous decision to attend
graduare school. Or maybe vou are trving to gain some
understanding of what it might entail. Choosing to pursue
graduarte study is a major decision. Therefore, the more
information vou can gather about the process, the more
likelv vou are to make wise choices and realize success.
(Graduate trainingis not a process that vou can takelight-
lv, and as with anvthing else that is worth having, it
requires vou to work hard. Nevertheless. completing the
process is not impossible, especially if vou arc well
informed and vou plan an effective strategy.

This article will guide vou through the graduate appli-
cation's process as well as provide insights about graduate
training. Recent doctoral recipients and/or candidaies
will share their insights on attending graduate school.

Te Application Process

I. Create z list of potential schools. To maximize vour
opportunities, vou will need to apply to five or more
schools. The more schools vou appiv to, the more
chances vou have for admission. By consulting The
Pererson’s Guides (found in vour librarv’s reference sec-
tion or at hutpy//www. petersons.com), vou will uncover a
comprehensive listing of graduate opportunities in vour
respective area. The listings include descriptions of each
disciplincandits sub-fields, It will also includc a wealth of
data about the various institutions in those disciplines
(location. cntrance reqguirements, acceptance rates,
tuition costs, funding options, and enrollment demo-
graphics, ete.).

To create vour list of schools, first consider factors like
quality of the program, areas of research, strength of the
university, reputation of faculty in vour area, availability
of funding, institutional support, and commitinent to
minority students. Other factors that may play a part
include geographic region, size of enrollment, racial
make-up of students, eommunity in which the school is
located, campus facilitics and activities. After weighing
these factors. compile a list of 10 or more institutions.
Then contact cach school. Whercever possible visit the
campus. Gampus visits can sometimes influence vour
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In anv case, request application
materials and anv other information that will help vou
with the admissions process. Ultimately, vou want to
select the university that will give vou vour best opportu-
nity for success.

choice significantly,

1. Register, practice, and then take the Graduate
Records Examination (GRE). The GRE is che entrance
exam most graduate schools require. It has assumed a
more important role in the admissions process than was
ever mtended. Register early, practice using a review
course or study manual, and schedule vour exam at least
a vear, but preferably a vear and a half, before yvou intend
to start graduate school, and take the test and do well.
Take it early so thar vou can submit scores, along with the
rest of vour application. Early applicants are more likely
to be admirtted and funded than those who apply late.

II1. Ask faculty members for letters of recommenda-
tion. Often applicants will trv to impress admission com-
mittces with letters from local politicians, high ranking
university officials, or even their pastors. These people
mayv appear to be good sources for recommendations
because of their positions or their prestige, especially if
they know the applicant and are able to say nice things
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about the applicant. Nevertheless,
admissions comimittees are primari-
Iv interested in the academic abili-
tics of the applicants. This nearly
alwavs requires evaluators who hiave
taught the applicant and who can
speak favorably about the ability of
applicants to succeed with graduate
level work. Faculty members from
whom vou have earned at least two
s or higher {(preferablyv two or more
As)should be able to wrire strong let-
ters of recomimendation for vom.

When regnesting these letters,
always remember that they are just
that, requests. Thev should there-
fore be requesied courteously and
thoughtfully, This means thar you
should approach vour faculty mem-
bers earlyv and that vou provide them
with enough information so that
they effecrivelv transmit their opin-
ions of vour potentizal. Follow up to
make sure that thev have mailed
vour recommendations and thank
thern in writing once they have done
$0. By all means, let them know when
voil get accepred and keep them
informed of vour plans.

IV, Write a statement of purpose
and have it ¢ritiqued. The statement
of purpose often distinguishes the
difference between winners and
losers. Those who get accepted
almost alwavs have better state-
mernts of purposc than those who do
not. Whar malkes for a good state-
ment is its overall quality and it
clear indication of potential for grad-
uate study. A good staterment wili be
concise; [tsavs what vou have ta sav
as efficiently as possible (most are 1
to 1 1/2 pages). [t is organized: Your
essav is well thought out and strue-
tured. Working from an outline will
help. It is clear: it savs exactly what
vouwantittosay without ambiguous
references. It is honest: In it vou do
not pretend to be who you are not,
but neither do vou sell vourself
short. It is personal: It is uniguelv
vours; it i$ a statement about vou.
You do nottalk about the generai, but
about your specific interests. It is
positive: It sells vou by using positive
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attributes. [t does not dwell on nega-
tives like low grades or 1ost scores,
What is included in a statement of
purpose varies from school to school.
Be sure to read each application
carefully and provide the specific
information reguested. Typically
vou are asked to inolude answers to
most of the following questions: Wiy
do vou want to get a graduate
degree? What are vour specific goals
for graduate study® Ilow have vou
been academically prepared for
these goals? What are vour goals
bevond graduate studv® What tangi-
ble experiences helped prepare vou
(research projects, internships, pro-
fessional and volunteer experiences,
publications, exchange programs,
ete.)? Why should vou be admitted”
Address the individual requests of
each school. so write a slightly differ-
ent statement for each school to
whiclh vou apply. Meution strengths,

faculty members with whom vou
would like to work, or other reasons .

for selecting that particular school.
Make sure vour statement is person-
al and specific and make sure that it
accurartely reflects vour understand-
ing of the program, and how it
matches vour academic plans.

Upon completion of vour state-
ment, showitroafriend and ask for a
critique. Ask whether it makes sense
and whether it accurately reflects
vou, Correct it and then show it to a
facultv member. Ask the same ques-
tions. Inquire about punctuation
and grammar. Revise it, if necessary,
and have it proofed one last time.
Once vou are satisfied, include it
with the rest of vour application.
This process may seem tedious for a
one-page statement, but vou will sei-
dom be asked to write 2 more impor-
tantstatement.

V. Complete and mail your appli-
cations for admission and financial/
feliowship support. This is in fact a
very important process, 50 you do
not want to leave anvthing to
chance. Tvpe vour application and
make sure that it’s neat and legible.
MAIL  ALL  MATERIALS WELL

BEFORE ANY STATED DEADLINE!
Institutions receive hundreds of
applications and most have no room
for late or incomplete applications.

Dr. Dewana Thompson
Assistant Professor of Psychiatry
at LSU Health Sciences Center

Order transcripts and test scores
early enough to be mailed timely to
the  appropriate  institutions.
Simiiarly, complete all financial aid
forms (some are separate) and fel-
lowship/assistantship requests (most
are inciuded in the zpplication).
Make copies of evervthing! A com-
pleted, clean, and on-time applica-
tion will not by itself gain vou admis-
sion, but an incomplete, sloppy, or
late application will ensure vour
rejection.

Completing vour applications is
just the beginning. Once vou have
heen accepted, it is time to choose
the school that vou will attend.
Then, it is time to go about the busi-
ness of completing graduate school.
Forfurther advice on the entire grad-
uate school process, several recent
docroral recipients and/or a graduate
student nearing completion of the
doctorate were surveved. Thev are
Dr. Dewana Thompson, assistant
professor of psvehiatry at the LSU
ilealth Sciences Center in New
Orleans; Evelvn Simicn. Ph.D. can-
didate in political science at Purdue
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Universiryv: and Dr. Tvra Turner,
assistant professor of counseling at
Arkansas State University. Their

Evelyn Simien

Ph.D. Candidate in Political

Science at Purdue University
responses to five relevant survey
questions follow:

[ What do you wish you had
known before you started grad-
wuate school?

Thompson: In hindsight, 1 wish
that I had known that as a graduate
studeni it is okay to sav ‘no.
Graduate school can be a very
rewarding experience, butit canalso
be an extremely stressful process. As
a student, [ wanted to gain multiple
experiences and take advantage of as
many opportunities as possible. I
therefore frequently agreed to take
on tasks that | actually did not have
time for. [ believe that there is an
unwritten rule in graduate school
that there can be political ramifica-
tions for not taking on a task that a
professor has asked of vou.
Throughout my graduate career, |
don't think anvone ever told me that
it is okay to simply say no.

Simien: I wish that 1 had known
abour the high attrition rate for
African-American students, faculty,
and staff at my university. [ wish thac
[ had known more about the depart-
ment znd its faculty in terms of

research, placement of sraduate stu-
dents on the market, and rank. I wish
that [ had known more abour the
department’s history with African-
American students. Are African-
American students passing gualifv-
ing exams and completing the pro-
gram® What do the numbers look
like¥

Turner: One word comes to mind-
politics. 1 was warned that academia
was a highlv political arcna, but
nothing prepared me for the level of
politica]l games that | encountered.
Akin to polities is compertition. |
failed to realize that when I entered
into graduate school, T had to com-
pete with the cream of the cream. 1
soon discovered that people did not
inquire about vour grades on an
examination to assist you on subse-
quent examinations. Most wanted to
compare their grades to determine
where they stood in relation to a per-
son of color. [ subconsciously knew
that they felt the people of color were
allowed into graduate school be-
cause of their race and not their
intelligence. Finally, [ was not aware
of the level of dedication that it takes
to pursue a graduate degree. I would
go to class and work as a graduate
assistant during the dav and study
and write papers until about 3 a.m. |
spent my weekends in the library
with tons of other students trving to
absorb as much knowledge as possi-
ble. Graduate school requires that
one be focused and not wavering in
their desire to finish.

I What would vou tell a prospec-
tive draduate student abour
sraduate school?

Thompson: Do vour homework.
Find out all that vou can about vour
department and the university
before vou begin the program. Ask
guestions about the faculty and their
areas of interest to find out which
faculty share your research inter-
ests. [nquire about the department’s
retention rate for African-American
students. Seck outavailableavenues
for support within and outside of the
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department including the tvpes of
financialaid available. Talk with eur-
rent students about their experi-
ences and with graduates about job
opportunities, and whether thev felt
their graduate experience prepared
them for the workplace.

Simien: Take GRE prep courses
seriouslv. The GRE does matter. It
can either get vou in or keep vou out
of the best programs. Apply to a num-
ber of schools, and aim for the best
ones ranked invour field. Iwould vis-
it the school, and speak with those
currently enrolied in the departmens
of vour choice.

Turner: [ unashamedly admit chat
if it were not for my relationship with
Jesus Christ, I would have never
made it through graduate school. It
is not enough to be the most intelli-
gent person in the class because
there is alwavs someone smarter, It
is also not enough to impress people
by speaking in the most intellectual
jargon vou know. There is alwavs

Dr. Tyra Turner
Assistant Professor of Counseling
at Arkansas State University

someone who knows a longer and
mereimpressive sounding word. But
what matters the meost is that vou
know hevond a shadow of a doubt
that vou are greatness and that vou
come from greatness because of
Christ.
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15 Wheae wowld you hove done
differently?

Thompson: [ would have rtaken
advantage of the vast resources that
the university has. There are several
programs On a university’s campus
that could be beneficial to students.
Taking advantage of these can be
very helpful to students. Such pro-
grams may include writing centers,
computer centers, math centers,
ere.

Simen: [ would have read more,
and taken full advantage of the writ-
ing lab at my undergraduate institu-
Lion

Turner: I would have definitely
sequired more effective study skills
vrior to entering graduate school. It
ts amazing the amount of data and
knowledge that isdigested inone day
of graduatie school. I would have
attended several woriishops on time
managenient skills and study skills, 1
would have also maintained a “true”
savings account in graduate scliool.

Money needs to be maintzined in
savings formiscellaneous education-
al expenses such as making copies
{especially for each student in vour
study group), purchasing ink car-
tridges for the printer, extra expens-
es to attennd conferences, and profes-
sional asscciation membership fees.

IV, What did you like least about
graduate school?

Thompson: The thing I liked least
about graduate school was thelack of
diversity. Growing up in New York
Citv and being a graduate of a
Historically Black College allowed
me to live in environments that
encompassed a wide range of diverse
cultures and interests. My graduate
experience taught me that, as
opposed to these experiences being
readily available and a part of the
university's make-up, I had to seek
them out or create them, and fight
for their existence and sustainabili-
tv. [ would hope that graduate pro-
grams would continue to diversify
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their faculty and student body so
hat the environment ultimately
changes to fit the needs of the swi-
dent and not that the student has to
change his/her needs to fit the envi-
ronment.

Sinien: The cutthroat environ-
ment. Graduate students are com-
petitive, and some faculty members
have their favorites.

Turner: Of course | abhorred the
politics and the competition of grad-
uate school. Above all, [ hated the
gnawing feeling that [ had to “prove
myself,” It was not only a feeling but
also an expectation. [ was not alone.
Most of the people of color shared the
same feeling.

V. What did you like most about
sraduate school?

Thompson: | thoroughly enjoved
my program and the knowledge that
[ gained throughout my graduate
career. | was forrunate enough to
have had an adviser aud mentor who
took her role to heart. She not only
advised me on myv direction in the
program, but she cultivated and pre-
pared me for the workplace.

Simien: I learned how to read,
write, and think more critically, The
“politics” of graduate school made
me astronger person. [ became more
determined, and 1 felt compelled to
surpass my fellow students in the
programi.

Turner: [ enjoved the cultural
diversity. I met people from all over
the world in graduate school. I was
able to gain knowledge of their cul-
tural values and practices. | also
enjoved meeting people with like
interests and vision. I also enjoved
working with several professors and
students who really had an interest
in my well being. One of v profes-
sors took me under his wing and lit-
erally groonied me to be an excellent
researcher, teacher, and advisor.

Dr. Dereck J. Rovaris, Sr. is assis-
tant dean of the Graduate School
and director of Graduate Placement
at Xeaoler University of Louisiana.




