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So You Are Thinking About 
Graduate School... 

 
 

Graduate school is not just another year (or two or three or more) of college. It can be as difficult as 
your undergraduate work as high school was from Cedar Crest College. What do you need to do 
first is ask yourself some serious questions. 
 

1. Should I go to graduate school or not? 
Does your ultimate career goal require an advanced degree? Sometimes the answer is clearly 
“YES”. For example, lawyers, physicians, and counseling psychologists MUST have 
advanced degrees. There is no choice. For some careers, a graduate degree is necessary for 
advancement. For example, an MBA can be very helpful (often necessary) for a 
businessperson who wants to climb up the corporate ladder. 
 

2. How can I tell if I need an advanced degree to reach my career goal? 
You have to do some researching. It is a simple as that. Schedule an informational interview 
with a professional in the field. Talk to people who actually are in the career that interests 
you. Also, the Department of Labor’s Occupational Outlook Handbook can tell you the 
educational requirements for thousands of careers. You can also use the Career Planning 
Center to find out: 

a. What types of programs there are 
b. Which ones will best help you reach your career goal 
c. What an advanced degree will enable you to do 

 
3. Will I be successful (can I handle it)? 

By now you should have a realistic assessment of your abilities, based on past academic 
performance. Undergraduate transcripts often accurately reflect students’ future 
performance...but also keep in mind that motivation and interest weigh heavily on future 
success in a graduate program. Discover what the minimal requirements are for acceptance 
into specific graduate programs and talk with your faculty advisor to gain his/her perspective 
on your chances of being accepted into a graduate program.  
 

4. If I do decide to go, is it better for me to study something new or should I learn more 
about the subject in which I am already majoring? 
That is up to you. Base your decision on the major you have as an undergraduate. Do you 
need to learn more about it? Will in-depth knowledge let you reach your career goal or will 
you be more marketable to an employer if you have graduate experience in a different field? 
Research the answer, and then make your decision. Remember that many career fields allow 
you to mix and match. For example, certain businesses prefer to hire MBAs with technical 
or liberal arts undergraduate degrees.  



5. If I decide that graduate school is really for me, is it better to go right after 
graduation, or should I get some work experience first? 
Choice #1 – Go right away 

a. If an advanced degree is REQUIRED for you to meet your career goal, you will gain 
nothing career-wise by delaying graduate school. 

b. After 4 years of college you have “academic momentum”. Even thought you may 
not realize it, your classroom skills are polished now. The longer you go without 
using them, the duller they may become. 

c. Once you start to earn a regular paycheck, it may be hard for you to give up all of 
part of your salary to become a student again.  

 
Choice #2 – Go after a few months/years 

a. In some cases, employers actually prefer people with professional work experience 
AND an advanced degree. For example, new hires with an MBA plus experience 
start with higher salaries than those who only have an MBA. Also, some graduate 
programs require applicants to have work experience in a particular field before they 
are admitted.  

b. Your economic situation may be such that you have no choice but to work after 
graduation. Working can pay off undergraduate bills and help you save for graduate 
school.  

c. If you need help to finance your graduate degree, you may want to work for an 
organization that will pay for all or part of your education.  

 
6. How about if I combine the two and get work experience while I go to school part-

time? 
This plan works for many people, especially if an employer has a tuition remission program. 
Keep two things in mind: 

a. Going to graduate school part-time will take much longer than going full-time. How 
will the time difference affect your career goals?  

b. Some people’s lifestyles are not compatible with working during the day and going to 
school at night. Other people thrive on it. Decide which group you fit into.  

 
7. How do I pick a school? 

This is where research comes in again because you need to find out 1) what programs are 
available and 2) which would be best for you. You should consider several areas when you 
make a decision:  

a. Curriculum: This is key. Go to a school which offers the kind of program that will 
get you the degree you want in order to get you the career that you want. 

b. Reputation: Talk with professors who teach related undergraduate courses. Ask 
where they went to school and what programs they recommend (and why). If 
possible, visit the campus and talk to graduate students who are currently enrolled. 
Look at guides which rate programs. Remember: these guides reflect the opinions of 
the authors and should be only one part of your information search.  

c. Accreditation: Understand the role that specialized accreditation plays in your field 
as this varies considerably from one discipline to another. In certain professional 
fields it is a requirement to have graduated from an accredited program in order to 
be eligible for a license to practice. In other fields accreditation is not important and 
there are some excellent programs that are not accredited.  



d. Faculty: Determine if the professors are well known in their discipline. Find out 
where they earned their degrees and what your current professors think about them. 
Does the graduate faculty concentrate on research and publishing? Are they 
concerned about and accessible to students? Is there diversity? During your campus 
visit, arrange to speak with a faculty member.  

e. Resources: Find out what resources are available on campus, particularly in the 
library, labs, and computer center. Are resources current, complete, and available to 
students? 

f. Students: Who attends the graduate school you are interested in? Learn what 
undergraduate schools they came from and what alumni do once they complete the 
program. Look at the drop-out rate. 

g. Atmosphere: Consider size, location (urban/rural, section of the country), class size, 
housing, facilities, cost of living, and proximity to career environment (for example, 
not all graduate programs in oceanography are located on the coasts). 

h. Cost: Ask about tuition and finical aid. Do out-of-state students pay more? If so, 
how long does it take to establish residency and qualify for lower costs? Ask about 
grants, loans, scholarships, assistantships, and availability of off-campus jobs. 
Remember: high cost does not necessarily mean the best education. 

i. Information: You can find data on all of these topics (and more) by contacting the 
graduate admissions office, visiting a campus, reviewing guidebooks, and of course, 
the program website.  

 
8. To how many graduate schools should I apply? 

Generally, five or six. These should include a school that you will certainly be admitted to, a 
school you will probably be admitted to, and a school that you might be admitted to. Keep 
in mind there is a fee required with most applications. 
 

9. How can I know before I apply if a graduate program will admit me or not? 
You cannot – but you can make a pretty good guess. Most schools require a B 
undergraduate average. Sometimes, individual departments have their own requirements. 
Find out what there are before applying! 
 

10. When should I do all this? 
Begin your research during your junior year. That will give you enough time to do a careful 
and complete search. Remember: this is important stuff. Submit your financial aid requests 
as soon as possible. Check with individual graduate schools to find out when they start to 
accept applications. 
 

11. What test do I need to take? 
The sooner you begin selecting schools, the more time you will have for all the details such 
as taking the required standardized test. If necessary, you can take it more than once to get 
the necessary admission score. Most schools will not accept scores more than three to five 
years old. Find out which test you will be required to take. Some examples of tests are: 
 
 GRE – Graduate Record Exam 
 GMAT – Graduate Management Admissions Test 
 MCAT – Medical College Admission Test 
 LSAT – Law School Admission Test 



 MAT – Miller Analogy Test 
 DAT – Dental Aptitude Test 
 

12. How do I apply to graduate school? 
Contact the schools are interested in to request application information. Have more than 
one copy in case you make any mistakes. Complete EXACTLY as instructed.  
 
You may also be required to send additional information such as: 

a. Official undergraduate transcript: obtained through the Registrar’s office 
b. Letters of recommendation: You will need two or three. Think carefully before you 

decide on references. If possible, choose people who not only know you well, but 
who are also familiar with the graduate school you want to attend. Depending on the 
program, you may want to use faculty members as well as professionals in your field 
(This is one of the reasons why you did an internship or have related job experience, 
remember?) 
 
Give them plenty of time to write a reference for you. Bring them the 
recommendation form and a self-addressed envelope, if necessary. Supply your 
references with a copy of your resume and/or relevant course work to assist them 
when writing your recommendation letter and/or evaluation form.  

c. Personal essay: You will probably be asked to write a personal statement about why 
you want to attend graduate school in general or a specific program in particular. 
Requirements about length, topic, and format vary widely.  

 
Begin by thinking carefully about the topic. Write a brief outline. It can be just a list 
of five or six words you want to discuss. Put them in order: beginning-middle-end. 
Think about the list. Write your first draft and bring it (rough but typed) to the 
Career Planning Center to be reviewed. The best essay will be clear, concise, and 
passionate. Show the graduate school faculty that you are articulate, realistic, and a 
competent writer. Grammar, punctuation and spelling DO count, so be sure that 
your essay is perfect before you submit it with your application.  
 

13. Do I just mail in my application and wait for an answer? 
Some programs, especially those in medical and business schools, often require an interview. 
Follow the same procedure as you would for a job interview. The Career Planning Center 
can assist you with that too. 
 
Graduate programs in art, writing, or related fields often ask for a portfolio as part of the 
application to showcase your skills and abilities. Follow the requirements exactly as to 
when/where the portfolio should be sent and how the pieces should be labeled with your 
personal information.  
 

14. Is that all I need to know about getting into graduate school? 
Of course not. You should also know about: 

a. Auditions for performing arts programs 
b. Graduate programs for non-traditional students 
c. Part-time/weekend/accelerated programs 
d. Foreign student applications 



e. Financial planning and, probably much, much more! 
 

15. Ummmmmm... 
I see you are speechless. Do not worry. The Career Planning Center has general information 
about graduate education as well as resources on researching various graduate schools and 
their programs.  
 
The Career Planning Center also has information about graduate school fairs. These are 
special events during which representatives from graduate schools meet in one central 
location to provide information and answer questions to prospective students. Find out 
which schools are registered to attend and determine if it is worth your time to attend the 
fair. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

More Questions to Ask Yourself 
1. What are the goals and values that mean the most to me in my 

career? In my life? 
2. Is graduate school necessary? Can I reach my goals another way? 
3. Is a graduate degree necessary for advancement in my field? 
4. Will the expense of graduate school pay off in a better salary? 
5. Am I motivated? Willing to learn and work hard? Excited to 

continue my professional development? 



Graduate School Application 

 
 
There are many reasons why an applicant is not accepted into a graduate school. College grades may 
be too low. Scores on standardized test may not meet the required cut off. Personal 
recommendations may be mediocre. But there is another reason that should never, ever happen: 
some do not get into graduate school because THEY MESS UP THE APPLICATION PROCESS. 
Luckily, this problem can be avoided if you follow a few simple rules: 
 

1. Contact the Graduate Admissions Office for the application 
 

2. Find out the application deadline. However, if a school has “rolling admissions”, do not wait 
to send in your application. A school with rolling admissions considers applications in the 
order in which they arrive. If you wait until just before the deadline to submit your 
application, the reviewers may have already read numerous applications and will already have 
accepted students. Your chances of being accepted are greater the earlier you apply. 
 

3. Make sure your application is complete and correct. Different schools have different policies 
about filing applications so read instructions carefully. Sometimes you will mail everything in 
one envelope – reference included. Other times you will need to ask your references to mail 
them directly to the program. Some schools have a two-part process. If your preliminary 
application is accepted, you send a second application. DO NOT MAY ANY SPELLING 
ERRORS, GRAMMAR MISTAKES, TYPOS. Check your application carefully and ask 
someone else to review it as well. Try looking at the words backwards – from the end to the 
beginning. That way, you will be reading for content and you will be less likely to pass over 
an error.  
 

4. Every graduate application will have a required fee. Find out what the fee is and be sure to 
pay it. Remember: it can be expensive to apply to graduate school, so plan carefully when 
you decide to send applications.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Graduate School Essays 
 

 
When completing your applications for graduate or professional school, you will probably be asked 
to write an admissions essay/personal statement. Of course, the essay will be about you, but the 
topics may vary. For example, law and medical schools often ask for a general personal statement. 
Business or other graduate schools are more likely to be specific in wanting to know why you chose 
a certain field, what you intend to do when  you graduate, and why you are applying to their 
program. 
 
No matter what the essay question is, keep in mind that the admissions committee members who 
will read it want to know two things: 
 

1. Are you realistic about the field in general? The applicant who want to get a Master’s in 
Social Work to “help rid the world of poverty”, the education student who wants to “mold 
the minds of youth for the next century” are simply not realistic. 

 
Someone who does not have a clear view of her field of study is probably not very realistic 
about the demands and rigors of a graduate program either. Most graduate schools look for 
students who know what they are getting into. 
 

2. Are you articulate?  Can you write a decent paragraph? Graduate schools want students 
who can express themselves in an intelligent way, using proper logic, form, grammar, and 
punctuation. The essay is important not only for what you write but also for how you write 
it. If the directions indicate to write your essay in a specific place on the application, use that 
area and that area only. 

 
Although it would be unethical for the Career Planning Center to make specific content 
recommendations about your graduate school personal essay, you may submit it for a general 
critique and suggestions. Take advantage of that service! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Letters of Recommendation 

 
 

Most graduate schools require that you provide them with letters of recommendation. These will be 
sent either by you (usually as part of your application) or directly by those who write them. 
 
Think carefully about who you will ask to be your references. Choose people who know you and 
your work, not simply social acquaintances such as friends of your parents, not matter how 
influential they might be. 
 
In general, references should: 

1. Know what kind of student you are and how you work in an academic setting. 
2. Be familiar with graduate schools in general and perhaps the one you are applying to in 

particular. 
3. Work with many students and be able to compare you favorably to them. 
4. Be articulate and have excellent written communication skills. 
5. Think highly of you and be willing to put that opinion on paper. 

 
You may not know many people who fit all of these criteria, but choose people who come close. 
Choose professional who can attest to the kind of student you are. If you are returning to school 
after having worked, you may not be able to contact any professors who can address your 
performance as a student. In that case, graduate schools may accept the recommendation of your 
employer(s). 
 
Once you have decided who you would like to write your recommendations, ask if they can give you 
a good, meaningful reference. If they are not exactly sure what to say about you, give suggestions; 
remind them of a special project you did, a problem you solved, a good grade you received in their 
course – anything that indicates you will be a successful graduate student. You should also give them 
your transcript and resume to assist them in writing your reference.  
 
In general, reference should address your: academic skills, communication skills, maturity, intellect, 
and motivation. Ask for reference letters early, before many other students have thought of it. If 
those who write your letters are to mail them directly to the program, be sure to provide addressed, 
stamped envelopes.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Congratulations! 
 

 
 

You have been accepted and have made the decision to attend graduate school. Now it is time to 
begin your graduate student adventure! Some points to consider: 
 

 Relocate 

 Make friends in the program 

 Select a mentor 

 Establish a research agenda 

 Make contacts with support staff in the department/program 

 Study! Study! Study! 

 Quickly become familiar with the university library and its website 

 Network – increase your network and maintain yours at Cedar Crest; stay in touch with CCC 
faculty and administration 

 Attend lectures and special events 

 Join relevant professional associations as a student member 

 Attend professional seminars and conferences 

 Read newsletters and journal articles from professional affiliations 
 
 

Best of luck to you!!! 
 
 

 
 

“You have brains in your head, 
you have feet in your shoes.  

You can steer yourself in any 
direction you choose” 

~Dr. Seuss 


