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Disclaimer

This book is designed to provide information concerning the
subject matter covered. Its purpose is not to reprint all of the
information that is otherwise available to the author and/or
publisher, but rather to complement, clarify, and supplement the
material in other texts. For more information, see the many ref-
erences listed in the Resources section near the back of this book.

The book deals with topics on which opinions may vary. It offers
advice that reflects the opinions of the author, and it should not
be expected that all other individuals within the academic com-
munity will agree, entirely and unconditionally, with all of the
ideas that are expressed. The author shall have neither liability
nor responsibility to any person who fails to get into graduate
school after reading this book.
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Chapter 5

Applying Successfully With
or Without Excellent Grades

Some Easy Ways To Improve the Odds

One suggestion that you will hear often is, “Apply to more than
just one school!” You should definitely follow this advice. By
now, you should be starting to understand why it is important to
apply to several programs.

The key reasons have to do with how the selection process
works. The decisions of admissions committees and graduate super-
visors are products of human judgment, based on the consideration of
several factors, both objective and subjective. With so much subjectiv-
ity in the process, there is no way of knowing whether you will be suc-
cessful in striking the fancy of any particular group of admission com-
mittee members. In many cases, the prospective supervisor is the one
who ultimately decides on the application, and there could be any one
of several possible reasons why that person might not accept any par-
ticular applicant.

The point is that getting into graduate school can be capricious
even for the students with really good grades. No students should take
it for granted that they will be accepted into any particular program.
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Although you would be wise to apply to more than one pro-
gram, there is no advantage in applying to a large number of indis-
criminately chosen programs. You will not improve the odds if you are
unrealistic about which programs you apply to. Choices must be made
on the basis of your research into what each of them has to offer, how
well they match your interests and goals, how competitive they are,
and how your own credentials (including grades) are likely to stack
up against the competition.

Students with weak grades and mediocre standardized test
scores, and who come from small and less prestigious undergraduate
colleges, may not have much chance of getting into one of the more
competitive and high-profile programs in their field. Applying to sev-
eral such programs will just lead to more rejection letters and a bigger
blow to the student’s self-esteem. It might not be worth the time and
effort, or the application fees, for such students to apply to these pro-
grams. But there are dozens of other programs for which their appli-
cation might be quite competitive. If you do the kind of research that
was suggested in chapter 4, then you should have little problem fig-
uring out which programs are realistic for you, in light of your quali-
fications and the competitiveness of the various programs.

A similar consideration applies to students applying to pro-
grams in which they compete with others to have a particular faculty
member agree to supervise their graduate studies. In general, the
more well-known and highly regarded the prospective supervisor is
in their field, the more highly qualified students there are likely to be
applying to work with them each year. This stacks the deck against the
students who have less sterling credentials. It is important to remem-
ber that although there may be some advantages to having a graduate
supervisor who is highly accomplished and well known, this does not
necessarily mean that he or she will be a better supervisor than some-
one who is less known. In fact, some brilliant researchers and scholars
make lousy graduate supervisors. They often have more distractions
that limit the amount of time they can spend with their graduate stu-
dents.

How many programs should you apply to?  There is no simple
answer to this question, as it depends on several factors. One factor to
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consider is the cost. For each application, you will have to pay for
transcripts, standardized test scores, postage, and probably a nonre-
fundable application fee, which is typically in the range of $50. For
some programs the application fees are considerably higher. You will
need to follow up on each of your applications to make sure that all
the materials have arrived (this topic is covered in detail in chapter 9).
This may involve long-distance phone calls, the costs of which can
quickly add up.

Although it is generally advisable that students do not choose
potential programs based on the tuition or other costs associated with
being a student there, this is a different issue, because paying for an
education is one of the best personal investments you can make. By
contrast, you are just wasting money by applying to more than a rea-
sonable number of programs, or to only programs that you are clear-
ly unlikely to get into.

There is also a limit to how much you can improve your
chances of being accepted by simply increasing the number of pro-
grams you apply to. As you first increase the number of applications,
the odds of being accepted into a suitable program increase accord-
ingly. However, the law of diminishing returns begins to set in at some
point. If you apply to too many programs, you may not be able to
spend enough time on any one of the applications, and you will prob-
ably end up with some applications that fall short of the quality that
could have been there.

Consider, for example, the quality of your personal state-
ments or essays. The most effective ones will be somewhat cus-
tomized for each particular program. How likely are you to do the
best possible job of this with two dozen statements or essays? Even
properly filling out an application form can take a lot of time. Thus,
applying to too many programs can actually decrease your chances of
getting into graduate school.

You also have to consider the amount of time your referees
will be able to spend writing your letters of recommendation and fill-
ing out recommendation forms. If there are substantial differences
among the programs you are applying to in terms of their focus areas,
then you want your referees to be able to write letters that are some-
what customized to suit each program. It might be easy enough to ask
for a small number of letters, but asking a busy professor to write two
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