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Start early when applying to graduate school. 
Deadlines for programs tend to fall between 
January and March. Applying earlier will increase 
your chances of being admitted. Many programs 
have rolling admissions and applications are 
evaluated as they arrive rather than all at once. 
Spots can fill up quickly as the final deadline draws 
near. 

Fall Semester-May: (more than one year before graduate 
school begins) 

� Research potential schools. 
� Speak to professionals in the field who know about 

different programs. 
� Consider the cost of attending different schools. 
� Consider relocation and/or effects of school on my 

family and relationships. 
� Take practice tests for MCAT, LSAT, GRE, GMAT, 

MAT, etc. Study guides are available for check-out 
at Career Services.  

June: 
� Register for the test at Career Services in our 

testing area at (435) 797-1004 or online. 
Registration links can be found at:  
www.usu.edu/career/htm/testing 

July: 
� Request information from schools that interest you. 
� Meet with several of your professors who can 

recommend good programs and help you make 
some connections. 

� Take required entrance exams 

August: 
� Re-take required entrance exams if needed. This 

leaves you time to send the scores to the programs 
you are applying to.  

� Begin writing your personal statement/letter of 
intent. 

September: 
� Finalize your list of prospective schools. 
� Pick a professor or two from each school you are 

considering whose research interests mirror your 
own and familiarize yourself with their work if 
applicable.  

� Contact your recommenders and ask if they will 
write letters of recommendation for you. Keep 
developing your personal statement. 

Almost every graduate school applicant will receive 
at least one rejection. While disappointing, it’s not 
quite the final act. Contact the program advisor and 
politely express your regret at not being admitted. 
Ask them if they can point out where your 
application was weak or give you some 
suggestions on how you might strengthen your 
candidacy in the future. This will help if you choose 
to re-apply the following year. 

October: 
� Request official transcripts. 
� Send your recommender supplemental materials 

(i.e., resume, personal statement, etc.) that they 
can use as a reference. Make contact with 
students and professors at your prospective 
schools.  

� Arrange a campus visit, if possible, or follow-up to 
increase your chances of receiving an invitation for 
a visit from those programs that invite candidates. 

� Talk to current students in the programs and meet 
with key professors 

� Explore living areas around the campus. 

November: 
� Have someone in the field, a professor or advisor, 

and your Career Services Career Coach review 
and edit your personal statement. Leave time for 
rewriting and editing. 

� Start your FAFSA form online and look into private 
loans, grants, and fellowships. 

December: 
� Complete and submit all applications, keeping a 

copy of every section for your records.  
� Verify that your recommendations have been sent. 

January: 
� Focus on financial aid—Finish your FASFA online 

and look into private loans, grants, and fellowships. 

April: 
� Celebrate your acceptances. 
� Appeal the aid package (or apply for alternative 

loans) if the amount the school offers you doesn’t 
meet your financial needs. 

� Report your success to your career coach. 

Below is a sample schedule for a student hoping to enter graduate school in the fall.  Be sure to modify this schedule 
to fit the specific school’s deadlines. 

Career Design Specialists’ 
Favorite Sites: gradschools .com 
graduate-schools.petersons.com 

                                    Timeline 
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Writing a personal statement or another type of a 
graduate school essay is challenging and will take 
many drafts and much reflection. Don’t wait until 
you have it complete before you share it with 
others; their input will make it stronger, clearer, and 
focused. Be sure to follow the directions given by 
the school. 

A Personal Statement is: 
An Impression. Your personal statement should 
produce a picture of you as a person, student, and 
potential scholarship or assistantship recipient. 

An Invitation. The reader must be invited to get to know 
you, personally. Make your reader feel welcome and 
show your personality. 

A Good Indication of Your Priorities and Judgment. 
What you choose to say in your statement tells the 
committee what your priorities are. What you say, and 
how you say it, is crucial. 

A Story, or More Precisely, Your Story. Everyone has 
a story to tell, but we are not all natural storytellers. 
Before you do any writing, spend some time in self-
reflective conversation with friends, family, and mentors. 

A Personal Statement is Not: 
An Academic Paper with You as the Subject. The 
papers you write for class are typically designed to 
interpret data, reflect research, or analyze events all at 
some distance. In a personal statement your goal is to 
close the distance between you and the reader. You 
must engage on a different, more personal level than 
you have been trained. 

A Resume in Narrative Form. An essay that reads like 
a resume of accomplishments and goals tells the reader 
nothing he/she could not glean from the rest of the 
application. This type of essay reveals little about the 
candidate and is a wasted opportunity. 

Before You Write 
Know Yourself 

•

•

What’s special, unique, distinctive, and/or
impressive about you or your life?
What details of your life, that have shaped you or
influenced your goals, might help the committee
better understand you or help set you apart from
other applicants?

• When did you become interested in this field and
what have you learned about it (through classes,
reading, seminars, research, experience,
conversations) that has further stimulated your
interest and reinforced your conviction in this
field?

Describe Your Unique Talents and Goals 
• If you have worked during your college years,

what have you learned (leadership, managerial,
teamwork skills, etc.) and how has that
experience contributed to your growth?

• What are your career goals?
• Are there any gaps or discrepancies in your

academic record that you should explain (great
grades but mediocre LSAT or GRE scores or a
distinct upward pattern to your recent GPA)?

• Have you had to overcome any unusual
obstacles or hardships in your life?

• Do you have strong academic successes you
want to highlight?

Know and Discuss Why You’re the Best 
Candidate 

• What skills (leadership, communication,
analytical, etc.) do you possess? Use examples.

• What personal characteristics (integrity,
compassion, persistence, etc.) do you possess
that would improve your prospects for success?

• Why might you be a stronger candidate for
graduate school and more successful in the
profession or field than other applicants?

• What are the most compelling reasons you can
give for the selection committee to be interested
in you?

• Identify a specific program, research interests,
or a faculty member you might like to work with
and why.

Writing Tips 
• Plan on devoting a significant amount of time

writing this essay. It is common to write several
drafts of your personal statement.

• Proofread your essay several times. Make sure
you have no punctuation or grammatical errors.
Solicit comments from your Career Design
Specialist, professors, peers, and other
individuals you trust to give feedback.

• Keep it brief. Most instructions specify how long
the essay should be. If length is not mentioned,
stick to one to two pages, single-spaced.

“Applying to graduate school takes a lot of time and 
energy.  I had to prepare for the GRE, write my 

personal statement, and keep my grades up-all at the 
same time.  My Career Coach at [the Career Design 

Center] critiqued my personal statement and kept me 
motivated until I got into a graduate program.” 

Monica Barrett 
MS, Electrical Engineering 
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Sometimes graduate schools require an interview.  These interviews will focus on your fit and passion through 
behavior based questions. The theory behind behavioral interviewing assumes that the best predictor of future 
performance is past performance. Employers use the behavioral interview technique to evaluate a candidate’s 
experiences and behaviors so they can determine the potential for success. To answer these questions well, 
you should give detailed descriptions of actual situations and how you handled those situations. Here is a 
formula to help you be thorough in your answers: 

Questions are typically not structured as questions, but are intended to elicit a specific example. Questions 
typically start out: “Tell me about a time…” or “Describe a situation…” or “Give me an example of…” To 
demonstrate the desired behavior, be ready with STAR examples that include past internships or work 
experiences, related classes or projects, extra-curricular activities, leadership, team involvement, athletics, and 
community service. 

“Tell me about yourself” is one of the most commonly used introductions.  It is an ice-breaker and should be 
related to the program and graduate school.  Don’t tell the interviewer your life story.  Prepare and practice 
your elevator speech to be comfortable and confident. 

“How does this program fit your career goals?”/ “Tell me about yourself.” 

“When I began my studies at USU, it took several semesters before I really found my place in the Political Science 
Department. Since then, I’ve done three different survey research projects for Utah State’s Admissions Office regarding 
the needs and perceptions of incoming freshmen. I love the combination of working with data and making solid 
recommendations to administrators based on my work. I am also passionate about learning and having a deeper 
understanding of political science. This program will allow me to further my knowledge and pursue a career in 
government where I can make an impact on local policy..” 

Set up a Mock Interview with your Career Design Specialist to practice more interview questions and receive 
helpful feedback by calling 435-797-7777.  

STAR: 
Situation + Task + Action + Result = Strong Response 

Brainstorm a few ideas: 

Skill   Example 
Teamwork    S: Class project in group of 5 to research social media effects on job search  T: in charge of compiling team research into cohesive 10 page paper

        A: Set deadlines for team to send me research summarizing findings  R: Met assignment deadline and received A after engaging presentation  
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AGGIE Handshake is your exclusive online resource to: 
• View jobs & events based on your interests
• Apply for student employment, work-study,

internship, and career positions
• Network with employers, alumni
• Schedule interviews with regional/global

employers

Access AGGIE Handshake: 
• Go to: usu.joinhandshake.com
• Select the Students/Alumni login option
• Login in with your USU SSO login

The Professional Testing Center provides students and graduates with exams for admission to 
graduate, professional, and business schools, as well as other exams needed for professional licensure, 
certification, and employment.  Registration for most exams is done online. 

 Graduate & Professional School Admission Exams

GRE 
General, all-purpose graduate school admission test; offered 
several days each week 

MAT 
Graduate admission test for use in selected programs; 
offered several days each week.  MAT is scheduled directly 
through our registration portal at 
www.registerblast.com/usu/exam 

GMAT 
Computer-based entrance exam for business schools; 
offered weekly 

LSAT 
Currently given only as an online exam due to COVID.  
LSAC.org 

MCAT 
Not available on university campuses.
Computer-based entrance exam for medical schools; 
offered approximately 12 times yearly only at Pearson 
professional Centers

Related Post-Graduate Career Certification & 
Licensure Exams 
Praxis 
Teaching competency exams in the areas of 
professional knowledge and subject-specific skills; 
states require current and future public educators to 
take these exams for certification and licensure 

FE 
For certification as a professional engineer in the United 
States; offered two days weekly during active FE 
months:  Jan, Feb, Apr, May, Jul, Aug, Oct, and Nov. 

*Other undergraduate admissions exams, exams for
college credit, and placement exams are available
through our services.

For more information on test dates, 
times, and registration procedures visit: 
usu.edu/testing/logan-professional/index 

A CHECKLIST FOR STUDENTS

Additional Guides Available: 
• Exploring Careers
• Applying for Jobs
• Acing the Interview

http://www.registerblast.com/usu/exam
https://career-services.usu.edu/testing/testing-center
https://career-services.usu.edu/testing/testing-center
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