
 

 
 

Getting Into Graduate/Professional School 
 
Introduction 
According to the Digest of Educational Statistics, 9.9% of the population has an advanced degree. Between 
1996 and 2006 enrollment in graduate and professional increased by 32%. The two biggest areas of growth 
have been Education (40% increase) and Business (30% increase). With more and more students attending 
graduate or professional school, planning ahead can help your success. Before beginning the graduate 
application process, it is important to examine your reasons for wanting to attend. Are you interested in 
advancing your credentials, exploring a specific area of interests, and/or your chosen career path requires an 
advanced degree? Are you applying to avoid the job market, because family/friends are pushing you to go, 
and/or you have no clue what you want to study? It is vital for you to explore your motivation as this will 
impact the entire preparation and application process. 
 
Having an advanced degree can increase your earning power, level of responsibility, and freedom to make 
decisions. Additionally, you may have greater flexibility to move between different careers and advance in a 
particular occupational field. In a 2006 Census survey, the median earning for males and females with a 
Bachelor’s degree was $45,221. With a Graduate degree, the median earning jumps to $59,804. Of course, 
your earning potential will be based on occupational choice. 
 
General Timeline: 
 Summer/September: Take necessary tests; research potential programs and request information; identify 

who will write your letters of recommendation. 
 September/October: Research financial aid resources; review program applications; draft your purpose 

statement and have it proof read; ask for letters of recommendation. 
 November/December: Make a checklist of deadlines for each application; request for transcripts; apply for 

assistantships and/or fellowships; finalize personal statement. 
 December/January: Finalize ALL applications materials and submit application; if you do not receive 

confirmation after submitting materials, check with the admissions department. 
 February: Prepare for admissions interviews; complete FASFA. 
 March/April: Visit schools that have accepted you; notify programs of acceptance and declines; April 15th 

is the official deadline for responding to programs. 
*Note: if the application is due before January, adjust the timeline accordingly. 
 
What Will You Study?  
 Is the program a research or teaching university? Research universities are less likely to have terminal 

master’s degrees.  
 What could you study that will keep you interested for 2-5+ years?  
 Do you have the necessary experiences/education for this area of focus? If not, can you complete the 

requirements? 
 
Where Will You Go? 
General Tips: 
First and foremost, learn as much as you can about the faculty and the program. Knowing this will assist with 
writing your personal statement, help with the decision making process, and your knowledge can increase 
your chance of admission to a program. One helpful way to learn a lot about a program is to talk to current 
students and graduates of the program. You can ask the faculty/staff for student’s contact information. 

Academics – evaluate the program; it is more important to know the reputation of the department 
verses the university; is the program nationally/regionally/locally recognized? 



 

Faculty – is there a faculty member you would like to work/study with? Does their research interest 
match up with yours? Are they recognized as leaders in the field? 
Cost – can you apply for in-state tuition? Are there scholarships available? Are Teaching, Graduate, 
and/or Research Assistantship and/or Fellowships available?  
Location – do you want to live in the area for 2-5 years?  
Career options – what fields do graduates typically work in? Does the program assist with career 
placement? 
Facilities – is the library and computer and laboratory equipment up-to-date and useful?  
Professional Development – are there opportunities for leadership in and outside of the program? 
Are there opportunities to attend local and national conferences? 

 
Create a list of potential schools:  
On your own: 
 Ask faculty in your area of interest for recommendations.  
 Read the faculty’s vita’s and identify where they attended graduate school. 
 Research the professional association in your area of interest; find out where keynote speakers, the 

leadership, and other members attended school.  
 Many graduate programs are accredited by a national organization; look to that organization to research 

programs. 
Journals/Books/Magazines: 
 Read journals articles and books that match your interest and identify faculty and/or departments.  
 Look for the guide for your area of interests 
 The Gourman Report 
 Peterson’s guide 
 U.S. News & World Report rankings 
 Complete Book of Graduate Programs, Princeton Review 
 Guide to American Graduate Schools, Doughty 
Websites: 
 http://chronicle.com/stats/productivity/ 
 http://www.petersons.com/ 
 www.allaboutgradschool.com 
 www.gradadmissions.about.com   
 http://www.graduateguide.com/   
 http://www.princetonreview.com/home.asp   
 http://www.gradview.com/careers/index.html 
 
Develop your personal list of your targeted schools: 
 Rank the programs in order of interest to you. Then, identify which category they fit into: 

1. Within reach – programs that you are pretty sure you can get in to  
2. Probably/maybe – programs that have requirements a bit beyond your credentials 
3. Miracle – programs that you probably will not get into, but would love to attend 

 Then, choose the top 2 programs from each category to have a new list of 6 programs.  
 
Research potential schools:  
 Obtain catalogs directly from academic departments  
 Talk to professors, alumni, and current students in the program 
 Contact the Graduate Student Organization at your prospective school and ask for information 
 
How Will You Write Your Statement or Essay? 
Excerpt from Donald Asher’s, ‘Graduate Admissions Essays: Write Your Way Into The Graduate School of Your Choice.’ 
Berkeley, California: Ten Speed Press. Pp 64-76. © 2008 Donald Asher, used with permission. 
 Decide on a topic, which is usually specified by the school to which you to which you are applying. The 

wording may vary, but the topic is usually some version of “Why are you coming here? Where are you 
going after this?” Although most schools ask essentially the same questions, they each ask them in a 
slightly different way. Because of this, plan to write the essay for your first choice school first, and then 
modify it as needed for your other targeted schools.  
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 Your first step is read the question. Then answer it - truthfully. Your first draft should be totally, brutally 
honest. Do not try to second-guess your reader at all. Every sentence should come straight from your 
heart. Tape record your first draft, or pretend you are writing a letter to a friend, if it will help you simplify 
your language. As a general rule of style, avoid footnotes and minimize narrative exposition. Be confident 
in your writing. Assume that you will be admitted. 

 An interesting first paragraph is a gift to your reader. If you are applying to a highly competitive pre-
professional program, you will want to pay particular attention to your opening line or paragraph. If you are 
an unusual candidate or had an unusual experience, launching your essay on that note can be a good 
idea. One of the best types of opening paragraph relates an epiphany. This can be the moment you 
decided to pursue your current goals or the moment you discovered just what might be entailed to pursue 
those goals. [Here is an epiphany opening]: “I made an ‘A’ in labor relations, but I learned more about 
labor-management issues in one summer working on a union construction crew than I learned in the 
class….” 

 Avoid using words like these in your essay: meaningful, challenging, beautifully, wonderful, invaluable, 
and rewarding. Say what you really mean; either describe the event in question or report your emotions 
and thoughts in more basic detail. Replace these vague words with a personal statement, something from 
your own unique point of view. If you have difficulty with this, start sentences with: “I” “I felt…” “I realized...” 
“I saw that….” 

 Demonstrate that you have read the catalog carefully, researched the program, and considered your 
reasons for applying to this particular school. Find a common thread, a point at which your philosophy and 
theirs meet in happy confluence, as in this example:  

 “I want to enroll in the program at (major university) because of its excellent reputation in real 
estate and urban land economics; I have not found such strength at other M.B.A programs. I am also 
familiar with the admirable work of the Center for Real Estate and Urban Economics, and I particularly look 
forward to working with Professors Edelstien, Rosen, and Wallace.” 

 Saying you have “always wanted to be a _______” is not as strong as reporting specific actions that 
demonstrate the truth of that statement. Admissions committees are reluctant to admit candidates to 
rigorous programs leading to demanding careers if the applicant seems to not have a clear idea of what 
lies ahead. If you have a real understanding of what your life will be like (1) as a graduate student, (2) as a 
trainee in this new profession, and (3) as a skilled practitioner, then convey this to the admissions 
committee. 

 If you have faced a particular challenge in the course of your life or your education it may be to your 
benefit to let the admissions committee know about it. Unless you have a really good reason for 
mentioning weak grades or irregularities in your background, do not mention them at all.  

 General Tips taken from outstanding essays and statements:  
o They convey at least a glimpse of the applicant’s personality, substantiate specific academic 

preparation and knowledge of subject matter, and demonstrate an understanding of the challenges as 
well as the rewards of a chosen career. 

o They often give a sense of the candidate’s maturity, compassion, stamina, teamwork skills, leadership 
potential, and general likability, usually without addressing these issues directly. 

o They name specific professors at the targeted program with whom the candidate is interested in 
working and specific directions they expect to take with their studies. 

o Then they go on to show how the applicant plans to use the graduate education in his or her planned 
career and establish that the student has an understanding of his or her place in the “big picture.’ 

o The essay is an opportunity to tie all the disparate pieces of your application together into a 
comprehensive, coherent whole.  

 If you have grades or test scores that do not represent your true potential, you can explain them in your 
essay. As a general rule, it is better to keep your main statement of purpose as positive as possible. Do not 
make long, involved excuses; keep it simple and devoid of drama. Also, sometimes it is helpful to compute 
your GPA according to a more beneficial formula. Your problem must meet these criteria: 
o It has to be in the past. 
o It has to be resolved. 
o If has to be sympathetic. 
o It should be unlikely to recur in graduate school. 

 

 



 

How Will You ‘Get In?’  
 Personalize each and every application.  
 Develop a system to manage deadlines and to compare programs (you could include: size of department, 

ranking, type of degree, deadline, financial assistance, testing requirements, GPA, personal interactions, 
faculty connections, additional notes, final outcome). 

 Register to take the appropriate test(s) and allow plenty of time to study; many programs view the 
entrance exam as a very reliable indicator for success in a program; find out the minimum and average 
test scores for the program. 

o Determine the exam(s) needed for entrance-final dates as required by your targeted departments. 
You can take a majority of these tests in Career Services; call 303-492-5854. Find out what the 
specific exam covers and make sure to study (see GRE quick tips for additional information). 

o The Princeton Review and Kaplan have prep classes and books and materials you can buy to 
study independently.  Preparation texts and computer software for specific tests can be purchased 
through the applicable test website.  

o Practice taking the admission exam required; do not use the actual exam as practice as your 
scores will be counted. All of the major testing organizations offer practice tests. Research shows 
that scores improve 10 percent after taking an exam twice. 

o Websites: www.ets.org, www.kaplan.com, www.lsac.org, www.gmat.org, www.vocabulary.com  
 Gather letters of recommendation, ask early if they can provide a strong recommendation for you and 

allow give 2-6 weeks for the letters to be written. 
o Share information that will be helpful (your personal statement, resume/CV, list of classes and 

projects, a list of relevant personal and social experiences); provide each person with the proper 
amount of stamped envelopes and any forms requested by a specific program 

o Graduate programs want letters from faculty and will typically accept from former employers and 
others who can testify to your ability to succeed in graduation school. 

o Be sure to send a thank you note to those who write letters. 
 Find out about the application process – do you need an application for the university AND the program? 

Do you need an application for assistantships and/or fellowships? How much is the application fee? Apply 
online if it is available. 

 Gather transcripts  
o Beyond grades - Find out if there are extracurricular activities that are highly regarded and 

demonstrate this experience in your personal statement. 
 Allow plenty of time – most applications are due in January; but double check the deadline for each 

school. Do not wait until the last minute to apply as applying early indicates interest. Additionally, if you 
are applying for any type of financial assistance (fellowship and/or assistantships), double check the 
deadline for those materials as they may differ from the actual graduate school application.  

 Consider using Interfolio (http://careerservices.colorado.edu/students/manageLOR.aspx) to help organize 
your application materials. Interfolio stores all of your credentials for a graduate school application; 
including: confidential letters of recommendation, resumes, writing samples, and transcripts. Call 303-492-
8519 for more information. 

 
Don’t Just Sit and Wait to Hear Back….  
 For institutions requiring an interview, practice your interviewing skills. You can do a practice and taped 

interview in Career Services; call 303-492-6541 to set up an appointment. 
 Prepare for the interview; thoroughly research the university and program, have a list of questions to ask 

them, and gather information about the town (visit the website of the local Chamber of Commerce). 
 Consider visiting the campus as an opportunity to learn more about the program and to express your 

interest in the program. Plan your visit and never show up unannounced. For additional tips on a campus 
visit, read pp 40-45 of Donald Asher’s Gradate Admissions Essays, 3rd Edition. 

 Weigh advantages/disadvantages of each program based on your needs  
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Once You’ve Heard From the Program…. 
 When you hear good news, find out when the deadline to accept and what financial assistance (if any) 

has been offered. 
 If you’re placed on a ‘wait list’ for a program, make every effort to provide additional positive information 

for your candidacy; an additional letter of recommendation, mid-year grades, a phone call from a 
professor or employer; basically – remind the program just how interested you are. 

 If you are not accepted, do not give up! Contact the program/faculty to learn their reasons for rejecting 
your application; find out if conditional acceptance is an option; if the response is an adamant ‘no,’ ask if 
they will reconsider your application the following year if you correct the deficiencies.  

 If you are not accepted, consider getting additional experience, apply to more schools the following year, 
take a class as a non-matriculated student, attend a summer program at one of your targeted schools, 
and/or visit in person. 

 
Now That You’re In, Make the Most of Your Experience: 
 Get involved in professional organizations to develop leadership skills and build your network. Attend local 

and national conferences if possible. 
 Develop good time management skills.  
 Think like a professional, not like a student.  
 Give presentations on areas of interest at professional conferences.  
 Write or co-write professional journal articles.  
 
Additional Information: 
Books: 
Getting What You Came For, by Robert Peters  
So What Are You Going To Do With That?, by Susan Basalla and Maggie Debelius 
Graduate Admissions Essays, by Donald Asher 
Peterson’s MBA Programs 2009, Peterson’s 
How to Get Into the Top MBA Programs, by Richard Montauk 
Your MBA Game Plan, by Omari Bouknight 
Ahead of the Curve: Two Years at Harvard Business School, by Philip Broughton 
Med School Confidential, by Robert Miller. Dan Bissell, and Harold Friedman 
How Doctors Think, by Jerome Groopman 
Best Medical Schools, Princeton Review 
The Pre-Dental Guide: A Guide for Successfully Getting Into Dentral School, by Joseph Kim 
Best Law Schools, U.S. News Guide and Princeton Review 
Law School Confidential, by Robert Miller 
The Ivey Guide to Law School Admissions, by Anna Ivey 
Getting your PhD, by Harriet Churchill and Teela Sanders 
Mastering your PhD, by Patricia Gosling and Bart Noordam 
The PhD Process, by Dale Bloom, Jonathan Karp, and Nicholas Cohen 
 
Websites: 
www.cgsnet.org 
www.nces.ed.gov   
http://www.phds.org/graduate-school/choosing-a-graduate-program/ - Guide to Graduate Education in 
Science, Engineering, and Math 
 
Financial Assistance: 
This partial listing of financial assistance and funding opportunities gets you started in learning about 
scholarship and fellowship sources and is not considered comprehensive. It is highly recommended that you 
seek out the financial aid office, graduate school and specific graduate and professional school departments 
that you are applying to about financial aid, scholarship and fellowship opportunities. 

Books: 
o Cash for Grad School, by Philip McKee and Cynthia Ruiz McKee 
o Peterson’s Complete Guide to Financial Aid 
o Free Money for Graduate School, by Laurie Blum 
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o Getting Money for Graduate School, Peterson Guide 
o The Graduate School Funding Handbook, by April Hamel, Mary Heiberger, and Julia Vick 
o Paying for Graduate School Without Going Broke, Princeton Review 
o Dan Cassidy’s Worldwide Graduate Scholarship Directory 
o http://www.petersons.com/gradchannel/file.asp?id=1080  
o http://www.gradschooltips.com/payingforschool.htm 
 
Fellowship Resources: 
o http://careerservices.colorado.edu/students/financialAidGS.aspx 
o CU-Boulder Financial Office - http://www.colorado.edu/finaid/     
o Community of Science Funding Opportunities - http://www.cos.com/ 

Institute of International Education Fulbright Fellowships -
http://www.iie.org/Template.cfm?section=Fulbright1 

o Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation -
http://www.gatesfoundation.org/UnitedStates/Education/Scholarships/ 

o Barry M. Goldwater  Scholarship - http://www.act.org/goldwater/ 
o Jesse M Unruh California Assembly Fellowship - http://www.csus.edu/calst/assembly/ 
o Marshall Scholars - http://www.marshallscholarship.org/ 
o Woodrow Wilson Fellowships - http://woodrow.org/ 
o National Science Foundation - http://www.nsf.gov/funding/ 
o National Security Education Program (undergraduate) -    

http://www.iie.org/programs/nsep/default.htm 
o Boren Awards for International Study - http://www.borenawards.org/ 
o Rhodes Scholarships - http://www.rhodesscholar.org/ 
o Smithsonian Institution Fellowships - http://www.si.edu/ofg/ 
o Harry S. Truman Scholarship Foundation - http://www.truman.gov/ 
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