Applying to Graduate School
Getting into graduate school can be time consuming and stressful.  Every year there are students with good academic backgrounds that are not accepted to their top choices of graduate programs.  However, hard work and careful preparation can help most students find a graduate program to their liking.  In these pages we outline the basic steps that you should follow in the process of applying to graduate school.  Some of these steps may require your immediate attention, while others can be scheduled for future consideration.  You can greatly increase your chances of finding the right graduate program for you by taking time to begin preparing your credentials early. 
Graduate Programs for Psychology Majors
Psychology majors can apply to a variety of graduate programs.  There are Ph.D. and masters programs in both clinical and non-clinical aspects of psychology in graduate psychology departments.  Doctorates and masters degrees may be earned in school psychology and counseling in many colleges of education.  There are also psychology related degrees that can be earned in departments of human development and colleges of social work.  Each offers something a little different for the graduating student in terms of job skills and job opportunities and each requires something a little different in terms of basic credentials to get into their program.  There are many options and many choices that have to be made.

 

As you become more serious about graduate school in your junior year, it is time to decide what you want to get out of graduate school and to locate programs that will allow you to do that.  Graduate programs are highly specialized and not all programs are good at all things.  A good place to start researching a graduate program is to look at the APA Guide to Graduate Programs in Psychology.  There is a copy in the psychology office that is available to interested students.  The book is indexed to allow you to look up programs in different ways.  There is a brief description of each program that includes such things as degrees offered, program specialty areas, credentials of recent graduate applicants, and basic applicant requirements.  That’s enough information to decide if you may be interested in the program.  The next step is to obtain more information about each of these programs.  This can be done by writing, calling, or emailing each school for a detailed catalog about the program you are interested in evaluating further.  The catalogs are free – send for plenty of them.  Use this information to help narrow down the schools to a small number that you will consider.  Students typically apply to between 5 and 10 graduate programs depending on their credentials, interests, and funds (money must be sent with each application).  Talk to your advisor for help in narrowing down your choices.  
GPA

 
Grade Point Average is typically an important part of your graduate school application.  Most schools consider your undergraduate GPA a good measure of your academic potential for graduate school.  The obvious rule of thumb is, the higher the better.  Here are some other things to consider about your GPA, as long as you remember they are not hard and fast rules.   Different graduate programs have different expectations.  Most Ph.D. programs are looking for GPA’s of 3.5 or higher.  But, you are in competition with everyone else who applies for admission.  Graduate programs accept a limited number of people per year.  A GPA of 3.8 may rank first one year and fifteenth another year.  So, you need to accept the fact that a “good enough” GPA doesn’t guarantee anything.  In fact, some schools actually recalculate your GPA based on their standards (e.g., without a plus/minus grade) rather than those of UA.  So, the GPA you have on your transcript may not even be the GPA that they use.  Masters’ programs are usually less competitive than are Ph.D. programs and will often accept GPA’s between 3.0 and 3.5 (less than 3.0 usually requires that students exhibit strengths in other areas of the application).  All programs consider your overall application when deciding on admittance.  Therefore, a lower GPA may be compensated by strengths in other areas (e.g., a high GRE or very strong letters of recommendation).  Additionally, some schools may take into account your Psychology GPA and/or your last 60 hours GPA instead of focusing on overall GPA.  You should do a little research into your school of choice to find out their specific requirements/expectations.  Schools will require that you send official transcripts directly from all undergraduate programs you have attended.  You will need to request that transcripts be sent by the records office and pay a fee to have this done.  
 
GRE

 
The Graduate Record Examination (GRE) is currently an important part of your graduate school application.  Like most other factors, the better your score the greater your chances of getting into the graduate school of your choice.  The GRE currently consists of two different tests: the General Test and the Subject Test.  Almost all schools require that students take the General Test.  This exam has three separate sections: verbal, quantitative, and analytical.  The verbal section is basically a vocabulary test and it is very similar to the verbal section of the SAT or ACT (although the words are considerably more advanced).  The quantitative section is designed to test basic math skills (algebra, geometry, and trigonometry).  The analytical section, which now consists of two writing tasks, measures abstract thinking – mostly context independent problem solving.   (The analytical writing section is a relatively new component of the GRE.  Therefore many graduate schools are still compiling normative data on this measure.)  These sections of the exam are computerized for administration.  That may take a little practice before you feel comfortable about taking an exam in this way.  But, it also means that you can take your test whenever you are ready.  The scores for each section range from 200 – 800 with a mean of approximately 500.  Most Ph.D. programs require that you earn above 500 on each section (particularly the verbal and quantitative sections), but it is common for applicants to score much higher.  Remember, you are competing with the other applicants and not the minimum standards.  Less competitive programs will go a little lower.  But, your scores on this exam do not ensure acceptance into a graduate program.  You can find the minimum scores required by many specific programs as well as the average scores for accepted students in reference sources such as the APA Guide for Graduate Study in Psychology (a copy is available in the psychology office) or by contacting that program.  The General Test portion of the exam takes about 3 ½ hours.
 
You must take this test very seriously.  You must be prepared.  The best way to do that is to invest in one or more of the many GRE preparation books.  These books provide specific tips and strategies for the exam.  They also contain practice tests that can be very useful for preparation.  There are many books to buy to help prepare you for the exam.  Buy one.  It will remind you of rules you have forgotten, and will help you recognize problem types and answer them faster.  Fast responding is important on the GRE.  Additionally, there are a few preparatory courses, such as the Stanley Kaplan and The Princeton Review, which may increase your chances of getting good scores.  At UA, the Graduate School offers seminars, preparation courses, and practice tests each year.  Look for these notices and take advantage of the opportunities.  However you choose to prepare, it is necessary to begin well in advance of when you need to take the test.  This will take a lot of your time.  You will need to schedule time carefully during your junior year to prepare for the GRE.
 
The Subject Test is an exam that measures varying aspects of specific fields.  If you are applying for graduate study in psychology then you would take the Psychology Subject Test.  This test covers a wide range of material in psychology.  Not all programs require the Psychology Subject Test.  Check with your program of interest for more details.  This exam takes about 2½ hours.  The subject test is not currently computerized and is not offered at UA.  You will have to schedule time to go to Birmingham (at UAB) of elsewhere to take the subject test.  There are preparation books for this test, as well.  As an alternative, you may choose to read one or two introductory textbooks.   Introductory texts cover all sections that may be covered on the exam and can help you remember facts from classes that you haven’t taken in a while.
 
You can take the GRE more than once.  Most students do.  So, if you do not do as well as you would like the first time you don’t have to give up.  Try to figure out what the problem was, prepare again, and then retake the exam.  If you do take the exam more than once, all scores will be reported in your graduate school application.  It is up to the graduate school how they decide to use them.  Some use the best scores and others use the average.  But, doing better the second time always helps.

 
You can schedule to take your test by contacting the Test Center in the Student Services Building across from Fergusen.  You can obtain additional information about the GRE by going to http://www.gre.org.

  
Practical Experience

 
Some graduate schools require clinical and/or research experience.  Check with your schools of interest to find out if this is one of their specific requirements.  However, even if it is not required, most graduate programs are favorably disposed toward applicants with some degree of practical experience.  Many request a VITA or resume that details your research and clinical experience.  If you are considering a clinical program, having worked in a mental health facility may be useful.  If you are interested in either a clinical or experimental program, research experience is valued highly by most faculty reviewing your application.  At the very least, there are likely to be other applicants to the same program that will have research and/or clinical experience.  If you do not, then getting into that program may be more difficult because your experience will be compared with that of other applicants.

 
The Psychology Department at UA provides interested undergraduates a number of opportunities for research experience.  First, you can apply to the Honors Program in Psychology.  This program is designed to give you the opportunity to conduct a research project of your own under the supervision of a faculty member.  You can reach a description of the Honors Program by following the link at the bottom of the page.  Second, you can register for classes such as PY 451 (Undergraduate Research) and PY 481 (Undergraduate Readings).  PY 451 will give you the opportunity to get involved with various aspects of research, such as designing experiments, collecting data, and data analysis.   PY 481 offers a wide range of graduate level readings that may help to prepare you for graduate school.  These classes also offer you the opportunity to get acquainted with professors and other researchers.  Check the department office for a description of faculty research interests.  Try to find someone whose has interests that overlap with yours.  But, all research experience is good, no matter what area of research you attempt.  IT IS YOUR JOB TO APPROACH THE FACULTY MEMBERS ABOUT CONDUCTING RESEARCH WITH THEM.  IT IS BEST TO CONTACT THEM EARLY DURING THE REGISTRATION PERIOD, BECAUSE MOST HAVE A LIMITED NUMBER OF OPPORTUNITES AVAILABLE EACH SEMESTER.  Take these classes very seriously and the reward may be twofold.  You can include this experience in your application and the faculty members that you work with will likely write a good letter of recommendation for you.  

 

For students interested in pursuing graduate school in clinical psychology, clinical experience may be very useful and even expected by some universities that you wish to attend.  In fact, some universities even suggest that you take time off between undergraduate and graduate studies to gain a little clinical experience.  In addition to gaining valuable experience, it shows that you are committed to the getting into graduate school and it may help you decide on a specialty area.  Most cities have several establishments that provide mental health services.  Hospitals provide a great opportunity for a wide range of clinical experience, because many hospitals treat patients for a variety of mental disorders.  If you live in the Tuscaloosa area, Bryce Hospital and Capstone Medical Center are places to engage in volunteer work.  Volunteering at youth centers and various mental health programs can also provide relevant experience.  Other possibilities include crisis hot lines (e.g., suicide prevention), centers for runaway children, agencies or programs for developmentally challenged children, shelters for woman and children of domestic violence, drug and alcohol treatment units, community health centers, and churches.  An additional letter of recommendation from a supervisor at one of these facilities can address basic clinical skills that you possess in a way that letters from faculty may be unable to do.

Letters of Recommendation

 
Typically, graduate schools require that you submit at least three letters of recommendation with your application.  A great deal of attention is paid to your letters.  Obviously, you must get the best letters you can.  Most aspects of your application (e.g., your GPA and GRE scores) provide graduate programs with a highly objective account of your undergraduate work.  Letters of recommendation provide graduate schools with a more subjective view.  If you have the right people saying the right things about you, your chances for admission are increased.  Strong letters of recommendation can greatly enhance an otherwise average application.  As you prepare your application, note that some schools ask that you collect the letters and submit them with your application, while others ask that the letter writer send them directly to the school.   Be sure to check your application instructions when requesting letters be prepared on your behalf.

 
There are some specific things you can do to increase your chances of getting good letters of recommendation.  The most important thing is to get to know the psychology faculty in a way that will make them believe you are a good candidate for graduate school.  These are the people that you want to write persuasive letters for you.  Enroll in a Supervised Research course (PY 451) with a professor that has similar interests to you.  Or you can ask a professor if you can volunteer to conduct research with him/her.  You need professors that know you well and think well of you.  Avoid asking a professor that doesn’t know you very well (even if you got a good grade in his/her course).  This puts the professor in an awkward position and you are likely to receive a short, noncommittal letter.  This can actually hinder your chances more than help.  Of course, a short third letter from a psychology faculty member is usually better than a long letter from a relative or a nonacademic/nonclinical employer.  But, it is best if you get to know three members of the faculty reasonably well.  Don’t restrict your contact to only one faculty member by, for example, doing research with the same person who is your advisor and also taking only your advisor’s senior seminar classes.  
 
Other things that you can do include getting involved with a Psychology Club (for example, Psi Chi) and applying for student awards.  You want to be involved in activities that will demonstrate that you are serious about attending graduate school and you want to convey that to a potential letter writer.  
 
When you are ready to ask for references, there are a couple of things that you should remember.  1) Do not wait until the last minute.  Provide your professors with at least two-three weeks (most prefer longer) to write the letter.  2) Provide each letter writer with at least the following information:

 

·        a copy of your transcripts with your GPA 
·        information about any research that you have conducted
·        relevant work experience 
·        honors, psychology clubs, and awards
·        a description of your clinical/research interests

 

Have everything organized when you ask for your letters.  Make sure it is clear what each school wants included in their particular recommendation.  Some schools have standard forms and standard questions that they want addressed in the letter and others do not.  It is also a good idea to include addressed and stamped envelops with each recommendation.  That will ensure that your letters will reach the appropriate destinations.  Remember, some are to be sent by you to be included with your application and others are to be sent directly to the school.
Personal Statement

 

Graduate programs typically require that you attach some form of personal statement to your application.  Some programs ask you to answer a few questions in essay form while others ask you to prepare an open-ended statement.  While a great statement typically will not compensate for below average grades or other aspects of your application, a sloppy, not well thought out statement will always hurt your application.  It is necessary for you to take this statement very seriously.  You are, in essence, trying to explain why the school should want you in their program.  Most schools try to match an applicant’s interests with a faculty member’s interests.  This is your only chance to let them know what your interests are.  

 
When preparing your letter, there are several things that you MUST do to prepare a good personal statement.  The most important thing is to tailor your statement for each program to which you apply.  To do this well, you should read as much as you can about each program.  Find out what the school offers and what type of research the faculty members conduct.  Read some of their research.  If your letter states that you want to participate in research areas that aren’t offered at that university or you don’t appear to know what type of research is being conducted there, then your application is likely to be disregarded.  In your letter, clearly and concisely state the reason why you wish to attend their program, the faculty member(s) you want to work with, and what you can offer the program in return.  If you can’t find faculty at the school with whom you want to work, then you shouldn’t apply to that school.
 
Other things that will help your personal statement:

 

·        Keep your statement reasonably short (under two TYPED pages – handwritten statements are sloppy and hard to read). 
·        Grammar and spelling are very important.  Spelling and grammatical errors detract from your overall message and will be deemed to reflect poor effort and/or poor writing skills.
·        Remember the point of the letter.  Do not discuss lengthy personal experiences nor engage in extended philosophical discourse unless the school requests you do so.  Most will be distracted by your veering from the main issues.
·        Be sure to discuss your research and clinical experience and interests.  But, do not focus on the shortcomings of your work or overemphasize personal accomplishments.  

·        Avoid using slang or trying to impress others with your vocabulary.  Neither is easy or fun to read.
·        Write your statement well in advance of sending in your application and be willing to revise it.  Ask a professor or two to read your letter, attend to their comments, and write another draft.  Then ask them to read it again.  Professors read a lot of these statements and know what does and does not sound appropriate. 
 
 

