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Should I Go to Graduate School? 

 
  

Graduate school is not for everyone.  Do you really enjoy learning about and conducting research 

on human behavior?  Do you want to work as a professional in the field of psychology?  Do you want to 

make more money than you can with a bachelor’s degree?  If you answered yes to these questions, 

especially the first question, then graduate school may be a good option for you.   

 

What Happens in Graduate School? 

 
 Before going to graduate school you choose an area of psychology in which you want to focus your 

studies.  Clinical, counseling, developmental, social, industrial/organizational, and school/educational 

psychology are popular areas of psychology, but there are many more.  For more information about 

subfields of psychology, see the brochure Careers in Psychology (it can be found at 

http://www.apa.org/careers/resources/guides/careers.pdf).  Also see the book Graduate Study in 

Psychology in the department office; it lists all of the graduate programs in the U.S. and Canada.  

 In graduate school you will have a heavier and more difficult workload than you did as an 

undergraduate.  Graduate coursework entails reading articles from professional journals, reading classic 

and cutting-edge books, writing reviews of the research in specific areas, writing research proposals, and 

conducting your own research.  Many graduate students also work as research assistants on their 

professors’ continuing research projects, and some teach undergraduate psychology courses.  It takes most 

graduate students about 2 years to complete a master’s program and 4-6 years to complete a doctoral 

program (clinical/counseling programs often have a 1-year internship requirement as well). 

 One of the nice things about graduate school is that many doctoral programs offer research or teaching 

assistantships that come with a tuition waiver and a salary (for part-time work).  In other words, many 

programs give you a part-time job and let you study at the school tuition free!  You can’t beat that deal!  

The catch is that they are very selective about whom they accept (see below). 

 

Am I Qualified? 

 
 The competition for acceptance into graduate school is quite high; many programs accept only a small 

percentage of those who apply.  The acceptance rates for graduate programs in social (14%), cognitive 

(23%), neuroscience/biological (25%), developmental (26%), and clinical (28%) tend to be the lowest.  

Graduate programs in other areas, such as industrial/organizational (38%), experimental (41%), 

counseling/community (47%), and school/educational (50%) are less competitive but still reject a 

majority of their applicants.  Master’s programs tend to be less competitive than doctoral programs.  In 

general, programs in related areas, such as social work (M.S.W.), are less competitive than psychology 

programs and may provide a viable alternative for students with interest in practice fields such as 

counseling. 

 The most important criteria graduate programs use for selecting applicants are Graduate Record Exam 

(GRE) scores, GPA, letters of recommendation, research experience, and the specific psychology courses 

you took as an undergraduate.  Students accepted into Ph.D. programs have an average (median) GPA of 

3.65, GRE-Verbal scores of 159, GRE-Quantitative scores of 155, and GRE-psychology scores of 690. 

Those accepted into master’s programs have an average (median) GPA of 3.46, GRE-Verbal scores of 

153, GRE-Quantitative scores of 150, and GRE-psychology scores of 640.  These scores are median 

values and they vary by school, so they should be interpreted as competitive, not required, scores.  If you 

have scores slightly lower than these you may still have a good chance of getting into graduate school. 

http://www.apa.org/careers/resources/guides/careers.pdf


 Conducting research and presenting it at a conference can substantially enhance your application.  We 

have had students present their senior theses at the Psi Chi section of professional psychology 

conferences, and a number of our students have won research awards at these conferences.  You should 

take advantage of this excellent opportunity.  If you are interested in clinical/counseling psychology, it is 

also beneficial to have some related experience (e.g., service learning or co-op at a mental health facility).  
 

Taking the Graduate Record Examination (GRE) 

 
 The GRE is a test required by most graduate programs. It is similar to the ACT or SAT test you took 

before coming to the Mount, but it is more difficult.  The GRE has two major components. The General 

Test assesses verbal, quantitative, and analytical writing abilities.  The Subject Test (in psychology) 

measures your knowledge of the subject matter of a variety of subfields in psychology. Most graduate 

programs consider your verbal and quantitative scores on the General Test to be most important.  

 Given the importance that many graduate programs place on your GRE scores, we strongly 

recommend that you study for the GRE, especially for the verbal and quantitative reasoning components.  

Taking practice tests and prep courses are a great idea.  Practice tests, prep software, and study booklets 

for the GRE are available on the GRE website at http://www.ets.org/gre.  

 You should plan to take the GRE General Test in the spring of your junior year.  This will give you 

time to retake the test if you need to before applying to graduate school.  ETS reports that General Test 

scores “often rise slightly as a result of taking the test more than once.”  The Subject Test should be taken 

in the fall of your senior year because you may still be taking psychology content courses that will help 

your performance.  Additional information on test dates, costs, preparing for the GRE, and test procedures 

can be found at http://www.ets.org/gre. 

 We also suggest you contact the Mount’s Health Professions Advisory Committee for additional 

information and advice on the GRE and preparing for graduate school.  Watch for emails from them about 

graduate school information and activities.   

  

Choosing and Applying to Graduate Schools 

 
 Many graduate schools have application deadlines in January or early February.  In the fall of your 

senior year you should choose a set of graduate programs that interests you and call or write them to 

receive their application materials.  The department office has the book Graduate Study in Psychology 

published by the American Psychological Association.  This book lists hundreds of graduate programs 

and gives you detailed information—such as degrees offered, how to apply, degree requirements, 

admission requirements, and financial assistance—about each one.  Most programs in this book are 

housed in the psychology departments of universities, but some (such as counseling or school psychology 

programs) are housed in departments such as education. 

 The greater the variety of programs you apply to, the more likely you are to be accepted.  Restricting 

yourself to southwest Ohio, or even to the state of Ohio, is not a good idea. Apply to 10 or more graduate 

programs.  Include a mixture of competitive and not-so-competitive programs, doctoral programs and 

master’s programs. 

 Request recommendation letters from faculty who are most familiar with you and give them at least 

10 days to write the letter.  To help them, give them information about your coursework, grades, research 

experience, work experience, honors you have received, GRE scores, and a copy of the personal statement 

you are sending with your application. 

 Before your write your personal statement, see the advice at: 

http://www.psychgrad.org/apply.html#statement.  In your personal statement, emphasize the fact that you 

have received strong training in research by taking statistics, Research I, Research II, and Senior Thesis. 

http://www.ets.org/gre
http://www.ets.org/gre
http://www.psychgrad.org/apply.html#statement


Tell them that you presented your thesis in front of the college community at a poster session (and at a 

conference, if you presented your thesis there).  Also tell them about any relevant work experience you 

have had or about any awards you have won.  It is also a good idea to express an interest in working with 

a particular faculty member (or members), whose research interests match yours, at each school.  
  

Setting a Timetable 
 

Sophomore Year 

 Join the Psychology Club and Psi Chi (if eligible) 

 Become acquainted with faculty members in the department 
 

Junior Year 

 Get work experience related to your area of interest by obtaining a co-op position 

 Study for the GRE General Test in the fall and take it in the spring 

 Ask your Research II instructor about the possibility of submitting your senior thesis for 

presentation at a professional psychology conference  

 The summer after your Junior year you should study for the GRE Subject Test 
 

Senior Year 

 Take the GRE Subject Test in the fall 

 Early in the fall semester, choose 10 or more graduate programs and request application materials 

 Submit your Senior Thesis to a professional conference 

 In November, ask several faculty members to write letters of recommendation for you 

 Have your advisor look over your personal statement; he or she may be able to help you improve 

it 

 Apply to graduate programs in January (apply early to make sure everything is in on time) 

 

Important Resources 

 
 Besides the articles and books mentioned above, the department office has several excellent books 

on the major and graduate school; below are some examples.  Pick some books that are most relevant to 

your interests and read them as soon as you declare your major in psychology (ideally, you would read 

these as a freshman or sophomore).   

 Majoring in Psychology: Achieving your Educational and Career Goals by Jeffrey Helms and 

Daniel Rogers 

 The Complete Guide to Graduate School Admission by Patricia Keith-Spiegel 

 Getting In: A Step-by-Step Plan for Gaining Admission to Graduate School in Psychology by the 

American Psychological Association.  

 Insider’s Guide to Graduate Programs in Clinical and Counseling Psychology by John Norcross 

and Michael Sayette 


