APPLYING TO GRADUATE SCHOOL 

IN PSYCHOLOGY AND NEUROSCIENCE
INTRODUCTION

This document was originally written by a friend of Tomi-Ann Roberts from Smith College.   Directly following her application process to graduate school, she chose to write a brief summary of her experience, so that Smith students might avoid some of the pitfalls that she made.  This document has been edited by the faculty of the Colorado College Psychology Department, but we credit her with having the wherewithal to write down her experiences as well as to capture the process so well.

WARNING

Please keep in mind that this document reflects our opinion and that you should certainly search out other people, including other students and professionals you might know, for a fuller picture.

PLANNING AHEAD

The most important advantage you can give yourself in applying to graduate schools is to give yourself plenty of preparation time.  You will have to amass a fair amount of material for the application.  You will need to take the GRE General test, and we suggest taking the psychology test as well.  If you are interested in going to graduate school in Neuroscience, you may need to take the Biology or Biochemistry tests.  You will need to get recommendations and your academic transcripts.  And most difficult, you will need to determine which schools, programs, and people interest you the most.

If your plan is to apply in order to matriculate in the fall of 2010, the process should begin in August, 2009.

WRITING AWAY TO SCHOOLS

Develop a preliminary list of schools to which you might apply. Most graduate school materials (i.e., catalogue, application) can be found on the Web (see the Web Resources handout for details).  Do not get too wrapped up in this task.  Any school with potential will do, even if you know nothing about the school except its name.  Typical lists include about 40 schools, from which you eventually chose 5-10. Use the APA's book on Psychology Graduate School for addresses and for basic information.  This book can be found in the Psychology Department Seminar room but cannot be removed from there.  The CC Neuroscience Web Page has a link to a list of Neuroscience graduate programs.

GREs IN GENERAL

Despite what anyone says, having high GRE scores can make a big difference in your application.  Anything in the 600s is very good.  At least one score in the 700s will set you apart.

Many schools still determine fellowships, including prestigious four year ones, based on the sum of the General GRE scores.  Often, the quantitative (math) score is given twice as much weight as the analytical writing (logic) or verbal (English).

STANLEY KAPLAN (OR COMPARABLE PROGRAM)

Particularly if you have been out of school for several years before applying, you might consider enrolling in a prep course for the General GREs.  SK has classes, books, practice tests and study tapes to help initiate you to the world of test taking.  Slowly but surely, you will develop test tolerance, endurance, and confidence, and your scores will likely improve.  Make studying a part of your routine, your priority.  Consistency is key.  You should study/go to SK daily, 2-3 hours, to see results.  You don’t want to take the GREs more than once.
Due to the time commitment, and because you will be dependent on the SK tapes and lab materials, it is suggested that you do not enroll while in school if at all possible (unless you honestly think you can handle the work).  Consider taking SK over the summer, during half block, or during a very light semester.  Give yourself about six weeks with an intense, every day study schedule.

As a supplement to your SK studies, make up a word list based on your everyday readings.  The newspaper, particularly The New York Times, is excellent for building a vocabulary. 

[Free study sites are also available on the web. For example, see: My GRE Tutor.com or Test Prep Review.com.]

PSYCH  GREs

At least one or two of your schools will require or recommend it (a euphemism for required). You can study for this test on your own.  

Choose three Intro to Psych textbooks, Gleitman being one of them.  The other two can be much more simplistic. A History of Psychology book and a biology or anatomy book will serve as helpful references as well.  In addition, review terms and ideas from your research methods course.

Basically, the psych GRE is more of a names association test than a concepts test.  Every time you run across an important person’s name in your reading, write it down along with something big and general about the person.  Who did the person collaborate with? To what school of thought did the person prescribe? Did they found an entire school of thought?  What major discoveries did the person make?  Making flash cards may help.  Then memorize.

You may also want to make a set of flash cards for the major areas of psychology (Social, Personality, Developmental, Clinical, Experimental, and Physiological) or at least for the areas with which you are less familiar.  You also have to know basic statistical formulae and be able to identify parts of the nervous system (especially the brain) and sensory organs, and of course, know what they do.  Make drawings. 

ACQUIRE SAMPLE COPIES OF THE TEST.  ETS offers sample tests at the website (both General and Subject).  It is important to get used to the format and to taking a detailed science test.  Know all the names mentioned in the practice test.  You are sure to see them again. 

GRE REPORTS

ETS gives you a limited number of schools to which you can report your scores.  Beyond that, you will need to pay for reports.  Choose schools from your list to which you are most likely to apply.  Consider it a given that your schools will change and that you will be paying fees for extra school reports.  Reports arrive in a month or so.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Most schools require that you submit three recommendations for the application.  Recommendations must be more than just adequate for your application to stand out from the crowd.  Nearly everyone has good recommendations.  Yours need to be excellent.  Choose your recommenders carefully.

Find people who think highly of you as a person and are familiar with your work experience, in school or in the real world.  Professors or people who rank high in the psychology or neuroscience field have by far the most influence.  It is most impressive if you have worked on their research or had them supervise your own research.

Most admission committees are looking for people who have extensive research experience.  If you do not have research experience in any field, but have life/work experience, have an employer or as a last resort, a close friend, write a recommendation.

If you are out of touch with professors or people you would like to write for you, definitely send a preliminary letter/e-mail in late summer or early fall reintroducing yourself (who you are, what you did for them, what you have been up to, and what you plan on doing).  Basically, show good etiquette.  Then follow up with phone calls.

Make sure employers are clear on what they should write about.  Professors have been through this process hundreds of times.  Employers tend to fall off the track and write about less relevant things.  Give an employer a list of topics to talk about.  They will be glad to have it.

Once a professor or employer has agreed to write a recommendation for you, send additional information: your resume/CV, coursework/grades in psychology or in your major, GPA, extracurriculars, research/work experience, GRE scores if you have them, and anything else important about you.

Around Thanksgiving time, once you have narrowed down your schools to the final cut, send the typed letter of recommendation forms (with the waiver signed), stamped and addressed envelopes, in one batch to each of your recommenders.  It is helpful to type the name of the school and the due date on the bottom of each envelope, especially because many grad schools ask the candidates to collect all application items together and send the whole application in one envelope.  Recommenders put their letters in sealed envelopes with a signature on the outside, so you will not know which university the letter is for unless you have written its name on the envelope.

ESSAY

You may or may not have a specific question to address in your essay.  If you have no guidelines, limit your essay to one or two aspects of your life.  Do not attempt to tell your entire life story.  Keep it simple, about 300 words.  This essay should be very different from your undergraduate essay.  The admissions committee is not interested in your well roundedness or your vibrant personality.  Nor are they interested in creative writing skills.

Primarily, your essay must show commitment and clarity of purpose.  Generally, you need to state why you are qualified and in what you are interested.  In reality, you may have no idea what research you would like to do in graduate school.  In this essay, however, you must think of something and make your arguments convincing.  In other words, you should show that you have ideas (they do not have to be highly original) that are practically possible.  This indicates that you know what the psychological literature says, and that you know how to construct a sound study.  Use the same basic essay for every school give or take a few lines.

Another important concept in applicant evaluation is meshing.  Many schools think more highly of you if your interests and ideas mesh well with a faculty member.  Do your research on the schools and their faculty!  Do a little name dropping in your essay, but do not go too far.  Choose perhaps three names out of the faculty roster, people whose key research areas sound interesting.  Just one sentence will do, stating that your research interests tie into the interests of these faculty members, and that is why you are applying to their program.  Make sure those faculty members are still actually working faculty at the university.  Many are inactive, yet still listed as current faculty.

TRANSCRIPTS

Another aspect of the application that takes some organizing in advance is getting your transcripts.  Only include transcripts which contributed to your degree or have some pertinence to your interests.  

A FINAL APPLICATION STRATEGY

Realize that admissions people can only absorb so much.  All parts of the application need to be as streamlined, as simple, and as compartmentalized as possible.  You do not want to clog up the system.  Be sure to follow format suggestions for each graduate school (e.g., if they ask you to use blue paper for recommendations, do so).

CHOOSING SCHOOLS

Now that you have gotten the major pieces of the application underway, you will need to narrow down your list of schools.  Try to do this by late November or early December for January application deadlines.  Choosing anywhere between five and ten schools is reasonable.

Talk to CC professors and alumni for the inside academic scoop.  Don’t forget - Lifestyle and location factors are extremely important.  Remember you will be spending five or more years getting a Ph.D.  (However, being in sunny California should not be your stated reason for wanting to go to UCLA!!)

INTERVIEWS

The more you learn about a given program, the better, particularly if you are going to an interview.   You are most likely to have an in-person interview for Neuroscience and Clinical Psychology graduate programs.  You may have a phone interview for other types of programs.

While interviews may vary widely, one general piece of advice is to appear well-informed and eager to learn more (not omniscient!)

ADMISSION!!!

Schools inform applicants of their admittance as early as February.  Professors will call you by phone!  By mid-March you should have heard from all your schools.  Then expect research papers to arrive at your doorstep in horrifying numbers.

Do not rule out any schools at this early stage. You have until April 15th to decide.  (Extensions are also available, yet unadvertised.)  Do a little more homework first.  Ask lots of questions of faculty members, and, more importantly, the current graduate students.  It is only after your admission that the professors are eager to talk to you.  Find out what your financial support will be.  A tuition waiver is to be expected for Ph.D. programs.

Then visit as many schools as you can.  Depending on your financial situation and what you are offered by the school, you may visit the campus (and interview) prior to being accepted.  Many schools will pay for a tiny portion of your travel expenses, but you will need to ask about the travel fund to obtain more help.

CONCLUSION

Despite its brevity, we hope this guide to the application process has been helpful to you.  If you have any questions, please ask us.  Our academic histories are on the last page if you have any questions about particular schools or programs.

CC PSYCHOLOGY FACULTY/STAFF

Emily Chan, Ph.D.


A.B., Psychology, Princeton University, 1997


Ph.D., Psychology, University of Michigan, 2003 

Lori Driscoll, Ph.D.


B.A., Psychology, Colorado College, 1994


Ph.D., Psychology, Cornell University, 2003

Kristi Erdal, Ph.D.

A.B., Psychology, Brown University, 1988


M.A., Clinical Psychology, Arizona State University, 1992


Ph.D., Clinical Psychology, Arizona State University, 1995


Clinical Internship, University of Missouri Health Sciences Psychology Consortium, 1995

John Horner, Ph.D.

B.A., Psychology, University of Tennessee, 1980


Ph.D., Experimental Psychology, Duke University, 1986

Bob Jacobs, Ph.D.

B.A., German, Whitman College, 1980


M.A., Germanics; Minor, Teaching ESL, University of Washington, 1982


Ph.D., Applied Linguistics, UCLA, 1991

Tomi-Ann Roberts, Ph.D.

A.B., Psychology, Smith College, 1985


Ph.D., Social Psychology, Stanford University, 1990

Mark Saviano, Ph.D.

Mathematics major, Worcester Polytechnic Institute 1988-1990

BA Psychology, Merrimack College, 1995

Ph.D. Social/Developmental Psychology, Brandeis University, 2005.

Tricia Waters, Ph.D.

B.A., Psychology, Western Washington University, 1980


Ed.M., Human Development, Harvard University, 1984


Ph.D., Developmental Psychology, Boston University, 1990


Post-Doc in Clinical Psychology, University of Denver, 1994

