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2. 

 

Is Graduate School for Me?  
It’s important to evaluate your reasons for wanting to go to graduate school.  Unlike most undergraduate 
experiences, graduate programs require that you have clear direction toward a certain career path.  Ask 
yourself the following questions: Do my career goals require an advanced degree?  Am I looking for a 
specialized degree only obtainable through graduate school?  Do I have the motivation and desire to commit 
myself to the time and effort demanded by graduate school programs?   Is it better 
for me to go part-time or get some work experience first?   
 

To assist you in your decision-making, it may be beneficial to seek out a 
professional in the field you are considering and ask them to do an informational 
interview.  How did they decide to go to graduate school?  How did they select a 
program?  What was it like?  Consider searching for an alum who has taken a 
similar path through the Messiah University Professional Network on LinkedIn.   
You can also search the career/grad school resources by major to see what graduate programs alumni from 
your major have attended.  Also, make an appointment with a Career Coach in the Career and Professional 
Development Center to discuss your questions and formulate an action plan. 

 

How do I choose a graduate program? 
Finding a program that fits your goals and professional interests is 
essential to a successful graduate school experience.  Keep in mind that 
just because a program is in the top rankings by U.S. News & World Report 
doesn’t mean it’s a guaranteed best fit for you.  Consider the following 
criteria when selecting a program: 
 

¶ Admissions Requirements: Do your qualifications (i.e., GPA, co-
curricular experiences, coursework, test scores) meet the 
minimum requirements?   What is the acceptance ratio of the 
institution?  

¶ Program Characteristics: What is the faculty to student ratio? 
How long does it take to complete the curriculum?  What is the 
reputation of the program, and how does it measure with comparable programs?  Does the 
philosophy/emphasis of the program fit with my interests and values?  What are the facilities like?  
Will I be required to do research, internships, or a thesis?   

¶ Faculty: What are faculty specialty areas or research interests?  What kind of involvement have they 
had in their respective fields?  Are they well known in their areas of expertise?  Have they been active 
in research or publishing (tip: read some of their publications!)? What are their distinguished 
achievements?  

¶ Alumni: What are graduates of the program currently doing?  What was their experience like in the 
program?  What are the statistics on finding employment after graduation?   

¶ Financial Aid: What kind of financial aid is available?  How many students secure graduate, research, 
or teaching assistantships?  What percentage of the tuition is covered through these opportunities?  
Are there scholarships available?   

 

http://www.messiah.edu/info/21086/students/1786/handouts_and_guides
http://www.messiah.edu/info/21086/students/1786/handouts_and_guides
http://www.messiah.edu/info/21121/search_for_a_job/1739/networking
http://www.messiah.edu/info/21087/choosing_a_major/1734/connect_majors_to_careers
http://www.messiah.edu/career
http://www.messiah.edu/career


http://www.messiah.edu/info/21122/apply_to_grad_school
http://www.messiah.edu/offices/career/documents/TipsforWritingPersonalStatements.pdf
http://www.messiah.edu/offices/career/documents/TipsforWritingPersonalStatements.pdf
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Graduate School Timeline*  
(*Please keep in mind that this is an ideal timeline – individual timelines vary by person and by program.) 

 
 

YEAR TASKS 

Sophomore Year 

Discuss your interest in grad/professional sch1

http://www.kaptest.com/
http://www.kaptest.com/
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III. ESSAY DO’S & DON’TS  
 

DO:  
 

¶ Stick to answering the questions that are being asked of you.  

¶ Invest time in creating a compelling opening paragraph to entice the reader to continue reading.  

¶ Consider using story-telling, themes, anecdotes, or analogies to illustrate influences to your decision-
making.  

¶ Don’t just tell; show through examples.  

¶ Relay detailed, concrete examples rather than generalities.  

¶ Use strong, yet relevant, action verbs.  

¶ Use “buzz words” commonly used in your field of interest to relate your knowledge base.  

¶ Focus on depth rather than breadth.  

¶ Evaluate and reflect on experience as opposed to taking a great deal of space to describe it.  

¶ Focus on the positive.  

¶ Customize your essays by school/program.  

¶ Know that many admissions committees will determine potential for success based on how you write 
about past experiences.  

¶ Have several individuals proofread your essays. Content, mechanics, and grammar matter!  
 
DON’T: 
 

¶ Mention potentially controversial topics unless appropriate (politics, religion, etc.).  

¶ Include high school information. Generally, you should keep to the last 4 years.  

¶ Use extreme, unrealistic language such as, “I am the perfect candidate for your program…”  

¶ Use clichés – “I want to change the world.” “I chose this field because I want to help people.”  

¶ Regurgitate your résumé.  

¶ Go off on tangents that are irrelevant to the essay questions.  

¶ Try to be someone you’re not. Admissions committees can pick up on this pretty quickly.  

  



 
7. 

 

Graduate School Exploration Exercise 
 
ASSESSING INTERESTS 

What career areas are you most interested in exploring/pursuing?  
Examples: clinical psychology, children, law, art, forensics, business, etc. 
 

1) _____________________ 

2) _____________________ 

3) _____________________ 

4) _____________________ 

 
SELECTING A PROGRAM: YOUR CRITERIA 

Before selecting graduate programs, it’s important to know your priorities.  Rank in order the following factors 
for selecting a program, according to your values: 
 

___ Geographic location 
 ___ Cost/affordability 
 ___ Financial aid availability 
 ___ Student-

http://www.messiah.edu/info/21121/search_for_a_job/1739/networking
http://www.kaptest.com/
http://www.messiah.edu/career
http://www.gradschools.com/
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/
http://online.onetcenter.org/find
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RESEARCHING GRADUATE PROGRAMS 

Using a few of the resources mentioned above, practice researching programs of interest.  Select one 
program/school to investigate.  Try to gather as much of the following information as possible.  Depending on 
the extensiveness of the program’s website, you may need to contact the school/department directly in order 
to obtain some of this information. 
 
Name of school/program: 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Description of geographic area: 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Type of program:   Master’s level    Doctoral      Seminary    Other: __________________ 
 





Use the following space to jot down notes of some of your potentially relevant experiences.  Never 
underestimate the value of transferable skills that you may have gained from a seemingly non-relevant 
experience.  Examples of transferable skills include: communication skills, ability to function as an effective 
team member, critical thinking, problem solving, flexibility, self-directedness, etc. 
 

Experience: _________________________________________________________________ 
Brief Description: ____________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Skills developed: _____________________________________________________________            
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Experience: _________________________________________________________________ 
Brief Description: ____________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Skills developed: _____________________________________________________________            
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Experience: _________________________________________________________________ 
Brief Description: ____________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Skills developed: _____________________________________________________________            
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
3) Personal Characteristics 

What makes you unique?  What would you bring to the program in terms of your personality, 
background, experience?  What makes you a good fit for the field you are pursuing?  What 
makes you a good fit for the program/school?  This information should shine through in your 
personal statement, which is a writing sample typically asking you to articulately summarize a bit 
about yourself, your interests, and your goals.  How would you begin to answer some of these 
questions?  Write down some initial thoughts. 
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

4) References 

For graduate school applications, references are typically faculty members who are able to speak 
confidently about your past accomplishments and your potential for success.  In some instances, 
you may also ask a supervisor who worked closely with you within your field of interest.   
 
Who are three individuals you would consider asking to serve as references? 
1) _____________________   2)______________________    3)___________________ 
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