Guidelines for PhD Applicants
Prepared by Jeanne Lieberman and Indivar Jonnalagadda

Every year, the Penn Anthropology department receives many applications for the PhD program. As current graduate students, we have written this short piece with the goal of  demystifying the application process at Penn and beyond, as well as linking to other resources that might help prospective applicants. Questions about the technical or logistical aspects of the application process can be directed to the Graduate Coordinator of the program you are applying to. Also see this blog post for detailed advice about how to plan for this process.
The application requirements of graduate programs vary, but most PhD programs in the US require the following: A statement of purpose, a writing sample, college/university grades, GREs (required by some programs, but not Penn Anthropology), and if you are an international student, TOEFL. Our suggestions below are not exhaustive but we hope it will help you prepare for the general process.

How to decide if a program is a good fit for you
We recommend considering the following criteria when evaluating which programs would be the best fit for you:
· Are there faculty in the program with whom you would like to work? While you will likely have one primary advisor, it is important that there be more than one person who will be able to offer you meaningful mentorship and entrance into diverse intellectual communities throughout your trajectory as a graduate student. 
· Are there other graduate students in the program who share your research interests? Apart from faculty mentors, finding a community of peers and collaborators can be very enriching and motivating.
· Are there multiple research centers or programs at the University that you believe your work will align with? This component is not essential, but it can be an important positive factor in finding the best fit for you. Research centers and other similar institutional initiatives provide a rich multi-generational scholarly community for you to learn within and can also often become sources of research funding.
· Do you see opportunities to learn languages or technical research skills that you will need to pursue your research interests? Are there opportunities to develop other professional skills and expand your networks in preparation for your post-doctoral career? 
It is very useful to seek out peers and mentors with a personal knowledge of the process of applying for a PhD and with an understanding of professional academia. We encourage you to seek out relevant connections through alumni networks of your alma mater or through institutions supporting first generation scholars or scholars from under-represented backgrounds (these will vary depending on whether you are based in the US or abroad). In case you aren’t able to locate these, you may also reach out to existing graduate students in programs you are interested in, to request advice on the application process.  

How to approach writing a personal statement
A personal statement or statement of purpose generally introduces your research interests, discusses your past experiences that are relevant to shaping your proposed research project, and discusses your motivations for pursuing a PhD in your field of study (and at the particular institution you have chosen) as the best path to exploring these interests and pursuing your career goals. These statements take many different forms. However, many opt for the following format.
· First, introduce your broad scholarly interests.
· Second, connect these interests to a specific context in which you could study them and indicate some preliminary theoretical questions and/or methodologies that could be elaborated on through such a project; and 
· Third, discuss the past experiences you have had that have led you to develop these interests/questions and have helped you gain some of the skills necessary to effectively engage with them. 
· You should end each statement by laying out why the institution at hand is a good fit for the work you have outlined in your essay. List two or three faculty members in the department who might productively advise you in your research. 
You are not setting anything in stone when you lay out these interests in your statement. Students can and often do change their research once they arrive and begin taking courses. That said, demonstrating your ability to clearly think through a possible project is important. Moreover, your research topic does not have to perfectly align with the research of the faculty members. It is generally a good idea to get in touch with faculty members to see if they are interested in your project. See the section below on contacting faculty members.
We suggest consulting these additional resources for more perspectives on writing these essays:
· How to Write a Winning Statement of Purpose | Graduate Association for Food Studies
· How to Prepare a Strong Graduate School Application | The Graduate School at Duke University
· How to Write a Personal Statement for a PhD Program Application | Columbia University Center for Career Education


How to prepare a writing sample
An effective writing sample provides an example of thoughtful analytical writing, constructive engagement with peer-reviewed sources, and the ability to clearly communicate complex ideas. Writing samples are usually slightly edited term papers or excerpts from BA or MA theses. They generally should be between 15-20 pages, unless otherwise specified by a specific program's application instructions. It is common to do an additional round of copy editing and polishing to turn a term paper into a writing sample, but generally you should not need to make significant changes. If you have a published article, you can also submit that as a writing sample, but it is neither expected nor necessary.

Reaching out to faculty while you prepare your application
It is a good practice to take some time while preparing/before submitting your application to reach out by email to the 2-3 faculty members at each institution with whom you anticipate you would work most closely. 
· Firstly, you can ask faculty members whether they will be taking new students in the coming application cycle. 
· Secondly, this is a good opportunity to briefly introduce yourself and your research interests and to explain to them briefly what intersections you see between your proposed research project and their current or past work. 
In most cases, the ideal time to reach out is in the first half of the Fall Semester. All faculty members respond differently to these emails, but you should know that even if you don't receive a direct response, the message was likely still useful for the faculty member to assess the alignment between your proposed work and theirs. Some faculty members will reply and offer the opportunity to have a phone conversation, which is likely to be useful to both the faculty member and the applicant for assessing fit and can provide you space to expand verbally on your research interests. 

Application fee
If the application fees present a financial barrier for you to apply to your desired programs, you should not hesitate to request fee waivers. These are granted by some programs, so don’t hesitate to ask! Applying for one will not be held against you in the application process.

Recommended Timeline
July-August: Research which programs will provide the best fit for you and your research interests. Contact those from whom you want to get letters of recommendation – if they agree to write for you, ask them when they would like to receive reminders from you and what draft materials they will want from you by when. Also communicate with faculty mentors or peers who have more recently enrolled in a PhD program to get an idea of how they successfully completed the process.
August-September: Produce a strong first draft of your personal statement. Take the GREs and TOEFL if applicable.
September-October: Get feedback on and revise the personal statement. Contact faculty with whom you hope to work closely. Request official transcripts. Log in to the application platform for each school you plan to apply to and read through their specific instructions in detail.
October-November: Continue to revise the personal statement and customize for each school. Polish writing sample. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]December:  Graduate applications are often due between December 1 and January 1.  Do apply a week ahead of time, and notify/ remind your letter writers about the pertinent due dates for each program.
