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APPLYING TO GRADUATE SCHOOL

DR. BRIDGETTE TONNSEN

ASSISTANT PROFESSOR OF PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCES, PURDUE UNIVERSITY

PLEASE DO NOT DISTRIBUTE WITHOUT PERMISSION. 

AGENDA

• DECISION TREE: WHICH PATH IS RIGHT FOR YOU?

• COMPONENTS OF A COMPETITIVE APPLICATION

• APPLICATION RESOURCES

• FINDING A PHD MENTOR

• TIMELINE

• QUESTIONS
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DECISION TREE
WHAT PATH IS RIGHT FOR YOU?

WHAT IS A “PSYCHOLOGIST”?

• LICENSED PSYCHOLOGISTS MAKE UP A PORTION OF PROFESSIONALS WHO BRAND THEMSELVES AS

PSYCHOLOGY-FOCUSED. 

• IN MOST STATES, ONLY FOUR DOCTORAL DEGREE PROGRAMS CONFER ELIGIBILITY FOR PSYCHOLOGY

LICENSURE:

• CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGY (PHD OR PSYD)

• SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY (PHD ONLY)

• COUNSELING PSYCHOLOGY (PHD ONLY)

• MASTER’S LEVEL PRACTITIONERS ARE ALMOST NEVER ELIGIBLE FOR PSYCHOLOGIST STATUS
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Do you want to do applied work? 
Child-Focused 
Career Paths

Do you want to do research? 

Do you want to do applied work? 

Clinical Psychology PhD

LOW RESEARCH FIELDS

School Psychology MA/EdS

Speech, Occupational, Physical Therapy

Social Work, Marriage/Family Therapy, Licensed MH Counselor

Counseling Psychology PhD - depends on program

Cognitive, Developmental, Social Psychology; Neuroscience

Anthropology, Public Health

Human Development and Family Studies (PhD)School Psychology PhD - depends on program

Doctorate of Psychology (PsyD)

Generally Free

Licensed “Psychologist”

Generally Costs $$

HIGH RESEARCH FIELDS

Clinical Psychology (MA) – depends on program

3

3
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Yrs to Degree

Child-Focused 
Career Paths

Clinical Psychology PhD + Neuropsychology Specialty 8
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STEPS TO PSYCHOLOGY LICENSURE

Bachelor’s Degree

“Postbac” Position

Obtain PhD or PsyD
One-Year Internship

Postdoctoral Hours

State Licensure

PSYCHOLOGIST!

NON-LICENSED PSYCHOLOGY RESEARCHER

Bachelor’s Degree

“Postbac” Position

Obtain PhD or PsyD
One-Year Internship

Postdoctoral Hours

State Licensure

PSYCHOLOGIST!

?

?

PSYCHOLOGY RESEARCHER
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NATIONALLY CERTIFIED SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGIST

Bachelor’s Degree

“Postbac” Position

Obtain PhD or PsyD
One-Year Internship

Postdoctoral Hours

State Licensure

PSYCHOLOGIST!

SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGIST (EdS)

NASP Licensure/PRAXIS

Obtain Specialist Degree

SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY

• GREAT FOR PEOPLE WHO WANT TO WORK WITH KIDS - VIA RESEARCH OR PRACTICE

• ADULT-FOCUS IS SECONDARY – VIA TEACHERS, PARENTS

• SEVERAL “APPLIED” AREAS OF FOCUS

• ASSESSMENT

• INTERVENTION

• SCHOOL-BASED MENTAL HEALTH

• NEURODEVELOPMENTAL DISORDERS

• LEARNING DISABILITIES
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SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY

• LEVELS OF PRACTICE

• ED.S

• FULLY INDEPENDENT IN SCHOOL SETTINGS

• GENERALLY NOT INVOLVED IN ADMINISTRATION, RESEARCH

• CANNOT PRACTICE INDEPENDENTLY OUTSIDE SCHOOL IN MOST STATES

• PAYSCALE DEPENDS ON STATE; SOME STATES PAY SIMILARLY TO TEACHERS

• 2 YEARS TRAINING + ONE YEAR INTERNSHIP (GENERALLY LOCAL)

• PHD

• FULLY INDEPENDENT IN SCHOOL AND COMMUNITY SETTINGS

• MAY WORK IN SCHOOLS OR BE INVOLVED IN ADMINISTRATION, RESEARCH

• SOME RESEARCH-FOCUSED PROGRAMS, ALTHOUGH NOT ALL PHD PROGRAMS EXCEL IN RESEARCH

• ELIGIBLE FOR STATE LICENSURE AS PSYCHOLOGIST

• 4-5 YEARS TRAINING + ONE YEAR INTERNSHIP (LOCAL OR NATIONAL; ELIGIBLE FOR APPIC MATCH SYSTEM)

A NOTE ABOUT WORK-LIFE BALANCE

• GRADUATE SCHOOL OFTEN COINCIDES WITH OTHER PERSONAL MILESTONES (E.G. PARTNERSHIPS, 
PREGNANCY/CHILDBIRTH, CARE OF AGING/SICK RELATIVES)

• PROGRAMS VARY IN TERMS OF WORK-LIFE BALANCE CULTURE:

• TANGIBLE INDICATORS: 

• PAID LEAVE FOR CHILDBIRTH/ADOPTION

• SPACE FOR NURSING MOTHERS

• HISTORY OF SUCCESSFULLY GRADUATING STUDENTS WITH FAMILY RESPONSIBILITIES

• FORMAL MENTORSHIP AND/OR WORKSHOPS ON WORK-LIFE BALANCE, SUPPORT SYSTEMS

• ADDITIONAL CONSIDERATIONS:

• STUDENTS’ GENERAL SELF-REPORTED HAPPINESS AND/OR WELL-BEING

• MENTOR’S SELF-DISCLOSURE AS SUPPORTIVE OF WORK-LIFE BALANCE
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RESOURCES
FOR YOUR APPLICATION
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APA 2018 Summary Report: Admissions, Applications, and Acceptances
https://www.apa.org/education/grad/survey-data/2018-admissions-applications.pdf

WHAT MATTERS MOST?

APA 2018 Summary Report: Admissions, Applications, and Acceptances
https://www.apa.org/education/grad/survey-data/2018-admissions-applications.pdf

APPLICATION AND ACCEPTANCE RATES: MA
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APA 2018 Summary Report: Admissions, Applications, and Acceptances
https://www.apa.org/education/grad/survey-data/2018-admissions-applications.pdf

APPLICATION AND ACCEPTANCE RATES: PHD

APA 2018 Summary Report: Admissions, Applications, and Acceptances
https://www.apa.org/education/grad/survey-data/2018-admissions-applications.pdf

APPLICATION AND ACCEPTANCE RATES
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CHOOSING THE RIGHT DOCTORAL PROGRAM

• CLINICAL SCIENTIST (PHD)

• EMPHASIS ON RESEARCH, ALSO INCLUDES CLINICAL TRAINING

• SCIENTIST-PRACTITIONER (PHD)

• BALANCES RESEARCH AND CLINICAL TRAINING

• SCHOLAR-PRACTITIONER (PSYD)

• EMPHASIS ON CLINICAL TRAINING, MINIMAL IF ANY RESEARCH

• BEWARE OF PREDATORY SCHOOLS!

GAUGING PROGRAM QUALITY

• QUESTIONS TO ASK ABOUT POTENTIAL PROGRAMS:

• % COMPLETION

• % WHO COMPLETE AN ACCREDITED INTERNSHIP

• % WHO PASS LICENSURE EXAM

• % WHO ARE LICENSED AND/OR EMPLOYED

• AVERAGE AMOUNT OF DEBT BY GRADUATES

• IF NOT ACCREDITED, WHY?
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FINDING A MENTOR
FOR PHD CANDIDATES

PHD PROSPECTS: FINDING YOUR MENTOR

• MENTOR-MENTEE MATCH IS A TOP CONSIDERATION FOR FACULTY

• DO NOT HAVE TO EXACTLY MATCH MENTOR RESEARCH INTERESTS CURRENTLY

• DO YOUR HOMEWORK TO LEARN ABOUT PAST AND FUTURE RESEARCH OPPORTUNITIES
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PAST RESEARCH
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FUTURE RESEARCH

• ASK, ASK, ASK!

CONTACT DO’S AND DON’TS

• DO

• CHECK YOUR POTENTIAL MENTOR’S WEB SITE AND FACULTY PAGE FOR SIGNS OF WHETHER OR NOT THEY ARE

RECRUITING; SEND EMAIL TO ASK IF UNCLEAR

• DO YOUR HOMEWORK BEFORE CONTACTING THE MENTOR

• SEND A BRIEF, PROFESSIONAL EMAIL WITH YOUR CV BEFORE OR AS YOU APPLY

• ADDRESS PROFESSOR AS DR. XX UNTIL THEY INDICATE OTHERWISE

• SPELL CHECK AND REREAD ALL EMAILS

• SEND EMAILS DURING NORMAL TIMES OF DAY
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CONTACT DO’S AND DON’TS

• DO NOT:

• CALL POTENTIAL MENTORS UNLESS ASKED TO DO SO

• USE OVERLY FLOWERY AND/OR DRAMATIC LANGUAGE, PUNCTUATION

• RARELY IF EVER USE EXCLAMATION POINTS IN PROFESSIONAL EMAILS

• ASK EXTENSIVE QUESTIONS THAT REQUIRE MORE THAN 1 MINUTE TO ANSWER

• REQUEST PRE-INTERVIEW INTERVIEWS AND/OR LAB TOURS

• DROP BY UNEXPECTEDLY

• CONTACT TO ASK IF YOUR SCORES ARE COMPETITIVE

SAMPLE E-MAIL

Dr. Tonnsen,

My name is Carlos Viena, and I am a senior psychology major at the University of South Carolina. I am 
contacting to ask if you intend to recruit a graduate student in the upcoming application cycle. I have 
been conducting research in autism for the past three years as part of Dr. Ansel’s NIH-funded project on 
early developmental trajectories. My involvement has ranged from hands-on assessment with 
participants to designing, completing, and presenting an independent honor’s thesis on early parent-
child interactions in “high risk” infants. I independently presented this thesis as a poster at a national 
conference last year. These experiences have motivated me to seek graduate training in clinical 
psychology, with the long-term goal of establishing my own autism research career. I am particularly 
interested in being involved in your research on telehealth-based assessment of autism in infants, which I 
read about in your recent JACP publication. 

Do you plan to accept a student in the upcoming year? I have attached my CV to provide more 
information about my training and experiences. Please let me know if I can answer additional questions.

Sincerely,

Carlos Viena
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TIMELINE

TIMELINE FOR PHD APPLICATIONS

FRESHMAN-SOPHOMORE YEARS

• START RESEARCH!

JUNIOR YEAR

• START STUDYING FOR GRE

• NARROW DOWN LIST OF SCHOOLS/PROGRAMS

• GRE SUMMER BEFORE SENIOR YEAR, ALLOW TIME TO RETAKE 2-3X

SENIOR YEAR:

• SUMMER BEFORE: CONTACT PHD MENTORS

• EARLY FALL: REQUEST REC LETTERS

• LATE FALL: APPLICATIONS DUE

• SPRING: INTERVIEWS, DECIDE BY APRIL 15
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QUESTIONS


