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GRAD SCHOOL  Action Sheet 
 
 
You have decided to go to grad school. You’re excited but also a little scared. 
You don’t really know where you’d like to go yet, but you kinda have an idea. 
You also kinda have an idea of what you need to do, but it’s all really 
overwhelming. I got you covered. Every grad program is a little different, but 
below is the gist of what I’ve learned to do from my experience applying to grad 
school.  
 
 

DECIDE ON A LOCATION  
 
There are so many universities out there that at first it may seem overwhelming 
to even try to figure out where you might go. You can try Googling “top grad 
schools” but that’ll probably give you thousands of results. The best approach is 
to start narrowing down your options.  
 
First, decide on a location. Where do you want to be? In state or out-of-state? 
Out-of-state may be more expensive, but not always. What would be the benefit 
of going to the location you have in mind? What would be the disadvantages if 
there were any? Will you need to leave your job/family? 
 
 

NARROW DOWN EVEN MORE 
 
What universities are there in the location you wish to be in? (Now if you’re using 
Google, you can try “top universities in _____”.) How big are these universities? 
Do you want to be at a large university or a small one? Do you want a lot of 
trees or not? Do brick buildings make a difference to you? What about on-
campus housing? Beaches? Urban feel? I know it might sound silly, but little 
things matter.  
 
Next, which universities have the program you want to study? Narrow down your 
top four universities based on whether or not they have the program you want. 
If they don’t, then drop that school and focus on the other schools. I 
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recommend four universities just because anymore than that can get expensive 
and time-consuming.  
 
 

GET TO KNOW THE PROGRAM 
 
Read everything you can about the program(s).  What is their mission?  What do 
they care about?  What do they keep mentioning over and over again?  If they 
focus a lot on research and you hate research, then this is probably not the right 
program for you.   
 
How long is the program? Does it require a thesis/dissertation, a project or a 
test to finish? Master’s degree programs can last anywhere from one year to 
three years. Doctorate programs (Ph.D. & Ed.D) can last anywhere from four 
years to six or seven years depending on how well you can manage your time. 
Remember that the longer you're in school, the more you'll have to pay.  
 
Is the program full-time or part-time? Is it online, on campus or hybrid? What 
works best for you? Technology has advanced so much that you can pretty much 
complete a full graduate program mostly online. 
 
Look at their required classes and electives and ask yourself these questions.  
  

• Do they sound interesting?  Or do they make me sweat? (I personally 
hated my stats class and never want to take it again.) 

• Do they relate to my long-term goal(s)? 
 
Does the program have access to alumni? What do alumni say about the 
program? Where are their alumni now? 
 
 

GET TO KNOW THE TEACHING STAFF 
 
I think this is the step that most applicants skip. I skipped it because I didn’t 
know any better. So don’t skip it.  
 
Get onto the university website and read through their list of professors. What 
are their interests? Do they match with yours? If they don’t, then they probably 
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won’t be teaching anything you’re interested in. You might consider looking at 
another program. 
 
Another important reason to look at the teaching staff: Your advisor for your 
thesis/dissertation will be part of the teaching staff. Your advisor is the chair of 
your thesis/dissertation committee and this committee approves of whether or 
not you get your degree. So this is important. 
 
Some universities will have only one or two advisors for a whole cohort. Some 
will assign specific professors to be advisors. More likely than not, you can 
choose your advisor. I didn’t know this until a year into my grad program. 
Some people even have two or three advisors because their research project 
spans several topics. You can even email or call professors with whom you’d like 
to work and talk to them. See if you mesh well together. 
 
 

THINK THROUGH YOUR FINANCES 
 
Grad school is expensive and unless you have a full-ride scholarship or 
fellowship or some kind of program that helps you pay for school, you will 
probably be paying out of your own pocket. The costs will differ greatly 
depending on the university. Private schools, obviously, will cost much more 
than public schools. In California, UCs will cost more than CSUs.  
 
There are some fully funded graduate programs, but they are really competitive, 
and they will usually require you go to an interview and to relocate. They’re 
usually full-time programs that are on campus. 
 
Furthermore, don’t just look at tuition, but also factor in living expenses. What is 
the average rent for the area you’re going to be living in? The most important 
part of this section: don’t lie to yourself. If you can’t afford it, admit it, and then 
figure out what you need to do next. 
 
 

READ THE ADMISSION REQUIREMENTS CAREFULLY 
 
You’ve probably read about the admission requirements already in the “Get to 
Know the Program” section, but it’s important enough to cover again. 



© Pa Vue 

Admission requirements will differ depending on the school and the subject you 
wish to study. Most grad programs will require the following: 
 

• A 3.0 grade point average (from college) 
• An undergraduate degree  
• Test scores for a standardized test, usually the GRE, GMAT, LSAT, or 

MCAT depending on the school you apply to (these will cost money, 
usually over $100) 

 
Other requirements you may see: 
 

• Prerequisite courses 
• Observation or clinical hours 
• Special experience  

 
 

READ THE APPLICATION REQUIREMENTS CAREFULLY 
 
Grad programs will usually require the following items: 
 

• Application  
• Transcripts from all the colleges you’ve attended (which can usually be 

done online) 
• Personal Statement 
• Supplemental Essays 
• Letters of recommendation 
• Writing sample 
• Resume 

 
 

ASK FOR LETTERS OF RECOMMENDATION 
 
Make sure to ask for your letters of recommendation a month early. Give your 
recommender enough time to show you off to the people who will be reading 
the admission applications. You can even create a recommendation packet for 
your recommenders that includes:  
 

• Information about the program you’re applying to 
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• Your resume 
• What you’d like them to focus on 

 
Don’t forget to let them know when you need the letter by. I usually request my 
letters two weeks before they’re due to give myself buffer time. Lastly, thank 
your recommender and let them know the outcome. I usually hand write a thank 
you note because I believe it’s more personal. 
 

 
START YOUR PERSONAL STATEMENT EARLY 
 
Like three or four months early. Same advice for the supplemental essays if there 
are any. Writing is a process and starting your essay a week before the 
application is due isn’t going to help you any. Plus, it’s going to really stress you 
out. The first thing I do is look at the prompt, underline key words and try to 
understand what they want from me. Then I set it aside. As I go through my life 
for the next month or so, I jot down any thoughts or ideas that occur to me. You 
can do this in a notebook or even on your smart phone. I’ve also used Google 
Docs.  
 
Don’t try to remember all your thoughts because you’re not going to.  
 
Then start writing an hour or two each day or every few days. You’re never going 
to get a perfect essay on the first sitting. Piecing together little chunks over time 
will be easier and more fun, too. And it will take time. Often, I’ll think I’m done 
writing, and a few days later, I’ll end up changing a whole section. Give your 
mind time to work through your story. 
 
Get someone to read over your personal statement (I recommend two people 
max because too many people can get overwhelming). Preferably someone who 
knows what they’re doing. Either they’ve successfully applied to grad school 
themselves, work in a graduate school admissions office, or they really know 
how to write essays. Include your prompt when you share your essay with them. 
Again, Google Docs is great for this. 
 
 

SUBMIT YOUR APPLICATION 
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Submit early. A week early is the best, but at least a few days early. That way, on 
the day that everyone is panicking about the deadline, you’re relaxing with a 
glass of wine or the drink of your choice and a good show on Netflix.  
 
(As a precaution, I turn everything into a PDF. I also make sure that my name is 
on each document.) 
 
 

COSTS TO APPLY 
 
Just like when you applied to your undergraduate school, graduate school 
applications cost money. Ordering your transcripts may also cost money, 
although some schools will give you the first one or two for free. Then if you 
have to go to an interview, this may also cost money. Many graduate programs 
will pay for travel costs if you get to this stage.  
 
 
I hope this action sheet helped you. If it has, please share it with someone who 
might need it, too. You can also reach out to me at 
contact@cultivateandrefin.co. or on Instagram @cultivateandrefine. Good luck! 
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