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Use this information as you consider or prepare for graduate school. 
Connect with a Career Coach in your college for additional support in 

making your decision and developing application materials.

CONSIDERING GRADUATE SCHOOL

WHEN SHOULD I ATTEND GRADUATE SCHOOL?  

When making the decision to pursue a graduate 
degree, research and reflect on: 

Faculty are a valuable resource for students interested in graduate school. Reach out to faculty to:

Attending graduate school right after graduation or after taking some time off from school have different advantages.  

Graduate schools look for candidates with 
backgrounds and qualities which include: 

•   Your long-term career goals 

•   Degree requirements for your career goals 

•   Academic challenges presented by the degree 

•   Time demands and length of programs 

•   Financial investment required 

     for degree completion 

•   Your commitment to the field of study

     and career goal 

•   Identify undergraduate research 

     and/or teaching opportunities

•   Learn more about their area of expertise 

•   Get suggestions of specific programs to explore 

•   Develop mentoring relationships 

•   Connect with their colleagues at 

     other institutions 

•   Gain letters of recommendation 

•   Appropriate undergraduate and

     prerequisite coursework  

•   Research, teaching, or other 

    career-related experiences  

•   Clear understanding of how a graduate

    degree advances your career goals

connecting with faculty

HOW CAN I BECOME COMPETITIVE FOR GRADUATE SCHOOL?  IS GRADUATE SCHOOL RIGHT FOR ME? 

Advantages of going straight to graduate school:  

•   Your professors can write letters of recommendation   

     with recent experiences in mind.  

•   You are accustomed to living on a student budget. 

•   Your study skills and success strategies are practiced  

     and familiar. 

•   You are used to academic schedules and demands.  

Advantages of taking time off from studies:

•   You have more time to explore and decide on career 

     and program options. 

•   You can save money for graduate school and gain 

     greater financial stability.

•   You may become more energized to take classes again 

     after a break from coursework. 

•   You may be able to get into more competitive programs 

     after gaining additional experience. 
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Attending graduate school right after graduation or after taking some time off from school have different advantages.  
•   School and Program 

•   Link to Program

•   Location 

•   Department Contact

•   Cost of Program 

•   Assistantships Available

•   Fellowships Available

•   Application Materials

     Required

•   Application Deadline

•   Key Pros and Cons

Identify faculty in fields of interest.1

2

3

4

Send a brief, personalized email to the faculty you want to connect with. Describe 
your interest in learning more about the field and related graduate programs and 
ask to meet at a time convenient for them to discuss these further.

Prepare questions in advance on topics such as their field, specific 
research interests, specializations, education, and suggestions for you 
based on your interests.

Send them a thank you email after your conversation.

•   Consider faculty in a field of interest who teach a class you are taking or have completed.
•   Research faculty by department on the UNL web site to determine their areas of focus in     
     the field.
•   Ask your Academic Advisor for suggestions of faculty in related areas.

If you decide to pursue a graduate degree, 
research schools and programs to identify 
those fitting parameters you best match and 
prefer such as: 

•   Program requirements, length, cost, and financial 

     assistance available 

•   Location, including city and institution size,  

    cost of living, housing, and cultural and 

    social opportunities 

•   Format, including on campus, online, or a  

    combination, and accelerated programs 

•   Accreditation as appropriate to your field

RESEARCHING GRADUATE PROGRAMS 

A system such as an Excel worksheet that will organize 
your efforts and help you save time looking for 
information. Items to track may include:  

Assistantships may pay tuition, fees, books, and/or a stipend for living expenses. Selections are made 
by program faculty and/or staff. Assistantship responsibilities typically include:

•   Teaching Assistants (TA) support and instruct undergraduate courses.

•   Research Assistants (RA) assist faculty with specific research projects. 

•   Graduate Assistants (GA) may or may not be related to their academic program.

Student Loan Programs offer long-term, lower interest loans which typically require repayment after you complete 
the program. You must be admitted to a program to receive such loans. Fellowships may provide funding for studies, 
research, or international experience. Applications, selection process, requirements, and activities vary. Consult the 
UNL Office of Fellowships, unl.edu/fellowships, for more information and assistance on the application process.

WHAT DO I LOOK FOR IN A GRADUATE PROGRAM? Graduate School Comparison and Tracking Worksheet 

HOW DO I PAY FOR GRADUATE SCHOOL? 

HOW DO I CONNECT WITH FACULTY?  



4 www.careers.unl.edu

•   Academic Resume/Curriculum Vitae (CV) 

•   Online Application Form 

•   Application Essay/Personal Statement 
•   Admission Test – Program test 

    requirements vary. Common tests include    

    the GRE and GMAT.

Sometimes used interchangeably, these documents 
differ and are used for unique purposes. An academic 
resume is used for graduate programs, scholarships/
fellowships, research programs and academic honors. 
They may exceed one page but follow application 
instructions regarding length restrictions for specific 
programs. A CV is most often used by graduate 
students and faculty applying for academic, scientific, 
and research positions. 

•   Recommendation Letters – Three letters 

    are often required. Faculty recommendation   

    letters are typically weighted highest.  

    Letters from internship or field experience 

    supervisors can also be valuable.

•   Admission Interview  

•   Official Transcripts 

•   Application Fee – Fees typically range

    from $50 to $85. A fee waiver may 

    be available. Inquire with the program 

    department/graduate admissions staff 

    about this possibility.

•   Education Abroad

    (listed within overall Education section)

•   Research Experience

•   Teaching Experience 

•   Academic Honors/Awards and Scholarships

•   Publications/Presentations

•   Internship Experience (if related)

•   Leadership and Involvement

•   Work Experience

•   Professional Organizations

•   Language Skills

•   Volunteer/Service Experience

–  Educational Testing Service (ETS.org) 

administers the GRE admissions test and 

offers test prep resources. 

–  MBA.com offers test prep resources for

the GMAT. On your academic resume, present sections 
that best highlight your qualifications for the 
program of interest.

In addition to education, headings which may 
apply include: 

APPLYING FOR GRADUATE SCHOOL

Exam Resources:

•   Reasons for pursuing a graduate degree

•   Areas of particular interest within the field  

•   Career goals and plans 

•   Reasons the specific institution and program is 

     of interest

•   Preparation, experience, and qualifications for 

     the program
* See page 6 for more information on developing an  
  application essay or personal statement.

While some programs may specify the topic or 
question to address in an essay or statement, others 
will not. Generally, topics of interest include your: 

•   Adhere to length, organization,  and

     content instructions.

•   Identify and reference your  main 

     message throughout. 

•   Support your message using 

     specific examples. 

•   Tailor each essay to its intended program.

•   Get feedback from faculty and a 

     Career Coach. 

Common application requirements WHAT IS AN ACADEMIC RESUME AND A 

CURRICULUM VITAE (CV)? 

OR PERSONAL STATEMENT? 

HOW DO I WRITE AN APPLICATION ESSAY Basic Writing Guidelines
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Academic resume/Curriculum Vitae (CV)

5
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APPLYING FOR GRADUATE SCHOOL

Diversity statement

Ask Yourself

Ask Yourself

Ask Yourself

Tell A Story

Make Your Case 

Make Your Case 

•   When did I first consider this career? 

•   What elements were meaningful to me?  

•   What led to my commitment to it? 

•   What are my career 

     interests and goals? 

•   What have I done to 

     prepare myself for this 

     career and program?  

•   Why does this specific 

     program interest me? 

•   How have my experiences affected 

     my initial interest in the career? 

•   How will this program help me reach 

     my career goals? 

•   How do I feel about the potential of 

     being in the program?  

•   Start in the middle of the action with limited lead-in. 

•   Describe relevant details.   

•   Connect it to goals related to the program. 

•   Specify the school and program.  

•   Identify experiences such as shadowing which gave you an 

     understanding of the career. 

•   Describe how you developed your qualifications for the program 

     and career including internships, research, coursework, or other 

     relevant experiences. 

•   Share your career interests and goals. 

•   Connect your interests and goals to the program concentration 

     areas, faculty, research, and/or internship opportunities. 

•   Reference the story in your introduction. 

•   Specify the school and program.

•   Reinforce the connection between your interests   

     and goals to the program. 

•   Express confidence in your readiness for

     the program. 

Introduction

Body

Conclusion

The following ideas and questions can guide your development of an 
application essay or personal statement. 

Some programs may request an additional statement on diversity. Such a statement may 
incorporate the diversity you will bring to the program and/or your experience with diverse 
populations. Consider your experiences on campus, education abroad, workplaces, and 
social settings and think of diversity broadly as you develop your statement. 
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PLANNING FOR GRADUATE SCHOOL APPLICATIONS 

Spring Fall

Summer Spring

•   Research programs. 

•   Select programs of interest.   

•   Review application requirements

     and deadlines.

•   Visit campuses if possible.  

•   Develop an academic resume.    

•   Identify test preparation resources. 

•   Retake admissions tests as needed.  

•   Complete online application forms.    

•   Ask for letters of recommendation. 

•   Provide forms and requirements to letter 

     writers a month ahead of deadlines.   

•   Submit applications.

•   Take admissions tests. 

•   Draft academic resume and 

     application essays.    

•   Review your academic resume and   

     application essays with faculty mentors

     and a Career Coach. 

•   Send official transcripts from all 

     post-secondary institutions attended.

•   Accept or decline offers. 

•   Submit financial aid applications.    

•   Send thank you notes to letter writers 

     and others who helped throughout

     the process.  

The sample application timeline below is based on a May graduation.
( Specific program timelines vary )

When developing a parallel plan, be specific, identifying options such as: 

In addition to having more options, reasons for developing a parallel plan to graduate school include: 

DEVELOPING A PARALLEL PLAN 

•   Gaining relevant experience through full-time jobs and/or volunteer opportunities 

•   Developing qualifications for the program through additional coursework or online learning 

•   Generating savings to help pay for a graduate program 

•   Taking a gap year through temporary, related opportunities 

•   Pursuing related career paths which do not require an advanced degree 

•   Admission is competitive, you may not get in on your first try.

•   You may find you lack the financial resources to go when planned.

•   Unpredictable life situations may prevent you from attending when planned.

Junior Year Senior Year




