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In addition to going on to pursue a wide range of careers (for more information on career paths pursued by SCU English graduates, see the report by Prof. Simone Billings available on the English Department website), English majors also often go on to attend graduate school, whether in the Humanities (MA/PhD), Creative Writing (MFA), Business School (MBA), Law School (JD), or Medical School (MD).  This short handout is geared predominantly but not exclusively to those interested in an MA and/or PhD in English (or Comparative Literature).  It is designed to provide very basic information about applying to graduate school––by asking and answering some of the most common questions students have.  It also includes a checklist with typical deadlines.


Although every effort has been made to include relevant and accurate information, requirements and guidelines and timelines can all vary widely depending on the field of study, the institution, and the program.  And since there are significant differences between these degree programs, not all of the advice offered below applies to every situation.  It is your responsibility to get the most up-to-date information about the programs and schools to which you want to apply.  Some valuable resources are listed on page 3 below.  As always, consult with others within and outside of the English Department who can offer advice and suggestions about your plans and hopes for future study.

Should I go to graduate school?
Since graduate school demands several years of commitment to a particular course of study this is a decision that should not be made lightly or quickly.  Spend some time talking to people and doing a little bit of research.  Some of the questions you may want to ask are: whether you have the coursework necessary to begin graduate study in your field of choice, how to finance graduate school, what the real prospects are for post-graduate school employment in your discipline, whether you are ready to apply now or want to wait, and what the culture of graduate school might be like in your field.

What can I do as an undergraduate to prepare?
Although a few individuals know relatively early that they want to go on to graduate school, most only begin considering it rather late in their undergraduate careers and many decide only after leaving college, sometimes several years later.  If you are considering graduate school, some early strategies are listed below–but they are by no means necessary, so do not worry if you haven’t followed them.

$ 
Inform yourself as much as you can about the possibilities and limitations that a graduate degree provides and the demands of graduate school, in order to determine whether it is the best option for you.

$ 
If you already have specific areas of interest, take classes in that field; if you are unsure where your specific interests lie, take a range of classes; if you want to provide a good foundation for a test like the GRE Subject Test in Literature, take some survey courses to cover any gaps in your coverage.

$ 
Take a literary theory course.

$ 
Take a few courses that ask you to write longer research papers that might serve as future writing samples.

$ 
Identify a few professors who might write good letters of recommendation for you and keep in touch with them.

Where should I apply?
Once you’ve decided to apply, begin some more focused research on institutions and programs in order to find those best suited to your interests and approach.  The two best resources with which to begin this research are discussions with professors you trust, and the web sites of English departments (see resources below for access information).  In deciding where to apply, some questions you might want to consider are: areas of faculty expertise (especially in your areas of interest); competitiveness of the program (both to get into and once you are in it); structure and size of program (i.e., relationship between the MA and PhD programs, number of students and faculty); availability of teaching assistantships or financial aid; kinds of classes offered; job placement record of recent graduates.

What does the application process involve?
The application typically involves written evidence of your abilities and interests (a writing sample and/or personal statement, and letters of recommendation) and numerical evidence (your GPA and standardized test scores).  Recognize that once you’ve completed your coursework and taken the necessary standardized test to your satisfaction, those numerical results are unchangeable.  Do not spend time worrying uselessly over your GPA or GRE scores; instead, work hard on preparing excellent essays and on choosing your recommenders carefully and wisely.

How do I finance graduate study?
If you are pursuing a PhD in English, you should be able to qualify for a teaching assistantship which typically includes a small stipend and a tuition waiver in exchange for teaching a writing course each term.  Because the terms of these TAships vary, you should consult department websites for more information.  You should not expect to pay for a PhD program.

How do I decide where to go?
If you receive several acceptances (in which case, congratulations!), you should consider carefully which school will best meet your needs and desires.  Only you can make that determination, but it will help to discuss your options with others whom you trust.  In some cases, you might be invited to visit the campus and meet with students and faculty–an excellent opportunity to get a “feel” for the program.  Either way, at this point you should feel free to call the program with any unanswered questions you might have, and to confer with those whose advice you most trust (including, of course, yourself).

A List of Resources

Print: Peterson’s Guide to Graduate Study in the Humanities (MA/PhD); Guide to Associated Writing Programs (MFA); Dissertation Abstracts (indicates what kind of work is being produced by PhD students at a given institution); any number of guides, available in most bookstores, to standardized tests and graduate school in general.

Online: You will probably want to begin with several new online resources to help you in your search for programs suitable to your interests and needs:

To access the MLA Guide to Doctoral Programs in English and Other Modern Languages, go to http://www.mla.org/gdp_intro.
To access the home pages of English departments across the United States and abroad, go to: http://www.nyu.edu/gsas/dept/english/links/engdpts.html
There is an increasing amount of information available online, including university and department websites (some of which allow you to download applications or apply online); test and test prep sites (e.g. ets.org; gre.org; gmat.org; kaplan.com) that also contain links to financial aid information and resources (on federal grants, minority scholarships, etc.).  Take care, however, to evaluate the source of online information (for example, realize that test prep companies make money by selling guides and courses that may or may not help you).

People: Graduate School Advisor in the English Department (Prof. Burnham); any one of the University’s Law School and Medical School Advisors (available through the Drahmann Center); the Drahmann Learning Center (for information on nominated fellowships for graduate study); professors who teach the subjects that you wish to study and/or have recently been in graduate school; students currently in graduate school.

A Brief Checklist (items that cost money are marked $)

__
Spring/Summer
Research graduate school in general and programs in particular

__



Research sources for outside funding, if applicable

__



Register to take the necessary exam(s) ($)

(Always check with the individual program, but in general: GRE general and subject test for MA/PhD in Literature; GRE general test for MFA; GMAT for MBA/Business School; LSAT for Law School; MCAT for Medical School)

__
Fall


Request letters of recommendation from professors who know you and your work well

__



Select programs to which you want to apply

__



Review application instructions and note all deadlines and materials needed

__



Prepare writing sample, personal essay: get feedback and revise

__



Request any necessary transcripts ($)

__



Make sure that the schools to which you are applying will receive your test scores ($)

__
Winter


Most applications are due late December/early January, but some are earlier and others later ($)

__
Spring


Most decisions are mailed and received around April, but again this date can vary widely depending on the institution or program; call the school or program directly if you believe your notice is overdue






