Applying to Competitive Ph.D. Programs in Psychology


It has become increasingly competitive to gain admission to Ph.D. programs in Psychology.  Several factors are considered in an admissions decision, including research experience, undergraduate GPA, prior coursework, GRE scores, letters of recommendation, and the statement of purpose.  On a positive note, the quality of each of these components is in your control.  The earlier you get started, the better.  It is advisable to begin long-term preparation in your sophomore year, or at the latest, the beginning of your senior year.

Research Experience

Psychology Honors Program.


One of the most important components of an application is research experience.  Because you will be immersed in conducting research in a Ph.D. program, the graduate admissions faculty members want to be sure that you have a vested interest and a strong ability in conducting independent research.  The best way to prove to them that you do in fact have these qualities is to conduct research as an undergraduate.  The Psychology Department at Worcester State College offers an Honors Program in which students conduct research under a faculty member’s supervision.  You can locate additional information on application and admission criteria for  the Honors Program on the Psychology Department web page. Worcester State College’s faculty member’s research interests can be found in the section as well.  Before you enroll in the Psychology Honors Program (usually in your senior year), you may wish to do an independent study with a faculty member extending his or her research.  Be advised that there are limitations to the number of Independent Study credits that can count to graduation. You will take two independent studies as part of the Honors Program   See your advisor or the Registrar to find out what these limitations are.      
Research Employment.  


Unless you are applying to a Clinical program, employment experience does not weigh heavily in the admission decision.  Therefore, in order to make your employment count, you should try to relate it to research.  


Several research opportunities are available to qualified students.  The Psychology Computer Laboratory hires students to serve as Laboratory Aides.  Also, some professors in the Psychology Department obtain grants to conduct their research.  Most often, these funds are used to hire research assistants who assist with such tasks as survey construction, data coding and analysis, and literature searches.  Ask around to determine who is looking for an assistant.


If either of these positions is not available you could check with local agencies for a position.  In this case, it is possible that you will not be paid for your services.  This sacrifice is small when considering the long-term advantages that this work can bring.  The University of Massachusetts Medical Center offers a research internship that is very clinical in focus.  This information can be found in the internship listing in the Psychology Department.  Other research internships could be independently designed if you cannot find one to suit your needs.  Check with the internship advisor in the Psychology Department on this procedure.  


It is amazing how this type of work can open doors for you.  It is exponential.  Once you obtain one of these positions, you have valuable experience that can assist you in obtaining other ones.

Presentations and Publications.  

The research projects that you conduct in the aforementioned activities can, if they are of high quality, be presented at local or national conferences or published.  A publication by and large is the most prestigious of these activities.  Presentations also look very good to a Ph.D. program.  National conferences are usually more prestigious than local ones, but even a local one can be an asset to an application.  Check with the Psychology Department faculty for suitable conferences to present your work.  

Undergraduate GPA.

Not much can be said about this other than do your best to keep your GPA high.  Ph.D. programs usually view GPA and research experience as two of the most important factors in an applicants file.  Some of the more competitive programs require at least a 3.5, others will accept 3.0 or higher. If you do have some blemishes in your transcript, you can use your statement of purpose (essay) to offer some explanation.  

Prior Coursework


In addition to the Psychology Honors Program and research courses, Ph.D. programs usually value coursework in mathematics, the natural sciences, and other social sciences courses.  An ideal preparation would be the major requirements and additional courses in each of the areas of Psychology (Social, Personality, Developmental, Cognitive, and Physiological), advanced course(s) in Psychology areas that are of interest, an independent study project as part of the Honors Program in an area of interest, , a natural sciences lab (preferably Anatomy and a neuroscience), Statistics in the Mathematics Department (in addition to Social and Behavioral Statistics), an upper level Mathematics course, and Sociology courses, Communications courses, and Philosophy courses.  

The Graduate Record Exam (GRE)


Just when you thought you were finished with standardized tests!  The GRE is similar to the SAT.  The math section is slightly easier than SAT math since many undergraduates do not take a math course.  It consists of mostly algebra and geometry.  The verbal section is slightly more difficult.  An additional section that is not featured on the SAT, the analytical section, consists of logic problems and games.  

Different programs use the GRE differently.  Some take the GRE scores and the undergraduate GPA of their applicants and enter them into an equation.  If your resulting score is over a predefined cutoff limit, your application will make it to “Stage 2” of the process.  If it’s not, it will be immediately rejected.  In this situation, those with an extraordinary high GPA can afford to do a little worse on the GRE than those with a lower GPA.  Other programs do not use the GRE until they have narrowed down their applicants but still need to narrow them down further.  In this case, research experience and GPA can bring an application to the final stages of review.  GRE scores can be the “make or break” factor.  Still other programs simply claim that all of the applicant’s materials will be looked at as a whole.  In this case, GRE scores may have less weight.  Regardless of the procedure used by the program, it will be very helpful to your application to have high GRE scores since you will be competing against many other talented students.  

You should begin preparing for the GRE as soon as possible.  It is advisable to purchase The Princeton Review, Barron’s, or Kaplan GRE test prep books.  The GRE is now mostly offered on computer, called the GRE CAT (Computer Adaptive Test).  You can find more information on the GRE, when it’s offered, and testing locations at www.gre.org.
Letters of Recommendation


Letters of recommendation are also very important to an application.  The logic behind this is that faculty members at the university that you are applying to feel that there is no better way to judge your potential in their program than to get other professors’ synopsis of your abilities.


Here is where research experience resurfaces.  The best way to let a professor know of your abilities is to conduct research with him/her.  Conducting research projects under the supervision of a faculty member usually entails a much more individualized relationship.  A professor that has had this sort of experience with you will be much more able to comment on your abilities than one who’s knowledge of you has been limited to the context of a large classroom.  


Most Ph.D. programs require three letters of recommendation.  Of course, you will most likely not have done independent research with three different professors.  Of the professors that you have not done independent research with, you should approach those who you think know you best.  Those who taught a small seminar or discussion based class in which you were enrolled, or those that have had you in several of their courses would probably know you better than those who worked with you in larger lectures or for a brief period of time.  You should ask a professor, “If I were to ask you to write me a letter of recommendation, would you be able to write me a positive one?”, rather than simply asking a professor to write one.  This can help prevent problems such as a negative letter, or the discomfort a professor might feel when he/she must convey that their letter would not be positive when your expectation is that it would be.  Be sure to use proper gestures such as providing stamped, addressed envelopes, enough time for their completion, and timely reminders when the due date approaches.

Statement of Purpose


The statement of purpose can have extremely heavy weight in the admission decision, sometimes heavier than everything else.  This is the one opportunity that an applicant has to express him/her-self.  You should use this opportunity wisely.


First and foremost, you must state why you are applying to the program.  This should be done in such a way that the faculty in the program that you are applying to also feel that it makes sense for you to matriculate there.  You should state your research interests, and they should match up with the research interests of a faculty member at the prospective program.  In other words, apply to programs where they are doing research in your major interest area.  The professor that you mention will be the head of your dissertation committee, the person who you will conduct most of your research with.  It helps to have research interests that are similar to more than one of the faculty members.  By conveying this, you are stating that you are not only a great match for a particular faculty member, but you are also a great match for the department on the whole.  You can find out what research professors are conducting by accessing their respective program’s website.  Most often their research interests and programs are posted somewhere on the Psychology department’s website.  You can find names of authors who conduct research that you are interested in by typing the subject of the research into the PsychInfo search engine.  A potentially valuable resource is “Graduate Study in Psychology”, by the American Psychological Association.  This book includes descriptions of programs and degrees offered, admission requirements, web addresses, and other pertinent information.  It can be ordered at www.apa.org.  


In addition to expressing research compatibility, you should also mention all of your prior relevant experience that makes you qualified for the position that you are applying for.  This can include such items as research experience, coursework, and GPA.  


Finally, the reviewers of the applications have many, many applications to sift through.  Your statement of purpose is your one way to make yourself stand out.  Particularly if you are weak in some areas, a statement of purpose that can catch the reviewer’s attention may encourage him/her to look at you more closely.  Be unique, while still retaining a professional, sincere image.  It is a good idea to have a professor who is familiar with your desired field to read over your statement of purpose.

Communication with Potential Advisor


Once you have submitted your application, you can still do more to increase your chances of acceptance.  A good method of becoming known by the faculty member that you want to work with is to email them.  You could look up journal articles that they authored, read them, and ask intelligent, thought provoking questions concerning them.  They will be more likely to remember your name this way.  


For a more comprehensive resource on these topics and more, see www.socialpsychology.org/career.htm#gradschool.  

Good Luck!!

Timetable

If you intend to go to graduate school right after you finish your undergraduate work, here's a rough timetable for preparing your applications: 

Spring semester of your junior year: 
 Think about what type of program you're interested in 

 Start talking to the faculty in the Psychology Department

 If you haven't already done so, find out if you can get involved in faculty research or an Independent Study project. 

Summer before your senior year:
 Look over Graduate Study in Psychology, APA. 

 Make a rough list of schools you might apply to 

 Start writing your personal statement 

 Begin studying for the GREs 

Fall semester of your senior year: 

 Near the start of the semester, write to or email schools for information about their programs 

 As you receive this information, start making your final list of schools you will apply to 

 Continue studying for the GREs 

 IN OCTOBER TAKE THE GREs 

 Near the end of the semester, ask professors to write letters of recommendation 

 Take Advanced Experimental Psychology

After the fall semester:
 Complete your applications and send them off 

 Deadlines may be in January, February, or March, depending on the school 

 If possible, visit the schools 

 Email potential faculty advisors to express an interest/ ask questions regarding their research

 Pray for acceptances 

