A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO APPLYING TO GRADUATE SCHOOL

Why graduate school? There are many reasons to consider graduate school. Perhaps the best is pursuing a graduate degree or doing a post-B.A program that fits well into your overall career plan. Post-B.A. work usually entails more focused, pre-professional training that enhances your credentials. It's okay to seek an M.A. in History simply because you love historical inquiry, but more focus is better whether you're seeking an M.A. [History], an M.S. [Library Science], an M.Ed., or certificate in a professional field. What are the factors in your application that graduate admissions emphasize? The answer varies from school to school, and there are few hard-and-fast rules, but the following five factors are those most frequently required. 
GPA. Your GPA in History is more important than your overall GPA, but the higher both are, the better. A GPA of 3.5 or better in History is strong, but your average can be lower. However, bear in mind that Bs are the minimum passing marks in graduate school, so having a GPA lower than 3.2 in your undergraduate History courses is not too promising. It helps if your recent grades are higher than your first- and second-year grades, and if your low grades are in subjects like mathematics and biology.

GRE. Most schools require you to take the Graduate Record Exam. You may register online, at the GRE website: http://www.ets.org/gre/. Our current graduate students strongly recommend registering early enough to get the GRE practice disk and to practice with it, or to use materials from test preparation companies such as Kaplan. The key is the verbal score. If you score in the 400s, that hurts. A score in the 500s doesn't eliminate you, but scores in the 600s are more helpful and scores in the 700s very positive. Take the test a second time if your grades are low. Most schools focus on your best scores. 

Letters of recommendation [2-3], preferably from professors, since you're applying for an academic program. You can strengthen your file of letters in a number of ways. Take some small courses in which the professor gets to know you. Take a second course from a professor you particularly like. Stop by his or her office hours. Give your recommender everything he/she needs, including a resume and a statement of your goals.

Personal Statement. This is a key item, often the "core" of the file. [Size? Usually 600-​1000 words]. Avoid a bland "I love History" sort of text. Describe specific courses, topics, and issues that have excited your interest. What type of history fascinates you: military, social, political, intellectual, women's history and in what places and periods? Do some research on the school to which you're applying to be sure that school offers courses on the subjects and fields you want to study. Even an A+ student with a 4.0 GPA and splendid letters of recommendation can be turned down if his or her interests don't match the resources of the school.

Writing Sample. Send your best piece of work. Though not essential, it adds strength to your case if your sample connects with topics mentioned in your personal statement and shows you dealing with primary sources and interpretative issues. A twenty-page sample is sufficient, but a ten-page piece is okay too, if it's very good.

