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Overview

• What criteria do graduate schools use to make 
decisions?

• How do you research schools?

• How to write and get good letters.

• What is a PsyD anyway?

• Most importantly: How much money are you 
going to make?



GRE: The graduate record exam

• What is it?
• Where do I take it?
• www.GRE.org
• Typical Computer-based GRE® General Test

Section Number of Questions Time          
Writing 1 Issue Task 45 minutes
Writing 1 Argument Task 30 minutes 
Verbal 30 30 minutes 
Quantitative 28 45 minutes 
Unscored Varies Varies 
Research Varies Varies

http://www.gre.org/


Why are Personal Statements Important?

• Essays give you a chance to express yourself in 
ways that are not possible in other application 
materials
– Express your enthusiasm for psychology and chosen 

area of psychology
– Why you are uniquely suitable for admission to their 

program
– Why you are particularly excited/interested in their 

program

• Essays are often used to make final selections 
among students with similar GPAs and GRE 
scores.

Source: APA (1999)



Personal Statements

• 3 Most Typical Themes:

– Long-term career plans

– Interest in academic psychology – why graduate 
school?

– Reasons for choosing the program – how will it 
help you reach your career goals?



Personal Statements

• Be prepared to write an original essay for 
each program

– Programs may differ on topics requested to be 
discussed on personal statement

– Tailor your discussion of the match between 
yourself and the particular program

– Differences in specified length of essay (page or 
word limits)



• Allow yourself ample time to write, revise, edit, 
and proofread

– Ask others for feedback and suggestions

– Pay attention to grammar and spelling

• Follow instructions to the letter (word or page 
limitations, formatting, answering every question)

– General length is between 500 and 1000 words

• Don’t repeat data that are already in your 
application, such as standardized test scores or GPA

• Don’t talk about controversial topics—religion, 
politics, etc.



• Use your essay to highlight your strengths and 
uniqueness

• Describe yourself honestly and realistically

• Autobiographical statements—not literally your 
autobiography!

– Focus on summarizing significant experiences or events 
that helped shape you as a person and influenced your 
career goals and ambitions

• Demonstrate that you have done the research 
when emphasizing your match with the program

• Use professional tone in writing, but avoid dressing 
up your essay with big words



Letters of recommendation

• How many do you need?

• Who should you ask?

• How should you ask?

• Be clear about addresses, instructions, and deadlines

• If asking professors in the Psychology Department, 
be sure to fill out the “Letter of Recommendation 
Form” at 
http://www.uis.edu/psychology/students/forms/index.html



Letters of recommendation

• Good letters of recommendation may include 
information such as:

– How well the person knows you

– Anything the person can say about your:

• Academic skills

• Clinical skills

• Research skills

– Any honors or awards you have received

– Your career interests and qualifications for that 
career



Why Pursue a Master’s Degree?

• Advantages:
– Provides sufficient training and career opportunities
– Less time to earn (2 to 4 years, vs. 4 to 7 for doctoral)
– Uncertain about pursuing doctoral degree, not prepared 

or competitive for doctoral degree
• Less stringent admission requirements
• Less financial cost

• Disadvantages:
– Career options limited by state licensing and certification 

regulation
– Lower salary ceiling
– Only doctoral level degrees hold the title “psychologist”
– Full membership in APA or state psychological associations 

may be restricted for master’s degree holders



Percentage of Students Who Apply 
& Are Accepted

Program Areas Masters Programs Doctoral Programs 

Clinical 41% 6%

Counseling 59% 9%

School 43% 27%

Cognitive N/A 22%

Developmental 50% 17%

Educational 54% 50%

Experimental 53% 12%

General/social/personality 41% 11%

Industrial/Organizational 41% 14%

Physio, neurosci, biological N/A 18%

Psychometrics/Quantitative N/A 33%

Other Programs 51% 18%

All Programs 45% 13% S
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Overview of Financial Support for Master’s 
Students: 2007-08

• Master’s students are less likely to receive 
financial support compared to doctoral students 
(45% vs. 90% in public settings)

• Master’s students in private institutions get less 
financial assistance than public institutions

• Teaching and research assistantships are most 
common

• Average number of hours/week worked were 
similar for master’s and doctoral students

Source: 2009 Graduate Study in Psychology. Compiled by APA Center for Work Force Studies.  April 2009.





Applying to Doctoral Programs Following 
Master’s Degree

• Master’s terminal vs. non-terminal degree

• To increase your attractiveness as a doctoral 
applicant:
– Obtain research experience

– Establish good relationships with professors

– Obtain broad training and good foundation in core 
subjects

– Maintain good grades

– Obtain practica experiences in concentration areas



Norcross et al. (2004)

Ph.D. Psy.D.

Training Model Scientist-Practitioner Scholar-Professional

Emphasis Research and Practice (can vary 
by program)

Clinical service, less on research

Acceptance Rates •17% for practice-oriented 
programs
•11% for research-oriented 
programs

41% (accepts 3 to 4 times more 
students than Ph.D. programs)

Funding •57% fully funded for equal 
emphasis programs
•84% for research-oriented 
programs

6 to 38% (20% average) receive 
full financial assistance

Accumulated Debt $22,000 $53,000 - $60,000

Years of Completion 6.1 years 5.1 years

Internship Match 96 – 98% 74%





Salaries

• Salaries are dependent on many factors, 
including:
– Degree and program/school attended

– Field and specialization

– Experience

– Type of position

– Place of work

– Location in the U.S.

– How many hours you are willing to work

– Luck



Median Yearly Salaries 2007
(NOTE: Not starting salaries)

Position Masters Doctoral

Faculty $54,000 $71,000

Research $52,000 $90,000

Human Services – Clinical $69,000 $85,000

Human Services – Counseling $50,000 $75,000

Human Services – School $80,000 $87,000

Human Services – Other $55,000 $80,000

Applied (I/O) $86,000 $122,000

Source: http://research.apa.org/salaries07.html



Research and your perceptions

Rank
Dimension UIS Masters Doctoral
Letters of recommendation 4 2 1
GPA 1 1 2
Personal statement 3 3 3
GRE/MAT scores 2 4 4
Research experience 5 6 5
Interview 6 5 6
Work experience - 8 7
Clinically related service - 7 8
Extracurricular/Psi Chi 7 9 9

Norcross et al., 2005 & Landrum et al., 1994



Additional Resources

• Getting in: A step-by-step plan for gaining admission 
to graduate school in psychology (2007, published by APA)

• Applying to graduate school in psychology (Kracen & 
Wallace, 2008; published by APA) 

• Graduate study in psychology (2009, published by APA)

• Insider's guide to graduate programs in clinical 
psychology (Norcross, Sayette, Mayne, 2009; published by Guilford) 

• Psychology major: Career options and strategies for 
success (Landrum & Davis, 2003; published by Prentice Hall)

• Complete guide to graduate school admission: 
Psychology, counseling and related fields (Keith-Spiegel & 
Wiederman, 2000; published by Lawrence Erlbaum)


