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The Graduate School Process: Getting Started

TWwO QUESTIONS TO ASSIST IN THINKING ABOUT GRADUATE SCHOOL

Why do you want to attend graduate school?

Seriously consider your desires for and thoughts about graduate school as a viable option. As Peterson’s
article “The Graduate School Decision: Basic Considerations” states, “Your decision to attend should be
made with a goal in mind — entering a certain profession or enhancing your career, for example.” '

Most importantly, though, you need to grapple with the key life question: “What is my life calling?”

Your one calling in life is to repent and believe in Christ and then to grow in sanctification in Christ.

Everything in life is supposed to be submitted to that calling and purpose, including your educational
and professional goals.

You must prayerfully consider, then, if God is leading you to pursue graduate studies in the midst of
your other responsibilities. If you selfishly pursue it while neglecting other responsibilities, it may lead
to unintended consequences later on in life.

What is this degree going to do for you personally, professionally, academically, and
spiritually?

This question goes hand-in-hand with the above question. Arming yourself with the knowledge of what
a graduate degree will do for you will give you substantive reasons to fall back on as you weigh through
the graduate school process over the next year or two.

Also, being aware of your giftedness and how God has specifically made you will further reinforce why
graduate school is an option for you. In Ephesians 4:1, the apostle Paul states, “I therefore, a prisoner for
the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been called.” Paul is
specifically speaking of our calling of salvation, but a part of worthily walking in that calling is
surrendering our educational pursuits to Christ so that we may grow in our gifts and strengths to serve
him and His Kingdom.

Christ also reminds us in Matthew 25:14-30 via the parable of the talents how He entrusts His servants
with specific gifts and responsibilities, and He commands us to use these gifts in service to His Kingdom
and furthering His Gospel. As you consider graduate school, pray over whether this is a “talent” Jesus
has entrusted to you in order that you would use it to be a wiser, more virtuous and industrious person in
His Kingdom. If this is a part of your calling, do not be like the man who buried his talent in the ground
out of fear and neglect and so squander what Christ has laid before you.

! “The Graduate School Decision: Basic Considerations.” http://www.petersons.com/graduate-schools/graduate-school-basic-
considerations.aspx. Accessed 3/27/2011



The Graduate School Process: Getting Started

You will find below the primary reasons why you should pursue graduate studies. > Let these serve as
guideposts for you to reflect on why you want to attend, what you want to achieve by obtaining a
graduate degree, and most importantly, what opportunities God may be opening before you to empower
you to serve Him more faithfully.

ToOP TEN REASONS TO ATTEND GRADUATE SCHOOL

1.
2.

SNk w
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You discern God opening opportunities to pursue your life calling via graduate studies.

You desire to increase your storehouse of knowledge and abilities to more faithfully serve and
lead in your career field.

You increase your ability to earn a good living while serving others.

You widen your career opportunities.

You supplement the knowledge base of your education and/or your field of study.

You gain opportunities to do research, whether on your ideas or on established studies (and get
paid for doing the research, too).

You open yourself to teaching opportunities because you will become an expert in your field.
You gain access to high-quality resources, technologies, and experts in your field of interest.
You might be able to have your education partially or fully funded! Some corporations and
organizations set aside funds to assist partially or fully to fund eligible employees. Some colleges
and universities have graduate assistance positions or tuition discounts for university employees
that might waive part or all of your tuition, and might even pay you a stipend for living
expenses!

10. You desire to pursue your life calling to serve others (i.e. the greater good).

REASONS TO RECONSIDER GRADUATE SCHOOL IMMEDIATELY AFTER UNION
GRADUATION

1.

You can develop the “professional student” mindset and continue pursuing education because
you are afraid of the workplace.

e Remember: Gradate school is meant to prepare you for your life calling and for service

in the workplace, not to avoid it.

You lack the discipline and ability to set priorities. An inability to prioritize your time and
commitments will cause stress and undue strains on family and personal relationships and,
ultimately, on your relationship with God.
You do not have the financial means at this present time. You might want to consider working
for a short period to prepare yourself to fund your education.

2 “A Guide for Potential Grad Students: Should You Go To Graduate School?” http://www.petersons.com/graduate-
schools/guide-students-graduate-school.aspx. Accessed 3/27/2011



Timeline to Apply

Being intentional with your time and starting early is the key to making your application process go
smoothly. Below, you will find a suggested timeline to follow to help you navigate yourself through the
application process.

SUMMER BEFORE YOUR SENIOR YEAR

e Begin to draft a personal statement of your academic and professional goals.

e Explore graduate programs. Become familiar with faculty who interest you, entrance requirements,
and deadlines.

e Contact graduate programs that interest you and request information.

e Review for the GRE or appropriate standardized test (i.e. GMAT, MCAT, LSAT, MAT, PCAT,
etc.).

0 Hint: Even if your prospective program does not require the GRE, national fellowships and
other funding sources may request GRE scores.

SEPTEMBER
e Set an appointment with a Vocatio Center professional and/or your faculty advisor to review your
statement

e Also, share your personal statement with professors you know and who know you well. Ask their
advice about which graduate programs you might consider.

e Narrow your graduate program choices.

e Register to take the GRE or other appropriate standardized test.

OCTOBER

e Take the GRE or other appropriate standardized test.
e Revise your personal statement, tailoring it to your chosen graduate programs. Schedule an
appointment with the Vocatio Center for Life Calling and Career for guidance.

NOVEMBER

e Visit the Registrar's office to request your transcript. Request that the Registrar hold your
transcript until the Fall semester grades are in. Arrange for your official transcript to be sent to
each program to which you apply.

¢ Finalize your essays and statement of purpose. Do not forget to seek input from your faculty
advisor and a Vocatio Center professional.

e Apply for fellowships and other sources of financial aid, as applicable.

e Check and record the due date for each application.

DECEMBER

e Complete the application forms for each program. Scan the form into your computer or use a
typewriter for a neat and clean application form. Reread your essays and statement of purpose.
Spell check!

e Mail your applications.

e Most schools send a postcard upon receipt of each application. Keep track of these. If you do not
receive a postcard or letter, contact the admissions office by email or phone to ensure that your
application has been received before the deadline.



Timeline to Apply

FEBRUARY

Depending on your field, start planning for the admissions interviews. What questions will you
ask? Prepare answers to common questions.

Fill out the Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) application. You will need your tax forms to do this, so
file early in February.

Schedule a mock interview with a Vocatio Center professional to prepare for any required
admissions interviews.

MARCH/APRIL

Visit schools to which you have been accepted.

Discuss acceptances and rejections with a faculty member or a Vocatio Center professional
Notify the programs accepting you.

Notify programs that you are declining.

Notify faculty and the Vocatio Center of your final decision/placement.



How to Apply

STEPS TO RESEARCHING AND CHOOSING GRADUATE SCHOOLS

Having thought through these questions and reasons to attend (and not attend graduate school), you
should now be prepared to begin the graduate school application process with confidence if you have
chosen this course. One of the first questions you may be asking is, “When and where should I start?”
The answer is, “START EARLY.” Preferably, you need to begin as soon as the possibility of graduate
school surfaces. Below, you will find the steps you will need to follow to properly navigate this process
so that you may successfully gain a seat in the graduate program of your choosing.

1. Self-reflect. Know yourself in order to know which program is the right fit for you.

What is God calling you to do? How does he want you to serve?

What are your interests, personality preferences, and strengths?

What are your weaknesses and shortcomings?

What are your values and personal convictions? How is God making and sanctifying you
to serve and glorify Him?

What are your goals personally and professionally? Do you have goals?

What have you accomplished?

2. Research career options.

Talk with a Vocatio Center professional to learn about options and opportunities.

Talk with professors to learn about options and opportunities.

Research careers and job descriptions via resources in the Vocatio Center for Life Calling
and Career and the O*NET Online Center.

Job shadow and informational interview with professionals in your field of interest to get
a feel for what it is like to work in that area.

Visit websites of professional societies and organizations (e.g. American Psychological
Association; American Institute for Graphical Arts). These organizations exist to allow
professionals to meet, share ideas, and advocate for their field. Often times, these
organizations have information about majors, graduate programs and career opportunities
that can give valuable insight to your career/graduate school research.

Intern and work in areas of interest to understand options better.

Use the Graduate School Guide to learn about graduate programs (you can get a free copy
from the Vocatio Center for Life Calling and Career).

0 Go to institutions’ websites and download their academic catalogues. You can also
contact schools and request that they send this material to you in the mail. Look
through their course offerings and see what you would be taking for degrees from
their programs.

3. Research graduate schools and programs.

Compile a list of schools (3-5) offering your field of study.
O You can gain this information from professors, Vocatio Center staff, administrators,
staff members, the Graduate School Guide, and from some professional
associations.



How to Apply

STEPS TO RESEARCHING AND CHOOSING GRADUATE SCHOOLS, CONT.

3. Research graduate schools and programs, Cont.

Read professional journals. See who is published and what schools are represented.
Determine the locales of each school and see if they are within environments and climates
where you would like to and be able to study.

Determine the admission requirements for your programs of interest (e.g. standardized test
scores, undergraduate degree grades, field experience, community service, personal
statement, etc).

Determine the time frame for the program of study:

0 Will you be taking day or evening classes?

0 Will you be in the program on a part-time or full-time basis?

0 How long does it take, on average, to complete this program?

Research the reputation and mission of the school as well as your specific program of
interest.

Find out the required coursework offered and the level of academic rigor involved.

Once you have narrowed down to a specific program, research the faculty who would be
teaching your courses.

0 Research faculties’ professional backgrounds, scholarship profiles and interests
Seek out comments from current students and alumni. This can often be found in
promotional material.

Determine how accessible are the faculty. Is your faculty member of interest actually a
research faculty member who does not actually teach most of your coursework? Is s/he
available to meet with you to discuss your coursework and/or career?

Find out if the school has the accreditation(s) necessary for your specific career field.

4. Fill out the applications.

Specifically follow the directions of the application. Indicate N/A (Not Applicable) for any
blank that does not apply to you. Never leave items blank.

Type answers or write legibly.

Start applying early — some applications are due in November and December, but most are
due in January or February.

Know that state universities may have a bias towards their own residents when they select
their students.

As you consider an institution, see if the program and university are a best fit for you.
Once your application has been turned in, contact schools to be sure application has been
received.



How to Apply

STEPS TO RESEARCHING AND CHOOSING GRADUATE SCHOOLS, CONT.

4. Fill out the applications, Cont.

Be as organized as possible to reduce stress on yourself. Organize materials for each
program into a file system that works for you. Specifically, keep the following
materials/information in order for each respective school:
0 Application
GPA Requirements
Letters of Recommendation
Personal Statement
Graduate School Process Checklist (see pages 52-55)
Deadlines for each program
Stamped and addressed envelopes, if required
0 Leadership Résumé

O O0O0O00O0

5. Choose your program of interest.

Is this the best institution that you can afford?
Academic Requirements: Do your test scores, GPA, and any other criteria meet an
institution’s academic requirements and standards?
What are the program offerings and courses?
How much does your program of interest cost per semester? Per year? Overall?
What kind of financial aid package have you been offered?
0 Scholarships, Fellowships, Grants
0 Loans
0 Graduate Assistantships: Teaching, Research, Administrative Roles, Service in
Residence Halls
What is the ratio of students-to-faculty members?
What are the overall demographics of the student body?
What are the institution and graduate programs’ enrollment and class sizes?
What is the location of the campus like? Consider the climate, weather patterns, cost of
living, and ease of navigation around the city or town where institution is located. Does it
fit your comfort level and lifestyle?
What are the amenities/facilities that the institution offers?
0 How is the quality of the library and its resources?
0 Do you need on-campus housing and is it available? What type of housing is
available and in what condition is it?
0 What other facilities are offered by the institution that you feel are necessary (e.g.
gyms/workout facilities, cafeteria, etc.)
Have you made a physical visit to the institution’s campus and do you like it?



How to Apply

COST ANALYSIS OF THE APPLICATION PROCESS

Before you start the application process, you need to think about those upfront required costs to apply,
the registration fees for taking standardized tests, cost envelopes and postage to be self-addressed (so
that professors may mail letters of recommendation without delay), and the cost of résumé paper on
which you will print your leadership résumé. See below an application process cost analysis if you were
to apply to three graduate programs so that you can save up and budget for this process.

e Average Application Costs — $50-$100 per application
0 This is typically the most expensive upfront cost; it must be paid, and typically it is non-
refundable if you are not accepted.
0 Total Cost: $150-$300
e Postage Costs
0 Application mailing costs — Approximately $3-$5 to mail paper applications via snail-
mail
0 Self-addressed stamped envelopes for reference letters (three per application) —
Approximately $4-$7
0 Total Costs: $7-$12
e Standardized Testing Costs
0 GRE-$160
» GRE allows for four graduate institutions to receive your score for free. The fee
for each additional score recipient is $23.
0 GMAT -3$250
= GRE allows for five graduate institutions to receive your score for free. The fee
for each additional score recipient is $28.
LSAT -$139
MAT — $75 at Union University (fee varies per testing center)
MCAT - §$235
PCAT —-$199
=  PCAT allows for three graduate institutions to receive your score for free. The fee
for each additional score recipient is $20.
e Résumé Paper — $15-$25 per ream/box of 250 sheets of linen paper
0 Hint: You can easily save on this cost by purchasing only what you will need from
University Services at Union University. 50 sheets are only $2.50.
0 Total Cost: $2.50-$25
e Envelopes — $10-$15 per box of 500 envelopes
e Travel Costs for Admissions Interview
0 Ifdriving — $100-$200 in fuel costs
o If flying — Approximately $600-$900 depending on location
0 If staying overnight — $75-$150 depending on the locations and type of hotel/motel

O O0OO0OOo

Total Cost of Application Process for Three Graduate School Programs: approximately $1000-$1500

10



How to Apply

GPA REQUIREMENTS

The GPA (Grade Point Average) is one of the many indicators of how well you perform your job as a
graduate student, and many institutions require a certain GPA level for admittance into their programs. For
example a 3.0 or 3.3 GPA is typically required for most masters programs, and an even higher score of 3.3
or 3.5 is typically required for doctoral programs.3 It is not a concrete measurement of a student’s intellect,
however, and so it is not the only means used to weigh academic prowess. Typically, while institutions
require these base GPAs, they will use standardized tests to serve as a further indication of an applicant’s
academic ability.

For this reason, students are required to take the GRE, GMAT, MCAT, LSAT, MAT or PCAT
depending on the program in which they wish to enroll. These tests can also be of great help if a student
has a lower GPA than other candidates. If you perform well enough, you may still be accepted into your
program of interest.

Is your GPA not where you want it to be? Here are some tips to help you out:

e Use the Hundley Center for Academic Enrichment and make use of the tutoring services in
those courses that give you trouble. Learning study skills and gaining a comprehension of the
subject matter for difficult courses may increase your chances of receiving higher grades and
raising your GPA.

e Take high-quality courses. Yes, it is easy to raise your GPA with introductory courses and
so-called “easy A’s” but admissions committees see through those tactics. A lower GPA
composed of high-quality courses will do more for you than a high GPA composed of “easy”
courses.

e Take more courses. Do not take just the minimum number of courses needed to graduate.
Instead, take more courses so that you have more opportunities to raise your GPA.

e Take summer courses. Summer classes are intense but they permit you to focus entirely on
one or two classes. That means you are more likely to do well.

e Consider delaying graduation. Spend an extra semester or more in school to take courses to
raise your GPA.

e After graduation, take a few graduate courses or challenging undergraduate courses to show
your aptitude. These courses point to your performance in these classes as an indicator of
your capacity for graduate work.

3 “What's the Role of GPA in Graduate School Admissions?” By Tara Kuther, Ph.D.
http://gradschool.about.com/od/admissionsadvice/a/gpa.htm

11



How to Apply

LETTERS OF RECOMMENDATION

As you progress through your graduate school application packet, you will undoubtedly need letters of
recommendation. Below you will find tips on how to secure these letters in the following article by Dr. M.
Dennis Jackson.

“How to Get the Best Recommendation Letters for Grad School”
By Dr. M. Dennis Jackson, Professor of English (retired), University of Delaware *

“Applying for graduate school can be tedious and nerve-wracking, and perhaps the worst step is
getting good recommendation letters. But the process can be survived, and I can tell you how.

Unfortunately, you cannot write your own recommendation letters . . . but if you get started early
during your senior year of college and stay focused and organized, you will find that you can
substantially influence what goes into the letters your references write and the ultimate strength of
those letters.

During my 40 years as a university professor, I wrote more than 1,000 recommendation letters, so
perhaps I can offer some tips to help you get the best recommendation letters possible for graduate
school applications.

WHY do you need strong recommendation letters?

At many institutions, recommendation letters — usually three are required — are just as important in
graduate school admissions process as your undergraduate GPA and your scores on the Graduate
Record Examination (GRE)[, GMAT, etc].

WHEN should you ask for recommendation letters?

You will find that many graduate schools set an application deadline in November or December.
These are hectic months for professors. The semester is driving toward an end, the holidays loom
ahead and term papers and final exams are streaming in, waiting to be graded . . . So, anticipate these
pressures and ask for letters early — in September.

WHO can write the best recommendation letters for you?

You do not necessarily want to seek out your department's most prestigious professors to write your
letters. Instead, find those who can comment specifically on who you are as a person and [a] student.
Schools will not recognize a professor's name, but they will recognize his or her passion for your
future.”

* “How to Get the Best Recommendation Letters for Grad School”. By Dr. M. Dennis Jackon.
http://www.gradschools.com/article-detail/getting-recommendations-116

12



How to Apply
LETTERS OF RECOMMENDATION

“How to Get the Best Recommendation Letters for Grad School,” Cont.
HOW should you ask for a recommendation letter?

“E-mail your professors and request a meeting to discuss your grad school plans. Ask in a tactful but
direct way, ‘Professor, would you be able to write a strong recommendation letter [on my behalf]
when I apply to grad school?’ Try to determine from their response if they will give you lukewarm
or enthusiastic support.

WHAT do your letter-writers need from you?

Here [is] where you can seriously influence the contents and effectiveness of the recommendation
letters.

So, now what?

Well, now you owe a debt to each person who wrote a letter recommending you. Send each a Thank
You note (‘I know how busy you are, and that your time is valuable, so I really appreciate your help
... etc.). This is a thoughtful gesture . . . You may need another such letter or assistance from the
same references later. Speaking from 40 years of experience, I can tell you writing recommendation
letters never got easier for me. More often than not, I spent two hours marshalling my thoughts and
all the details into a persuasive letter. Like most professors, I wanted my students to succeed.
Nothing made me happier than to have a student drop by to tell me that he or she got accepted at a
good graduate school.

The letters provide the admissions committee with proof of some of the things you will declare on
your résumé and in your ‘Statement of Purpose’ essay required by most schools. If you have
cultivated relationships with professors at your school, their subjective appraisal of your skills and
traits will go a long way toward helping you get admitted to graduate school. [So close the loop and
inform your professors when you have been accepted to your program of choice. ]

Often selection committees will use the numeric figures (e.g. GPA, GRE) to make initial cuts in the
applicant pool, and then, during the most intense phase of the competition (and it is intense), the
committee will look to your recommendation letters for convincing endorsements. Most programs
also have a form that your references must fill out, answering short questions about your potential
for successful grad school coursework, and then the recommenders are asked to rank you in
comparison to other students they have taught over the years. Do not worry, this [is not] as bad as it
sounds.

Leave the writers at least three weeks to prepare the letters. Two weeks might force the writers to do
a shoddy rush job, and four weeks might tempt them to doze off and forget where they put your
application forms. Three weeks seems about right.”
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LETTERS OF RECOMMENDATION

“How to Get the Best Recommendation Letters for Grad School,” Cont.
“Just so you know, graduate schools look for:

Intellectual development through college
Aptitude for independent thinking and research
Analytical abilities and writing skills
Leadership or creative qualities

Your references need to support their comments with anecdotes or specific examples of your
performance as an undergraduate. That kind of specificity of detail makes for good, convincing
writing. If the professor can offer only generic bromides such as ‘she was a fine student, never
missed class and was always punctual and attentive,” then admissions committee members will
recognize that this professor does not know the student very well.

It helps if the professor has taught graduate classes, and can compare your potential to the abilities of
his or her own previous grad students. Often the instructor who knows you best is a grad student
who has taught you in a course, but you are better off finding veteran professors who have
experience writing recommendation letters. If you have completed an internship — especially one
related to the graduate field you wish to pursue - then ask for a letter from the person who supervised
that internship (an editor, an office manager, a research scientist you assisted, etc.). While not
necessary, it would help if that person has a graduate degree and thus understands what grad school
requires of students. [Note:] You would be wise to include only one reference who is not a professor.

Give careful thought to the individuals you choose to write your recommendation letters. They could
determine your future.

Most professors will not take the responsibility of writing a letter for you if they anticipate giving
you a negative appraisal. But do not let a "no" depress you. That person may [have one of many
reasons unrelated to you that prevent him from writing an adequate letter]. Do not spend five
seconds worrying about this situation. You are better off finding a reference who is sanguine about
your future in grad school. Move on to your next choice.

First of all, try to arrange it so that the letters complement rather than merely echo one another. This
can be achieved in part through selecting which particular items you give each reference before they
begin writing and helps tell more of a complete story about you.”

14
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LETTERS OF RECOMMENDATION

“How to Get the Best Recommendation Letters for Grad School,” Cont.

“Have one professor write about the quality of your research and term papers, and perhaps have him
mention any study abroad experiences; have another address your oral communication skills,
leadership abilities, moral character and personality; have a former internship supervisor talk about
your work habits, the nature of your internship, your motivation, and what you contributed to the
company or organization where you interned. If you worked to help finance your way through
college, this last individual could mention that. You might simply make a bulleted list of the specific
things [you would] like a particular letter-writer to address, and add a request: ‘If you can, please
discuss these topics in your letter.’

Make sure your references fully understand your career goals. Talk to them about this, and give them
a copy of your ‘Statement of Purpose,” where you further elaborate on your professional objectives.
Try to ‘aim’ your letter-writers specifically toward the kind of graduate program you are seeking. If
you are applying for [graduate] study in biology, for example, you will want one of your writers to
lay special emphasis on your experience as a lab researcher. If you are seeking a grad degree in
psychology, you might want extra space to be devoted in a letter to describing your interpersonal
abilities.

And then provide information and samples of your work that will help your references illustrate
what they will be writing about you. You are, in effect, helping to create your own profile, offering a
more balanced portrait of who you are.

Trust me, the professors will welcome your help (writing good recommendation letters takes time,
and can be a challenge even for skilled writers). The more prepared my students were, when they
requested a letter, the easier my task was, and the more effective my letter was.

[Let us] say you want me to write a recommendation for you. Here is a helpful list of things you can
prepare for me and your other references:

e A copy of your résumé and perhaps of your transcript (the latter does not have to be official,
it can [be an unofficial student copy]).

e A cover sheet highlighting salient details of your academic life - Which of my courses did
you take, and when? What grades did you receive in each class? What is your overall GPA?
What is your GPA in your major field? Did you take a minor, and if so, how will it enhance
your graduate studies? This cover sheet could also contain that list of things you want me to
be sure to address, in the letter.

e A term paper or long examination that I have graded (I cannot recall something I wrote on
your paper two years ago, So jog my memory), or a story you wrote for the student
newspaper, or a report you wrote after a semester's research in a laboratory.”

e [Note: Also include a summary of your undergraduate research study, especially if you will
be presenting during the Scholarship Symposium.]
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How to Apply
LETTERS OF RECOMMENDATION

“How to Get the Best Recommendation Letters for Grad School,” Cont.

e “A copy of your personal ‘Statement of Purpose’ essay that you will submit with your
application. (I may wind up critiquing your essay, and helping you make your statement
more compelling. This essay also should help me further understand why you have decided
to go to graduate school and in what field [of study].

e A well-organized series of files, one for each graduate school where you will be applying.
Each school will ask that I fill out a form, evaluating your potential for success in grad
school. Before you give the form to me, fill out the portion that pertains to you (usually at the
top of page one). Be certain that you write on the outside of each file which school is
involved, where I am to send my letter (cite individual names [and] titles, if you can), and
when my deadline is. Professors can be [busy]. Help them - stress the deadline. If I am
mailing the letter, give me a stamped, addressed envelope. If you are going to pick up my
letter and mail it with your packet, I will seal it and write my name across the seal (grad
schools require that). More and more schools are requesting online recommendations. Be
sure I know which of your potential schools do that, and give me the proper URL, so I can
find your electronic file and post my letter. For each file dedicated to one of the schools
where you are applying, make it clear to me how that grad program differs from the others.
Computers make it easy for professors to tailor their recommendation letters to fit the
specific graduate program the student is pursuing.

e Make certain I have your telephone number and e-mail address, in case I need further
information.

¢ Include a stamped self-addressed postcard bearing this message (‘Please mail this card to me
when you receive this letter’) and I will drop that card into the envelope with your letter. That
way, you can track the letter, and you need to do that until you know that all your letters have
landed in the right hands.

Most recommendation forms will ask you to sign a voluntary waiver that means you are
surrendering your right to view the recommendations written on your behalf. Many professors feel
uncomfortable writing an open letter, and some even balk at doing so, if you do not waive your
rights to view the letters. Some grad school selection committees may weigh lightly any non-
restricted letters in your application. So, waive your rights to read the letters. You can generally trust
that letters produced by those who have agreed to help you will be positive (and, again, you can help
see to that, by giving your references plenty of help once they agree to write a letter).

Because professors tend to be preoccupied with their own academic work, [it is] a good idea for you
to remind them, gently, about one week before your application deadline, that you need them to
finish your letter. Remind them again, as the deadline closes in. Most professors will respond to that
prodding in a friendly fashion. They know their letter is essential, and they once went through the
same anxiety-producing process of tracking down letters and preparing portfolios and so on. Be
assertive in a friendly way, until you know their letter is in the mail.”
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THE PERSONAL STATEMENT: KEY TIPS

As you navigate through the graduate school application process, you will find it necessary to write a

personal statement about yourself to share in more detail why you are a good fit for an institution and its

graduate program. Here are some tips to assist you in the process of writing your personal statement:

¢ You should recollect “epiphany moments” that solidify your life calling and communicate them

vividly in your writing. Tell your story.

e Essentially, you should be answering the questions: “Tell me about yourself and why you want

to attend our graduate program?”’

Be clear about who you are, your strengths, capabilities and accomplishments

Be concise and avoid being wordy or overstating your point

Demonstrate your strengths and demonstrate how you have learned from your weaknesses
Stick to 2 pages (There may be a page limit or word limit set by the program)

Below, you will find another helpful article that explains the process of writing your personal
statement as well as some sample personal statements from Union University students with whom
the Vocatio Center for Life Calling and Career has worked. You will also find sample personal
statements after this article to give you an idea of how to craft your own statement.

“Write a Graduate School Essay that Will Knock Their Socks Off”

5
By www.petersons.com

“Your graduate school personal statement may initially get only five minutes of an admissions
officer's attention. In those five minutes you have to show that you are a good pick for the school.
What will you say? How will you catch and hold the reader's interest? If you know the answer, then
you have a good idea of how to prepare a short but effective graduate school essay that will stand as
your personal statement to a graduate school admissions committee when you apply to graduate
school.”

Your Grad School Essay Is All about You

Schools . . . want to know why you want to study the field you have chosen, and why you want to
study it at their school. Storytelling is an effective way to convey your motivation and commitment
and the experiences that drive you. A brief anecdote about some event that exposed you to your
chosen field can be effective as long as you make it interesting and you do not stray too far. Do not
write in clichés, though, by starting off with something like, ‘I knew I wanted to study  when

b

Every story has a beginning, and yours will obviously need to have an end as well. You want your
story to have a point, a reason for being told that relates to why you are applying to a particular
school. Develop a nice segue from your story to a description of your goals and what you hope to
achieve personally and professionally by pursuing your degree.

> “Write a Graduate School Essay that Will Knock Their Socks Off . http://www.petersons.com/graduate-schools/write-
graduate-school-essay.aspx. Accessed on February 18, 2011.
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THE PERSONAL STATEMENT: KEY TIPS

Write a Graduate School Essay that Will Knock Their Socks Off, Cont.

“Read your story over and over and make sure it flows smoothly and makes sense. Sometimes it
helps to read it aloud so you can ‘hear’ the words and decide if they sound right.

Graduate School Essays Are Also about the School

When reading a personal statement, graduate school admission committees enjoy a [compelling]
story that focuses on the applicant. But you want to be a memorable applicant, so your statement
also needs to let the school know why you have chosen them. Ideally, you should relate those
reasons to the theme of your story, although it might be hard to do so. (And do not do it if it [is not]
true!) . . . Avoid discussing any rankings, gushing about how prestigious the school is, or even
tossing in generic praise. Admission committees see right through such tactics.

Your graduate school personal statement will be a bit more [impactful], however, if you can make
relevant mention of a faculty member or two and some of their work. That shows you have taken
some time to research the school a little further than the average applicant. You want to effectively
demonstrate that you know the school, that the school is the right place for you, and that you are the
right student for the school. . .

A Graduate School Personal Statement Ultimately Focus on the ""Personal’

Stick with concrete experiences that demonstrate your leadership capabilities and positive qualities.
Details are important and will help your statement to be interesting and successful in its purpose.
But, you do not get bogged down in too many details. You do not need to list all of your
accomplishments and activities because they are summarized elsewhere on your application. Your
grad school essay needs to communicate your motivation and some of your more intrinsic qualities
that make you a highly qualified candidate for the school to which you have chosen to apply.

For example, since research will be a mainstay of this next phase of your [collegiate career], you
might be able to do this by focusing on a research experience you had. Be specific! If you worked
for a year under a professor, you might emphasize one particular project and explore that in depth. It
does not need to have been a major life-changing undertaking—any practical experience can be used
as long as you demonstrate your enthusiasm and aptitude for the field you have chosen to study.

Graduate School Essays Are Also about Paying Attention!
Of course, you should always read the application instructions carefully. Some graduate school

essays ask for statements of purpose describing specific research interests in lieu of, or in addition to,

personal statements that emphasize character and qualities. You might write a beautiful graduate
school essay, but if you do not meet the expectations of the application, you have not done yourself
any favors! Now start writing — and knock their socks off!”

18



How to Apply

SAMPLE PERSONAL STATEMENTS

Personal Statement — Jane B. Doe (1L.33333333)

When my seventh grade teacher appointed me to lead one of the teams for our class debate on comparative religion,
she knew she was challenging me. Not only would we be defending Hinduism at our Christian school, a seemingly
impossible task, but orally articulating any argument seemed particularly daunting to me. From the time I learned to read, I
had been mastering the art of isolating myself with books, not exactly a healthy skill. I certainly was not an outspoken
participant in class. In the fourth grade, Mrs. Broshears, my teacher, began to gradually expand my interests by inspiring a
love for writing stories instead of just reading them. Mrs. Main, my seventh-grade history and literature teacher, pushed much
harder. She encouraged us to reach beyond the scope of traditional schoolwork by assigning group presentations and
recruiting students for her speech team. I, on the other hand, felt completely content spending recess reading Nathaniel
Hawthorne’s Scarlett Letter or obsessing over adjectives in the essays she assigned. Mrs. Main’s persistence may have been
what saved me though and introduced me to the land of living, breathing people who could only inspire the books I read and
the stories I composed.

When she picked me as the leader of her religion debate to take place during our history course and informed me our
group would be defending Hinduism, squaring off against Buddhism and Christianity, I knew which side was slated to win.
Still, I researched for weeks, crafting the arguments while my teammates rightly reminded me we were fighting a losing
battle. I disregarded them as my competitive streak began to emerge. When the day came to debate, my uninterested and
probably frightened teammates forfeited their speaking privileges to me. I, too, felt anxiety building in the pit of my
stomach, completely horrified until it came time for me to make my defense. After all, I knew precisely what to say. As the
debate progressed, it became obvious that all our preparation was beginning to pay off. The team assigned Christianity failed
to grasp the significance of reincarnation in the Hindu faith, and we squashed the Buddhists on a technicality. Our classroom
dictionary defined religion as worship of a deity. I questioned the group’s right to even participate in the debate on the
grounds that Buddhism is more of a philosophy reinforced by meditation and tradition than a religion. To everyone’s shock,
Mrs. Main chose Hinduism as the clear winner. To my surprise, my preoccupation with books and writing had by no means
robbed me of the ability to express myself verbally. The experience taught me the value of well-prepared research and
confident communication. After all, the debate was by no means designed to convert middle school students to Eastern
religions. We all knew Mrs. Main only meant for the exercise to reinforce what we were learning about the development of

Eastern cultures while also developing our communication skills.
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My time on the debate team in college has largely accomplished the same purpose. I can credit tournaments with
broadening my understanding of the topics we receive thirty minutes to research. In the span of a weekend, I might become
better informed as to the status of consumer and national debt, up to date on a couple of international issues which I might not
have seen on the morning news, and more well rounded in pop culture knowledge after considering such important
resolutions as, “Lady Gaga is this generation’s Madonna” and “Brett Favre should quit.” Clearly, this kind of debate focuses
less on teaching participants how to merely win topical arguments. Instead, its primary goal is to teach effective persuasion.
As I craft my arguments now, I consider how to win the room, not just the argument.

Seven years after that middle school debate, I recognized for the first time the power of persuasion outside of its
educational value while clerking at a local law firm. On a muggy day in the middle of June, a trembling eighteen-year-old
boy sat behind the defense table watching his attorney, a partner at our firm, convince the jury that accusations of sexual
assault by the boy’s ex-girlfriend amounted to nothing more than a lover’s quarrel. A heated cross examination and a cursory
explanation of the girl’s text messaging records that had left me cross-eyed for weeks while preparing the exhibit detailing
her phone records sealed the verdict. I sat wedged in between the other two interns for the three-hour ordeal, both of them
bored to tears while I sat perched on the edge of my seat. While I recognized that all my past debate experience held value,
that day I discovered that defending a person rather than just an idea gave debate new meaning. The success of our firm’s
attorney affected his client’s livelihood and reputation much more than the attorney’s personal reputation.

There is something extraordinarily significant about representing those who cannot represent themselves, those who
trust someone enough to forfeit their right to speak for themselves to someone who can better speak for them. I desire to
pursue a legal education that will prepare me well by continuing to develop my written and verbal skills for more than just
rhetorical sparring. I know Boston University School of Law would not only provide me with a distinguished education, but
the school’s high ranking faculty with extensive experience in public interest law would also thoroughly prepare me to
advocate for others. Additionally, high academic standards coupled with a wide array of opportunities for hands-on
experience in the greater Boston area easily convinced me to seek admission at Boston University in hopes of attaining the

necessary skills and knowledge to defend those incapable of defending themselves.
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SAMPLE PERSONAL STATEMENTS, CONT.

Personal Statement: Stanford

Growing up exploring the fascinations of my backyard, I was constantly investigating the
unknown intricacies of life around me. While following in my father’s footsteps as we quietly
picked our way through game trails in search of the perfect perch, I began to develop a genuine
curiosity for nature and science. However, it was through “Mom Homework”, often much more
difficult than the assigned homework, that focused my desire to discover the mysteries of nature
through math. As I matured, the stars and galaxies of the great space frontier drew my attention
and adventuring imagination by their simple beauty and untold secrets. However, it was not
until Mrs. Williams’ senior AP chemistry class that I recognized chemistry as the ultimate hands-
on application of mathematics and the foundation of my scientific passion.

Following my senior year epiphany, choosing chemistry as a major was, as you might
expect, a no-brainer. And though I did not know the specific discipline I wanted to pursue, I was
confident in my desire to explore research. During my three summer research internships for
NASA, the University of Hohenheim in Stuttgart, Germany, and Caltech, I investigated projects
involving precious metal recovery, pancreatic lipase hydrolysis, and microextractor sample
injection protocol development. Though no specific summer project fulfilled my ultimate
research dreams, I recognized my love for the process of learning and discovering through
creative and systematic research. Finally, through the vibrantly beautiful colors and the simple,
yet complex, structure-to-function theories explored in my advanced inorganic chemistry
elective, I realized the opportunity for a melding of my desire for research and my interest in the

simple beauty of theoretical inorganic chemistry. Through my research opportunities and
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chemistry education, I have been academically prepared for graduate school; however, my
experiences through Union University’s Hundley Center for Academic Enrichment, Chi Omega
Fraternity, the Student Member chapter of the American Chemical Society, and researching
abroad have provided a well-rounded balance of social and intellectual interactions during my
college career while also growing my leadership skills in pursuit of my life’s calling.

Therefore, through my uniquely balanced perspective, I turn my gaze upon graduate
study at Stanford University. Of the myriad engrossing projects pursued by the Chemistry
faculty, Dr. Solomon’s investigation of oxidase-facilitating Cu'-phenolate through the
coupling of “spectroscopic methods and density functional and ligand field theories” and Dr.
Fayer’s research on water dynamics in salt solutions and reverse micelles through 2D-IR
vibrational echo spectroscopy and polarization-selective IR pump-probe experiments excites
my interdisciplinary passions for inorganic, theoretical, and analytical chemistry. In addition
to unique project engagement, the opportunity to utilize Stanford’s extensive analytical
resources, especially the NMR, IR, and Mass Spectrometry facilities, further motivates my
pursuit of research at Stanford. Stanford’s Department of Chemistry provides the perfect
combination of inspiring research opportunities and state-of-the-art analytical facilities that
will enable me to continue the legacy of excellent, cutting-edge research through my

lifetime’s investigation of chemistry.
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SAMPLE PERSONAL STATEMENTS, CONT.

Personal Statement: University of Tennessee Memphis
I, Ema Fellows, am interested in applying to the University of Tennessee at Memphis for three reasons:
(1) to achieve my life-long goal of becoming a professional pharmacist, (2) to fulfill my desire to help my
community, and (3) to become the best pharmacist that I can be.

First of all, I realize that my desire to be a pharmacist stems back from my early childhood. It was always
a dream of my father for one of his three daughters to be a pharmacist. As a young child I “picked” what I wanted
to be when I grew up not knowing how my father’s dream would ultimately become my own. From childhood,
until today, my desire to be a pharmacist has remained with me.

Secondly, although my life-long dream to become a professional pharmacist is important, this dream is
not the defining factor in my choice to become a pharmacist; rather, it is my love for helping my community
coupled with my love for the sciences and my hands-on experience in a pharmacy environment. Being very
community service oriented, I enjoy working with and serving people in many different aspects. Working in a
pharmacy has given me the fulfillment of serving people that has far exceeded my expectations. Having the
opportunity to help people when they are sick, counseling patients about their medications, or even just giving
them one-on-one personal attention gives me a since of servanthood that I strive to accomplish within my
community. It is because of this attitude that I have toward helping people that has given me the desire to be a
pharmacist. Also, I have been fortunate to have had the opportunity to engage in science classes as well as work
in both a hospital and retail setting of pharmacy. Each rewarding opportunity has enabled me to look at this
profession from many different perspectives and commit to becoming a part of it.

Finally, the pharmacy professionals that [ have met at the Jackson Madison County General Hospital and
at the Jackson Kroger Pharmacy have all inspired me not only to become a professional pharmacist, but also to
strive for excellence in the profession. Each, as graduates from the UT school of Pharmacy, have encouraged and
given me a wonderful view of your school, and this has greatly affected my decision to look at the UT school of
Pharmacy as my number one choice. Additionally, being a native to Tennessee and also the daughter of two
alumni of the University of Tennessee of Martin, I have always held the UT system in high regards. Knowing
that the UT school of Pharmacy is in the top ten of pharmacy schools and that it has a strong academic reputation,
I would like for the UT system to help me achieve my professional goal by accepting me into its Pharmacy

program. [ have always strived to be the best and with this attitude look for the best institution.
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SAMPLE PERSONAL STATEMENTS, CONT.

Medical School Personal Statement

It was the top of the ninth and as I strode toward the plate, I remembered my dad’s calming
words to a once fearful child, “Just keep your eye on the ball and make contact.” Though I was
much older, a senior in high school playing first base for the Lady Red Devils, the words still
resonated. With the pitcher working on her perfect game, I was desperate to make the contact of
which my dad spoke. Strike one. I just watched as the ball zipped by. I drew back in anticipation as
the pitcher released the second throw and with a loud “thwack” the vibrations radiated through me,
only stifled by the “pop” and pain in my knee. That day the pitcher walked away with her no hitter
and I was carried off the field. Later in the afternoon at a Vanderbilt Sports Medicine Clinic, an
orthopedic physician and the clinic’s athletic trainers reassured and intrigued me. Although I had
dislocated my knee, they were certain I would suffer no permanent damage and, with a little physical
therapy, would be able to return to play. One humid summer night, I was introduced to and had an
instant attraction for the field of medicine.

So, a few years later, it was not surprising to me that [ choose Athletic Training as a major in
college. Inspired by sports medicine and the trainers for whom I interned, I reveled in the study of
the human body, learning of injury rehabilitation and prevention while combining sports and
medicine — two things I love dearly. This experience challenged me to balance the delicate roles of
medical personnel, counselor and friend. Each day, I fielded questions on weight training, therapy
routines, and listened intently to the woes of life as a student athlete. I, over time, became adept at
assessments, interrelating structure and function and outlining plans for rehabilitation and the
ultimate goal of return to play. Eagerly I sought knowledge to better understand the injury process
but was frustrated by the narrow scope of sports medicine. Although I acquired tremendous amounts
of patience often needed to perform hours of physical therapy and learned about the teamwork
needed to supply a continuity of care, athletic training could not provide the systemic understanding
of the human body I so desperately desired. Subsequently I began to investigate, in an attempt to
better understand the disease process, other systems of the body only briefly discussed during my
athletic training classes.

My perspective as a patient led me to choose athletic training and be challenged in a medical

atmosphere, but as a junior in college, my scope of medicine broadened. My dad, diagnosed with
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kidney failure three years before, finally agreed to examine a transplant as a viable option to dialysis.
After just three years of dialyzing, he was much weaker and having to spend such extended amounts
of time in a dialysis clinic, found his quality of life to be drastically diminished. With my dad’s
health in jeopardy, I became frustrated by my limited scope of understanding and continued to
question my choice of athletic training as a career. Nevertheless, my junior year was very eventful. |
donated a kidney to my dad, improving his life and mine. With his strength returned, he was finally
able to again enjoy one of life’s simple pleasures, golf. Joy from such a simple activity, once stolen
by disease was returned and throughout the course of events for me, brought with it a new
perspective. As a family member touched by medicine’s ability to affect those we love, I was
overwhelmed with gratitude and overflowing with opportunity and intrigue. Ergo, I decided to enroll
in classes beyond the athletic training curriculum. Even in my youth, I was aware of what
undertaking medical school meant, and so I decided to be challenged by other forms of study and
patiently determine if one my devotion could be shifted or two if I truly possessed a lasting fire
enkindled only by a career in medicine.

As a senior at Union University, I took a business law class and became fascinated with the
enigma of law, its enactment and enforcement, so in the interest of enlightenment, I enrolled as a
masters student in the Political Science department at The University of Memphis. Taking mainly
classes with a foundation in law, I focused my sights internationally and delved into relations with
other state actors. Classes were filled with heated discussions and scholarly arguments. Professors
challenged us to think and write critically. I traveled and read ferociously, learning about other legal
systems and ways of life. I heard passionate speakers convey the issues of remote regions of the
world and inspire audiences to rise up and speak out against injustice. Many symposiums and
insightful arguments later, a passion persisted I still could no longer ignore. Even as a student in
Political Science, I found health care issues most intriguing and chose to focus my research on
organizations devoted to improving the health of stricken societies. While I knew law and
international relations could affect individuals globally, medicine’s personal element was inescapable
and undeniably unique. I wanted, — indeed needed,— more human interaction and as a litmus test, I
decided to apply to a paramedic program.

“So let me get this straight, you have decided you would rather be in an ambulance than
chasing one?” an instructor questioned during my interview for paramedic school. Everyone in the
room chuckled and I simply responded, “Yes sir, that is correct.” My transition to emergency
medicine was straightforward and seemed natural, as it was always the most enjoyable portion of my

education in athletic training. I was enthralled with all I was being taught — to triage, provide patient
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care, to counsel and convince, to make instant decisions that could ultimately decide someone’s fate,
and to continue to be challenged by every patient interaction. One such interaction proved to be the
crux of my journey towards medical school. Mr. Jones had called 911 after experiencing increasing
chest pain over an hour. Upon my arrival, Mr. Jones was sitting in his recliner, exhibiting a very
textbook appearance of a cardiac event. Immediate interventions were initiated and Mr. Jones was
shifted onto the stretcher and wheeled to the back of the ambulance. While transporting, the call
proceeded routinely until Mr. Jones, while recounting the events of the day, suddenly stopped
talking. The cardiac monitor was now showing ventricular fibrillation. The back of an ambulance,
now parked in the middle of Main Street, became a defining moment in Mr. Jones’s life, and
ultimately in mine. After a quick shock, Mr. Jones was once again talking, seemingly where he left
off, but as quickly as it receded, the unsustainable rhythm returned and again I administered a
defibrillating shock. At that moment, I wanted to know and fully understand everything that was
happening inside Mr. Jones. I was overflowing with questions and ravenous for the knowledge to do
more and understand the human body beyond the scope of EMS. With intravenous access obtained
and medication administered, the remainder of the ride proceeded uneventful, but a path that began in
a batter’s box came full circle in the middle of Main Street.

I could no longer deny my desire to become a physician ignited into a blazing inferno that pivotal
day on Main Street. I would, after many years of self inquiry, confirm that medicine is a fire burning
deeply and continuously in me. Throughout my academic career an interest in medicine was never
lacking, but now I possess the most critical components to achieving success, preparation and
conviction. I ultimately have no regrets for the scenic route leading me here. The path I have chosen
makes me a more unique candidate and will in turn, make me a better physician. From each venture,
I gained valuable insight and knowledge aiding me in preparation for my career in medicine. Though
I donated a kidney in 2000 and my dad’s life improved instantly, it was years later after having
decided to pursue other interests, I realized the extent medicine had impacted my family. My
mother’s emotional distress and father’s physical deterioration were stifled by a most unique
community of professionals, a group I will be proud to become a part of on graduation day. Even
now as a paramedic working in an emergency room, I am reaffirmed each day of my desire and
conviction to become a physician. Now more than ever, my father’s advice rings true. I have got my
eye on the ball and will make contact, only now the ball is medicine and my resolve and dedication

will lead me to succeed as a first year medical student and beyond.
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LEADERSHIP RESUME GUIDELINES
Focus ON YOUR RESUME ABCS AND 123s...

e A = Accomplishments—What activities show tangible results?
e B = Benefits—How will you satisfy the needs of your potential graduate program?
e C = Capabilities—What can you produce or deliver?

e 1=A 1l-page résumé is ideal.
e 2 = A 2-page résumé is necessary when your experience is comprehensive.

e 3= A 3-point G.P.A. or higher should be listed.

Your résumeé should differentiate you from the crowd by selling the benefits you have to
offer.

Your profile may be stated or bulleted in your résumé as well as in your cover letter.
Your résumé should look like a published document, on high-quality neutral colored paper.

Do not include your grade point average unless it is 3.0 or above. If your GPA in your major is
higher, list it.

Ask a Vocatio Center professional to critique your résumé and make the appropriate
improvements.
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LEADERSHIP RESUME CHECKLIST

e  Always tailor your résumé to the job you are seeking!

e Never use a template. If you have, select the text. Go the table menu—Convert—Table to text.
e No more than 2 pages.

e Balance pages (1 full or 2 full) and be consistent with formatting throughout.

e Bold, 24 pt
e No blank white space at top
e Use same font as headings
e At least 8-10 pts larger than headings
Headings:
e  2-4 pts larger than body text (14-16 pt)
e Same font as Name
Body Text:
e Use a font with feet. (Garamond, Palatino, Times New Roman)
e 10-12 point
Objective/Profile:
e  Profile: who you are
0 Power adjectives to describe you
e  Objective: what you want to do
0 Secking a....
e Example:
0 “Adaptable and approachable professional who enjoys serving the public. Passionate about the
field of Social Work with a desire to effect positive change in the lives of others. A fast learner
who listens well and communicates effectively. Seeking a challenging graduate assistantship in a
people-focused environment. Patient, respectful, and productive.”
Education:
e  Expected graduation date (Month and year)
e List GPA if 3.0 or above
e List major/minor GPA if 3.0 or above
Professional Experience/Employment:
e  For dated items, list the most recent first.
Check for consistency in formatting work experience.
0 Possible format: Job title (italics), Company name (bold), City, State, Dates of Employment
e Do not list partial years of experience. If less than one year, leave off months. List year only.
e Italicize bullet points for job duties (3-5 key duties)
e Include quantitative and qualitative data
Leadership & Community Service
e Does not have to be dated.
Reference Page
e  4-6 references (List 4 for part-time and 6 for full-time positions.)
e Copy header from résumé. Create a heading called “References.” Should match other résumé headings in
font and size.
e List name, job ti