
Some Guidelines for Graduate School Applications 
 
I.  Consider various areas of professional practice  
 
 Need to understand all the options in order to make an informed choice; you must decide 
for yourself because it will be a long-term decision; don’t decide on the basis of what friends or 
family members think you should do. 
 
 A.  Clinical psychology  
 
 MA/MS - usually leads to PhD program; typically two years, with option for a master’s 
thesis and some applied experience; may help to get accepted to PhD program but usually lose 
course credits; can be licensed at this level, but need continuing supervision so less 
independence. 
 
 PhD - Boulder model (scientist/practitioneer); focus on conducting research as well as 
developing skills in conducting therapy; course work consists of rigorous training in research 
design and methodology; usually required to do more research than thesis and dissertation; most 
programs have in-house clinic for applied experiences and encourage students to pursue 
individual interests through additional practica; consider APA accredited vs. non-accredited 
programs; highly competitive; almost always housed in university psychology department 
 
 PsyD - Vail model (scholar/professional); focus on consuming research but primarily 
developing clinical practice skills; there are increasing number of APA accredited programs; 
increasingly competitive; may be housed in university psy dept, university affiliated professional 
school, or free-standing psych school 
 
 B.  Counseling psychology 
 
 Can obtain MA/MS or PhD in this field; distinction between clinical and counseling is 
minimal; counseling programs are generally less competitive to enter, but with same 
opportunities for internships and licensure 
 
 C.  School psychology 
 
 Option for those who are interested in working with children and families; usually 
MA/MS is restricted to school setting where these professionals are generally employed to assess 
children with exceptional needs and plan short term interventions;  PhD affords greater 
flexibility; in some states (e.g., NC), school psychologists can be licensed 

 
D.  Psychiatry 

  
 Requires an MD then internship and residency (3-4 years); training is more likely to be 
on diagnosis and treatment including medication; income is somewhat higher than PhD, 
depending on setting; medical school less competitive than PhD (admission rate is actually 
higher)! 
 



 E.  Psychiatric nursing  
 
 BSN is required first, then specialize by obtaining a masters degree; can not prescribe 
medication but are allowed great flexibility in practice of psychotherapy in a variety of medical 
settings 
 
 F.  Other specialties – there is a wide variety of professional fields related to mental 
health (substance abuse counselor, counselor education, student guidance) 
 
 G.  Clinical Social Work 
 
 Emphasis on professional training rather than research; great flexibility; equal in status to 
PhD in psychology; less time to complete a program; usually pay is somewhat less than PhD 
  
How to decide?   

• talk to professionals about what they do 
• decide how important it is to be autonomous  
• consider length of time in training 
• decide whether research is important to you 
• do volunteer work where you can observe various professionals and try out roles 
• review program materials and course offerings 

 
What to do now to prepare yourself for admission to school or your choice? 
 

1. Get applied experience with supervision from a professional  
2. Get experience in research - even if not interested in PhD program, b/c that’s what NCSU 

faculty do, and you need strong letters 
3. Consider taking higher level courses such as history and systems or statistics 
4. Begin to narrow choices so you can meet the admissions requirements (e.g., if PhD, 

history and systems will be more important) 
5. Join professional organizations 
6. Prepare a CV  - helps to identify gaps 

 
II.  Apply to programs of your choice 
 A.  Review schools in APA-published catalogue and online; the list won’t be exhaustive 
 B.  Look for information on websites, or call for written information  
 C.  Narrow choices based on: 
  1.  course offerings 
  2.  areas of specialty (beh medicine; peds psy; family psy, substance abuse, …) 
  3.  theoretical orientation 
  4.  chance of acceptance 
  5.  faculty interests 
  6.  personal factors 

D.  Prepare materials - See guidelines below for preparing the strongest possible 
application 

 



III.  Follow-up after application 
 
 A.  Identify one faculty member through application materials - look up their research – 
perhaps contact the faculty member to indicate an interest in working with them if you are 
accepted; contact only one per school; don’t bug the person or ask them to tell you about their 
latest research – this is usually available on the web. 
 
 B.  Interviews - most clinical programs will invite the candidates on the top of their list; 
go if you can afford it, otherwise make sure you do phone interviews; other programs may not 
require and may even discourage interviews; if you go to the school, talk to students as well as 
faculty 
 
 C.  Deciding where to go – after the acceptances start rolling in 
  1.  personal factors 
  2.  financial concerns (offering $? if not, consider cost of living) 
  3.  faculty availability 
  4.  student concerns; student placements after degree 
  5.  APA vs. non-APA accreditation 
 
IV. Accepting an Offer: 
APA suggests the following procedures in helping you to make a decision:  

1. As soon as you have two offers, decide which is the better one and politely refuse the other.  

2. Repeat this comparison and decision as you receive each new offer.  

3. Terminate the process as soon as you get a satisfactory offer from the school you prefer. 
Accept that offer verbally and in writing and advise the other schools of your decision. They will 
appreciate your thoughtfulness in opening the way for another student.  

4. On occasion you may be pressured to accept an offer before April 15. In the event that you 
have accepted such an offer, you should be fully aware that you have the right to resign the 
original acceptance before April 15 to take an alternative offer.  

5. When you have voluntarily accepted an appointment, even prior to the April 15 date, do not 
take your obligation lightly. You are committed to that acceptance. Attempts to be released from 
an agreement may spoil your reputation with all of the institutions involved and with your 
sponsors.  
6. If you receive no offers by April 15, there is still a possibility that you may be admitted at a 
later time. Vacancies occasionally occur as grants are announced. The APA Education 
Directorate publishes a list of remaining openings in May. Information on graduate openings will 
be posted on the APA Web site (http://www.apa.org) by early May.



HOW TO APPLY TO GRADUATE SCHOOL 
Linda J. Hayes & Steve C. Hayes 
REPRINTED FROM THE APS OBSERVER, SEPTEMBER 1989 (Note from Dr. Haskett: I know 
this article is somewhat dated, but the information is still relevant today!) 
 
Admission into graduate programs in psychology can be quite competitive. High quality 
programs are, of course, more competitive than lower quality programs in general doctoral 
programs are more difficult to get in than master's programs. Usually applied programs are more 
difficult to get in than basic programs.  
 
The primary determinant of success in applying for graduate school is the quality of your 
background and abilities. But these qualities are not assessed magically. They are evaluated on 
the basis of a limited number of kinds of information. The purpose of this article is to review 
those kinds of information for the purpose of understanding the process.  
 
ASSEMBLING A COMPETITIVE APPLICATION 

Graduate Record Exams and Other Admission Tests 
Most graduate admissions committees require the GRE, and a few still require the MST. These 
scores will often be interpreted as a measure of the student's general intellectual ability and 
likelihood of success in graduate school. Thus, it is wise to obtain the best scores you possibly 
can.  
 
Some believe that it is impossible to study for these exams, but it is not true. For example, if you 
haven't taken a mathematics course in some time, review of this material can be quite helpful. If 
you are unsure how to take tests of this type, examination of one of the many books on the 
market about the GREs may help. Students have been known to pull up their scores greatly 
through careful preparation.  
 
The GREs can be taken more than once, so it is wise to take the test earlier rather than later. That 
way if you do not do well due to illness or lack of preparation, you can try again.  
There is another reason to take the test early: to be sure that your scores are available by the 
admission deadline. Incomplete applications are not usually considered, and when they are, the 
fact that they are incomplete reflects poorly on the candidate. If you can, take the GREs in 
October. If you take the December test you could be cutting it close. If you have to take the 
December test, follow up with the graduate schools right before their deadline and make they 
have received it.  
 
This rule on timeliness applies to all parts of the application. If the candidate couldn't manage to 
get their admission materials together on time, will they be late with class assignment as well? 
Are they generally disorganized? Are they careless?  
Grades 
Your grades reflect your standing among your peers. Obviously, grades are important and no 
good student needs to be reminded of that. As it applies to admission into graduate school, what 
students sometimes do need to be told is that it is wrong to assume that good grades are enough. 



There are too many students with good grades out there interested in graduate training. You will 
need other qualifications to distinguish yourself.  
 
Letter of Intent/Statement of Interest/Autobiographical Statement 
Most applications ask for a statement of interest. This is sometimes called an "autobiographical 
statement." The request for an autobiographical statement is often misunderstood by student 
applicants. Students who take the request literally harm their application by appearing to be 
unsophisticated and naive. It is sadly not uncommon to see such statement begin with "I was 
born in a small town in the midwest...."  
 
What is being requested is: 1) a statement of your interests in psychology and how you came to 
have those interests, 2) what your goals and ambitions in the field of psychology are, and 3) how 
the program to which you are applying can help you to achieve those goals.  
With respect to your interests and how you came to have those interests, some words of advice: 
While it may seem to you that the reason you are interested in psychology is that you want to 
help people, this reason has become a terrible cliche and should be avoided. The problem is that 
it adds little information. Can you imagine anyone saying that they want to get into a field in 
order to hurt people? Particularly in applied fields, of course, helping people is an obvious 
motivation, but it would be better to be specific. Perhaps there is some particular kind of human 
problem that evokes your desire to be helpful--maybe you are particularly interested in helping 
emotionally disturbed children, or possible the aged, or the disabled. In addition, this will allow 
you to couple your emotional motivation with the serious intellectual interests you may have.  
 
Secondly, in describing your interests in psychology and how you came to have them, try to 
focus on particular educational and occupational experiences you have had that could account 
for your interests, rather than personal experiences. For example, it is probably unwise to say 
that you are interested in the neural basis of depression because you want to find out why your 
father became depressed and had to be admitted to a mental hospital. Such personal experiences 
are difficult to put into a short written statement without either trivializing them or needlessly 
confining your intellectual interest to emotional motivation. It helps to think of your audience. 
Who will read this statement? It will be read by academic psychologists who have dedicated 
their career to scholarly endeavors. Scholars rightly distrust too much personal motivation 
entering into science because it can lead to a distortion of the scientific process. They are looking 
for the kind of motivation they themselves either have or wish they would have--an intrinsic and 
serious interest in the substance of the issues dealt with. Try to share experiences that reflect on 
that part of your reasons for seeking graduate level training. If you cannot find such reasons, 
perhaps now is a good time to think about whether a career in science is for you.  
 
As for your goals and ambitions, you should try to be as specific as possible. When candidates 
are asked: why do you want to go to graduate school or what are you interested in doing in this 
program? A common reply is "I just want to learn--I'm open minded--I want to study a bit of 
everything--and then I'll decide on my career." This can be taken to mean that you don't know 
why you want to go to graduate school and that you have no idea what you are interested in 
studying. You should try to be more specific, while at the same time showing an openness to 
learning new things. Too much specification suggests that you do not plan to benefit from what 
you may learn in graduate school about the discipline and carious career choices. Position 
yourself between these poles. You can, for example, state your current interests in the field. You 



will not be held to these interests. It is assumed that your interest will be shaped in graduate 
school. On the other hand, keep in mind that ill defined goals suggest that you haven't thought 
much about the future. It can suggest that you don't care much about the future, or that you aren't 
very ambitious.  
 
It is wise to apply to schools that have faculty with interests that fit with your own. Do your 
homework. Go to the library and look up the publications of the faculty. Decide whether this 
kind of work is what you want to do.  
 
Many schools admit students into specific labs. That is, each faculty member will admit x 
number of students. In this case, the goodness of fit between your interests and your mentor-to-
be is crucial. You should know that person's research program. If it fits what you want, say so, 
but do so after you have carefully researched the matter or you will inevitable appear 
unsophisticated or even manipulative.  
 
Other things that may go in your statement of interests are research, applied and professional 
experiences and relevant skills such as computing skills.  
 
Letters of Recommendation 
Letters of recommendation are extremely important. They can help you and they can hurt you. 
The most helpful letters come from teachers who have had considerable contact with you, 
especially in non-classroom setting such as research labs. A letter from a teacher who says he or 
she can't remember who you are exactly but you got an A so you must be quite bright is not 
helpful. After all, information about coursework per se is available on your transcript--the letter 
adds nothing and may in fact subtract something; it suggests that you haven't had sufficient 
contact with your teachers to have secured a more informative recommendation. What does this 
mean to committees? Maybe it means that you are an extremely timid person, the kind who 
disappears into the background, does well on tests but says nothing in class, for example.  
 
The best kind of letter is from someone who has been involved with you professionally - who 
has supervised research on your part, who has co-authored a paper with you, who has served as 
an adviser to you in your role as an officer in Psi Chi, and so on. However, if you want to have a 
really fine letter of recommendation, you have to have done some really find things, such as 
conducting quality research or making presentations to professional meetings. You have to have 
been involved in the discipline of psychology than that if you expect to get a really good letter of 
recommendation.  
 
A letter from an employer can be useful if the job was in the field of psychology, and the letter 
comments on your accomplishments of specific duties, your aptitude for this type of work and so 
on. Otherwise, such letters are usually not helpful. Also, don't include letters from public 
officials or professionals with whom your contacts have not been of a professional sort. What the 
mayor has to say about you is of no interest to admissions committees. It may even do you a 
disservice. It suggests that you believe that you ought to be looked upon more favorably because 
you have some contact with important public officials. This will probably be offensive to most 
academics. Likewise, don't get your priest or rabbi or minister, your family doctor or other 
individuals of that kind to write a letter in your behalf. Last but not least, don't ask your personal 
therapist to send a letter.  



 
Include a Vita 
It is a good idea to include a carefully assembled vita even if some of the material is redundant 
with the application itself. A vita is something you should begin now, if you haven't already done 
so. If you do not know how to construct one, you can write to authors of this article for a copy of 
an article on that topic.  
 
Presenting Your Materials Appropriately 
All of your communications should be typed. Don't send anything hand written. You should be 
certain that your letters are grammatically correct and that they contain no misspelled words and 
no colloquialisms. Have someone else read your letters if necessary.  
 
If you visit the program (see below) look presentable. Parties sometimes happen on interviews. 
Don't drink too much. Don't flirt with members of the opposite sex. Don't talk much about 
unrelated leisure time activities. Don't gossip. Don't follow up on remarks made from one office 
to the next (e.g., "that can't be right. Dr. So-and-so said you never did research."). Don't assume 
you are not being evaluated just because the setting is informal. For example, do not assume that 
your interactions with students at the program are "off the record." They probably are not.  
 
Finding the Right Program 
Putting together a competitive application through careful preparation is one thing. Applying to 
the right program is something else. In the "one down" situation most undergraduate students 
feel they are in; it is easy to get into an "anybody take me, I will go" type of attitude. Such an 
attitude, if taken to the extreme, is dangerous. You have to be happy with your education. It has 
to fit with your values, abilities, and interests. It is wise to make sure you are applying to the 
right program.  
 
Try to be clear with yourself about what you're looking for. What sort of career do you want to 
have? In what area of psychology? What graduate programs offer training in this area? What 
theoretical orientation do you have? Are you a behaviorist? Are you a cognitivist? Which 
programs have such an orientation? Whose work have you found most agreeable? Where does 
this person work?  
 
Once you are clear, examine programs that fit in terms of sub-disciplinary area. The APA book 
on graduate training in psychology is a good place to start. Write for the catalogs of as many 
programs as seem in the ballpark. Ask your professors about possible programs. If you have 
come across researchers in your area of interest who interest you, get the materials from their 
programs. Don't write to faculty members asking for a catalog and admission materials. Write to 
the department.  
 
As you narrow down the list you may find particular people who stand out. Should you contact 
them directly? If you have a specific interest in their work, it is fine to do so, but only after you 
have done your homework. It is reasonable to request reprints of articles. It is reasonable to 
comment on how much you enjoyed or gained from reading something this person has written, 
although don't overdo it. It is also reasonable to ask an intelligent question arising from 



something this person has said or written. This is especially good if you know what you are 
talking about. It is not wise to make a point of telling someone just exactly what you think is 
wrong with their theory, their method, etc., on the grounds that they will then be convinced of 
your superior intelligence. Most academics are pleased to have others interested in their work. 
Be respectful.  
 
If you want to explore the possibility of working with them, say so. You might ask if they are 
accepting students into their lab (sometimes the answer is no due to upcoming leaves or other 
reasons). If you know you are very serious and your qualifications are reasonable, you might ask 
if it is possible to visit. Not all academics will grant such visits because they can be time 
consuming, but it will not offend to inquire. Some programs (especially applied programs) have 
a policy of inviting applicants for interviews as a part of their admission procedures. If they wish 
to interview you, you will be invited. In this case, if you are not invited, you will not be welcome 
to visit.  
 
If you begin to center on some programs, do not forget that other students can be a valuable 
source of information. Sometimes it is easier to talk informally to a student in the program you 
are interested in and get a clearer view of what it is like.  
When you have your list, put together your application carefully. How many programs should 
you apply to? It is not uncommon for applied students interested in Ph.D. training to apply to 10-
12, including one or two "fall backs" (e.g., MA programs). Basic students usually would apply to 
smaller numbers.  
 
What do you do if after all of this, no one admits you? If you are committed to further training, it 
makes sense to try again. Examine the reasons why you were not competitive. Was it a bad 
letter? Poor GREs? Lack of experience? Did you apply to too few programs? Try to correct these 
problems. If you are graduating, try to see if you can get a psychology related job. You may be 
able to take a few graduate courses at your local University on a non-degree basis just to keep 
your hand in and to show your commitment and ability. It is not unusual to find well-known 
psychologists who did not get in their first time around.  
Good luck.  



Some guidelines for preparation of the CV 
 
These are Mary Haskett’s random thoughts – ask others to review your CV and give you 
feedback. There are no firm “rules”. 
 
General information: 
 

• Understand the differences between a Curriculum Vita (CV) and a Resume, and decide 
which is best for the position to which you are applying. 
 
According to the dictionary, a resume is "a summary, as of one's employment, education, 
etc., used in applying for a new position." Conversely, a curriculum vitae (C.V.) is noted 
as "a regular or particular course of study of or pertaining to education and life."  
In other words, a RESUME is a career and educational summary meant to highlight your skills and experience and a 
C.V. is a list meant to document every job and degree you've ever received in your life.  

• Use 12-point font – anything smaller is hard to read. 
 

• Put your name on top of the page, not the words “curriculum vitae”. 
 

• Provide your home and university address, not “permanent address”. 
 

• Your GPA is not needed – do list academic honors. Undergrads should list GPA. 
 

• Anticipated date of next degree is important (how far from the degree are you?). 
 

• It is not necessary to list courses taken; extensive workshops could be listed under 
“education”. 

 
• “Interests” are not usually included in CV. 

 
• References are either listed with name and contact information, or that section is not 

included at all (not “references available upon request”). 
 

• Combine sections that are brief (e.g., presentations and publications can be combined). 
 

• List professional affiliations (e.g. APA) – join now! 
 

• If you are going to list computer skills, include only those that are uncommon (e.g., web 
design, but not word processing). This will change over time as the general public gains 
skills.  

 



Experiences: 
 

• Potential headings for work experience: 
Professional experience 
Volunteer experiences 
Community service 

 
• Consider order of sections – what kind of job is this? Put the most relevant sections first. 

 
• Don’t list the same experience in more than one place. It is fine to list the same site for 

more than one job (often job titles change as you remain with one agency or 
organization). 

 
• Be consistent in format and degree of detail in content of each entry within a section. 

 
• For each position listed, focus on the use of verbs and outcomes. What did you actually 

do and/or accomplish? 
 

• Avoid using terms that would not be widely understood. 
 

• If assessment is part of the job, you might want to include a section on instruments and 
methods for which you are competent (at least while in training; not relevant later). 

 
Research section: 
 

• Honors thesis topics can be listed in the education section or the research section. 
 

• Make sure publications and presentations are listed in APA style – this changes over time 
so you’ll need to continue to revise your CV. 

 
• Order for publications and presentations is usually by date, not by author. 

 
• “in preparation” usually means that the data are analyzed and you are writing the results 

and discussion sections. 
 

• “in progress” usually means the data are being collected. 
 

• “under review” means the manuscript has been submitted to a journal for review 
 

• “in press” means the manuscript has been accepted for publication 
 
 
 
 
 
Sample CV: 



 
YOUR NAME  

 
Personal: 
Address: 
Phone:   
Email: 
 
Education: 
 High School - General High School, Any City, NC   
 20XX; Valedictorian 
 
 College - North Carolina State University  
 B.A. Expected, 20XX;  Magna Cum Laude 
  
  Major: Psychology 
  Minor:  Education 
  GPA:  Last two years:    
   Major: 
   Cumulative: 
 
Honors and Elected Positions: 
 
Professional Affiliations: 
 
Professional Experience (related to psychology): 
 
Volunteer Experience: 
 
Related Experience: 
 
Research 
 Presentations: 
 
 Papers/Publications: 
 
 Projects: 
 
References: 
 Mary E. Haskett, Ph.D.  Professor, Department of Psychology, Campus Box 7650, North 
Carolina State University, Raleigh, NC   27695 
 Reference #2...... 
 Reference #3......  



 
Source: Social Psychology Network (http:/www.Wesleyan.edu/psyc/psyc260/career.htm 
 

Tips on Creating an Academic Vita  

 
 

 

 

An academic vita is a summary of your professional training and 
background; it serves much the same purpose as a résumé in the business 
world. In other words, a vita is an autobiographical account that provides 
the information on which a preliminary decision is made whether to admit 
you to a program or hire you for a job. Largely on the basis of your vita -- 
and the cover letter accompanying its submission -- your application will be 
rejected outright, put into a doubtful category, or considered worth 
exploring. If the latter occurs, your vita has succeeded.  

The main thing to keep in mind when preparing a vita is that it will stand in 
for you during the initial phase of screening hundreds of applicants. It 
conveys who you are and what the graduate program or employer will get if 
you are chosen. You should not depict yourself as a good student or an 
outstanding research assistant, but as a promising professional.  

Although your vita should follow a fairly standard format, it should also 
distinguish you from the other applicants whose materials float with yours 
in the Sea of Anonymity. Include all information that you honestly believe 
will help someone judge whether you are qualified, but keep your vita 
focused. It is better to develop several versions of your vita than to send an 
unfocused vita with every application.  

 

 
 

~ Several Do's and Don'ts in Vita Preparation ~  
 

1. DO make your vita a clear and concise summary of your professional qualifications. 
Like any good writing, every word should count. 
   

2. DO try to obtain copies of several vitae from individuals who are at your stage of 
professional development or slightly ahead. One of the best ways to construct a vita 
is by seeing how others have done it. 
   

3. DO take the time to create an elegant and inviting format, and be sure to laser print 
the final product on high quality paper. Style matters, and your vita should appear 
professional, uncluttered, and friendly to the eye. 
   



4. DO be sure to check the vita carefully for mistakes and typographical errors. 
Without exception, it must be absolutely error-free. 
   

5. DO have your faculty adviser, colleagues, family, and friends look over your vita 
before you send it out. They will undoubtedly spot weaknesses you have overlooked 
and may be able to suggest ways of overcoming them. 
   

6. DON'T give the appearance of padding your vita by including such things as extra-
wide margins, high school accomplishments, or excessive detail about your research 
and teaching experience (e.g., details associated with running an experiment, such as 
"I contacted participants, scheduled them for sessions..."). 
   

7. DON'T list irrelevant personal information such as height, weight, health, or military 
status. Listing your age, marital status, or the number of children you have is 
optional (unfortunately, such information can invite discrimination, particularly 
against female applicants), and excessive details should be avoided (e.g., names and 
ages of children). Listing hobbies and outside interests is also optional and should 
only be done if you feel it will enhance your image as a well-rounded professional. 
   

8. DON'T list categories that have only item (with one exception: a section entitled 
"Publication" is acceptable for listing a single publication). 
   

9. DON'T use category subheadings that are more ambitious than their content (e.g., 
"Articles, Publications, and Grant Proposals" followed by only one grant proposal). 
Later in your career, you can add some of these sections (for example, "Professional 
Activities" might include editorships, memberships in academic or grant-reviewing 
committees, consulting work, and so on).  

 

Advice on Letters of Recommendation  

 
 

 

 

Although grade point averages and Graduate Record Exam (GRE) scores 
play a central role in graduate admissions and job opportunity, most 
graduate programs and employers do not base their decisions on numeric 
scores alone. In fact, highly competitive programs may simply use these 
scores as a screening device to reduce the size of their applicant pool. In 
such a situation, letters of recommendation can be extremely important.  

 



In general, the best letters of recommendation are from people who:  

       Have worked with you closely (e.g., a research supervisor) 
      Have known you long enough to write with authority (e.g., academic advisor) 
       Have relevant expertise (e.g., professors in the case of academic applications) 
       Are senior and well known (e.g., a departmental chair) 
      Have a positive opinion of you and your abilities 
      Have a warm and supportive personal style  

Because the choice of letter writers is important, it's best to begin cultivating personal 
relationships with potential writers early on. Also, if you're not sure whether prospective 
letter writers have enough experience with you or have a positive enough impression to 
write a good letter, there's nothing wrong with asking them whether they would be able to 
write a strong letter. After all, if you're going to compete with people who have uniformly 
glowing letters of recommendation, a mildly positive letter from someone who doesn't really 
know you can actually do more harm than good.  

Another issue is whether letter writers should attempt to address weaknesses in your 
application. For example, if you received a low Quantitative GRE score due to a family 
crisis immediately before the test date, your letter writer might mention this and argue that 
the "A" you received in Statistics is a better measure of your quantitative skill. This strategy 
can be very helpful in some situations, but it is also a double-edged sword that can draw 
attention to weaknesses in your application. Thus, you should discuss the pro's and con's of 
this approach with your letter writer before adopting such a strategy -- each situation is 
unique, and there is no single best way to proceed.  

Once you have 3-4 letter writers and a game plan for what you'd like the letters to say, there 
are two more things you can do to increase your chances of success:  

1. Give your writers plenty of time so they aren't forced to slap together a quick letter 
or miss any application deadlines. A minimum of three or four weeks is customary 
and will allow you to check back a few days before the deadline to ensure that the 
letter has been sent or faxed. 

2. Give your writers a well-organized, thorough packet of materials with all the 
elements clipped together or contained in a single large envelope. Ideally, these 
elements should include: 

• A current copy of your academic transcript showing the courses you've taken 
and the level at which you've performed. This does not have to be an official 
copy; a photocopy of your record is fine. 

• A copy of your academic vita or résumé (for information on how to create an 
academic vita, click here). 

• A pre-addressed envelope for each letter -- regardless of whether the letter is 
being sent through campus mail or the postal mail -- with postage affixed if 

http://www.socialpsychology.org/vitatips.htm�


the letter is being sent via postal mail. If there are graduate school letters that 
should be returned to you in a sealed envelope, be sure to write your name 
and the school's name on the outside of each envelope. 

• Any forms that are supposed to be submitted with the letter. If there is a form 
that goes with the letter, complete as much information as possible. Type in 
the recommender's name, the person's title (e.g., Associate Professor), and the 
person's contact information (e.g., telephone number, fax number, street 
address). That way, your letter writer can focus strictly on the 
recommendation itself. If you are asked to indicate whether or not you waive 
access to the letter of recommendation, be sure to answer affirmatively (that 
you do waive the right). Answering otherwise gives the appearance of not 
trusting your letter writer, and it dilutes the effectiveness of the letter. 

• A cover note briefly listing: 
 
      Your contact information in case the letter writer needs to reach you 
      The deadline for each letter you need 
      Your career aspirations and the type of position you're applying for 
      Information you would like emphasized in the letter 
      Any other information you deem relevant  

By adhering to these general guidelines, you will increase the chances of getting 
good letters of recommendation and ultimately securing the position you seek.  
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