
Goal-setting, Research and Planning 
 
Now that you have a general idea of the US graduates education structure and scope, 
the big question is, “Where do you start?” The first stage in the process of application is 
self-reflection, research and planning. Here are the three essential steps you need to 
take at this stage: 
 
1. First of all, determine your own goals. Reflect carefully on why you think you need 

a graduate degree. What are you going to do with it upon graduation? What are your 
job prospects with the degree in hand? Where will you be looking for a job? Where do 
you see yourself in 5-10 years, both professionally and personally? 

 
When answering these questions, be honest with yourself. Do you want to continue 
your studies because your ultimate goal is to grow as a professional and improve the 
chances for employment? Do you already have potential job prospects in mind?  
 
Or  
Are you thinking about graduate studies only because you are not ready to become 
completely independent and want another 2-year delay of adult life by being a student? 
Do you want to go to the US only because you have a passion for foreign travel and want 
to spend some time in a developed country?  
 
If the answer to the last two questions is “yes” (which happens to a lot of young curious 
people, so you are not alone), you need to think about what this type of “academic 
tourism” would ultimately give you: studies for the sake of studies or travel is not such 
a good idea. It may also affect your chances of getting into the program because of you 
are unable to clearly formulate your goals in your statement of purpose, which we will 
discuss later, the graduate committee considering your application will see it as a big 
red flag. 
 
2. Understand the timing requirements and start at least 9 months out. Most 

graduate schools accept applications from international students by Dec.1, 15, or 31 
to start the program in the next year. Some set even an earlier deadline in August or 
September.  

 
So if you are a senior student and want to continue your education at the graduate level 
immediately upon graduation, you really should start working on your applications at 
the beginning of the academic year. The reasons it takes so long:  

a. Application process itself – it takes about 6 months for the schools to process 
the applications, and they usually start early to give themselves time to avoid 
any problems and complications; 

b. Securing funding – most schools provide scholarships and stipends for 
graduate studies, and it takes time to secure them from various funding 
sources outside of the university; 

c. Securing status (visa) – the universities do not control the process of visa 
issuance and they want to give international students plenty of time to obtain 
the visas. Even though the universities provide all supporting documents to 
receive the visa, it is ultimately the US Embassy’s decision whether to issue 
the visa or not. 

 



3. Do your research: find out as much as you can, from all available sources, about the 
graduate schools and programs in your discipline. The best place to start is online. 

 
Of course, everyone wants to end up in the best school. But how do you know which 
schools are the best? – First of all, by reputation. You, of course, heard about Harvard, 
Stanford, Yale, MIT, Princeton and other famous schools such as Duke, Rutgers, UCLA, 
Columbia or Northwestern. In every discipline there are schools that are “big names” 
with high reputation and by now you should know which are the most reputable 
schools in your area of studies. These schools usually move the science and knowledge 
forward, produce cutting-edge research that shakes the field, and provide their 
graduates with great prospects for employment.  
 
Based on reputation, the US News & World Report magazine publishes the rankings of 
best schools in the United States. Please keep in mind that these rankings to the large 
extent are perceptual: academics (professors and researchers, including graduate 
students) are sent out a survey where they are asked to rate the schools in their area in 
terms of the rigor of the program, quality of research, funding opportunities and the 
degree value upon graduation.  
 
Objectively, all universities in the United States try to keep their programs at a certain 
quality level and provide a unique focus or angle that would make their program 
distinct and more appealing than others. Every university commits resources and skills 
to the graduate program that will allow it to stay competitive. In every graduate 
program there are excellent professors who will give you marketable knowledge and 
skills. However, perceptually the rankings still remain important. If, for example, 
employers have a choice between someone who has an MBA from Harvard and 
someone who earned an MBA at a lesser-known school, they would most probably hire 
the Harvard alum.  
 
Before we move to a specific example, it is worth noting that in general, US News & 
World Report’s Education section provides a wealth of information about graduate 
education in the United States that can become a good starting point for your research. 
A lot of information on this page is accessible for free, and a lot more – for an upgraded 
paid subscription. However, even the freely accessible information can be valuable and 
you should check it out here: http://www.usnews.com/education 
As you can see from the screenshot, the home page provides rankings and advice for all 
levels of education in the United States – colleges, graduate programs and even high 
schools. 
 

http://www.usnews.com/education


 
If you click on the “Grad Schools” tab and scroll down, you will be able to find a lot of 
valuable information, including specific advice to international students: 
 

 
 
Now let’s take an example. ICP is one of the most “visible” programs at AUCA and it is 
natural that many of its graduates are interested in getting into an American grad 
school. So if you would like to get the list of the best schools in political science, US News 
& World Report will produce the following ranking page: http://grad-
schools.usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/best-graduate-schools/top-humanities-
schools/political-science-rankings?int=a58a09&int=a06908  
 

http://grad-schools.usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/best-graduate-schools/top-humanities-schools/political-science-rankings?int=a58a09&int=a06908
http://grad-schools.usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/best-graduate-schools/top-humanities-schools/political-science-rankings?int=a58a09&int=a06908
http://grad-schools.usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/best-graduate-schools/top-humanities-schools/political-science-rankings?int=a58a09&int=a06908


 
If you browse through the rankings, you will see that they go down to #86 –Washington 
State at Pullman, WA, and then include some schools that have not been ranked. This 
list presents plenty of highly reputable schools for you to choose from. Note how some 
of them tie in for the same spot (#10 is shared by Duke and UCLA, and #15 – by four 
different excellent schools).  
 
Now you need to narrow down this list – you simply cannot apply to all 86 schools. If 
you haven’t done so already, reach out to your professors and other trusted sources 
such as career advisers and perhaps AUCA alumni that are now in grad schools to 
discuss these programs. This will allow you to narrow down your search through other 
people’s input. As a result, you should have a list of 10-12 schools in your discipline that 
have the best reputation. 
 
Once you broadly determined which schools you are interested in, start looking into 
their graduate program on the university website. Finding it should be easy: if the US 
News & World Report ranking page has no direct link to the program (in most cases it 
does), you can Google it up or try to find the program through the university’s main 
website in the Academics section.  
 
Continuing with our example from the political science rankings, let’s focus on #10 on 
the list – Duke University. This is one of the highly reputable and well-funded 
universities that has a PhD program in political science at its heart of graduate studies. 
What it means is that as a graduate with a Bachelor’s, you should apply directly to the 
PhD program because the university does not fund terminal Master’s. In other words, it 
will provide you with a merit-based scholarship only if you are applying to the PhD 
program, not to Master’s.  So if you click on Duke on the ranking page, it will take you to 
a separate page with a brief description of the program and contact information. Also 
note that right side of page provides various useful general links that you can also 
explore. 
 



 
If you further copy and paste the Admissions address in the new browser tab, you will 
get the following page: 
 

 
 
Note how the home page describes the graduate studies and the program’s emphasis on 
theoretical and methodological skills. You can immediately tell that their heavy focus is 
on theory and research of the doctoral level. Also, pay attention to how they put the 
profiles of their graduating doctoral students right on the home page under the title 
“PhDs for Hire,” which is a good indication of how interested the school is in its 
graduates’ finding a job.  
 
While exploring the graduate program page, pay attention to the program structure: 
do they offer professional or academic tracks, PhD program or Master’s program only? 
In our Duke example, if you hover the mouse over the Graduate tab, it will give you a 
fall-out menu of all degrees the graduate program offers. You can see that along with 
the PhD, it includes a traditional MA in Political Science, an MA in Analytical Political 
Economy and a joint JD (law) and MA degree in political science.  
 



 
Next, you should explore the program curriculum and course offerings for each of 
these degrees by clicking on their links and on the Courses tab. While looking at the 
curricular and course descriptions, ask yourself if you would like to take the courses 
based on what you see. Do they look interesting and challenging? Can you tell if they 
will give you current and marketable knowledge and skills? Are they focused on global 
and international issues?  
 
Further, you can get a lot more information about the program by clicking on the 
Research tab. Here you will see not only the description of the main research areas in 
the left column menu that you can also explore by clicking on the links, but also the 
books published by the faculty on various research topics: 
 

 
 
Browse through the faculty publications and profiles under the People tab: do the 
professor’s names ring your bell as familiar experts? Did you come across their books 
and academic articles in your courses?  Also, if the program has the profiles of graduate 
students, browse through them to see what their research interests are, which 
countries they come from, etc. Some of them can be an excellent source of information 
for your inquiries as they experience the program first-hand.  
 



In general, when you look at the program’s website, ask yourself: Would I like to be in 
this particular program? What seem to be the strengths and weaknesses of the 
program? What can it offer me in terms of professional growth?  
 
Finally, research the climate, geography and cultural life of the university you want to 
apply to. Usually the main university website provides a virtual campus tour to get the 
feel of the school and a lot of useful information with links to cultural sites and 
historical landmarks, the area the university is in and close-by cities, etc. The more 
information you get, the easier it will be for you to decide if this university is appealing 
to you. The preferences here vary for all people and are highly individual, but for some 
a factor such as extremely cold winters in Alaska and North Dakota or unbearable heat 
and humidity in Louisiana may be something off-putting that will prevent them from 
even applying to the university in the first place. 
 
After you complete this thorough research on each of the 10-12 universities you 
identified at the beginning, you should have cut it to 8-9. If you need to narrow it down 
further, talk some more with your professors and other people about those programs. 
You might even want to contact the program directly and ask them to put you in touch 
with their graduate students who could answer your questions and provide insights. At 
the end of this research exercise, you should have a list of 5-8 programs to apply to.   
 
Why 5-8? – Applying to fewer than five may limit your choices, especially if you want to 
take a “tiered” approach and all of the schools you apply to reject you. Applying to more 
than eight may be just too expensive and time-consuming, and also indicative that you 
probably did not do enough research to determine your goals and interests and are 
spreading yourself thin. The “tiered” approach is when of the 5-8 schools you have 
selected, the first tier is composed of 1-2 schools of your top choice (Stanford or 
Princeton, for example), the “dream” schools that you really want to get into; the second 
tier would include 2-3 mid-range schools with excellent reputation that are still hard to 
get into, but not as hard as to the top two; and the third tier would be 2-3 schools of 
your “safe bet,” i.e. schools where you know you would most probably be accepted. 
 
Here is a real example: 
 
After earning a Master’s degree in journalism and mass communications from Kansas 
State University under the Muskie program, Svetlana had a successful 7-year career of 
teaching and practicing public relations at the American University of Kyrgyzstan (later 
AUCA). When she decided to go back to the United States for her PhD, she conducted 
extensive research and networking with colleagues and peers and made a list of eight 
schools with good doctoral programs in mass communication that she decided to apply 
to: 

1. Northwestern University (“dream school,” tied with Boston University for #1 
in mass communications and public relations) 

2. USC Annenberg School (according to various sources, #2-3 best school in 
mass communication)  

3. Stanford (is among top 10 best schools, traditionally really hard to get into) 
4. University of Maryland (best PhD program in Journalism in the country, but 

mass communication, ranked at #17-19 is in a separate school) 
5. University of Georgia (is on top 15 list, one of Svetlana’s KSU advisers was its 

graduate, as well as a fellow graduate student at KSU) 



6. Louisiana State University (is on top 25 list, has a unique program in mass 
communication and public affairs, a crossover between mass com and 
political science; one of Svetlana’s colleagues and mentors was on the 
schools’ Board of Trustees and strongly encouraged her to apply there) 

7. University of Kansas (is on top 30 list, a safe bet as it was not far from KSU 
and Svetlana knew the area, as well as many professors) 

8. University of Missouri (has one of the best Bachelor’s in journalism, is on top 
50 list for graduate programs in mass communication, a fall-back school) 

 
Her previous school, KSU, had no PhD program, otherwise she would have submitted an 
application there instead of the University of Missouri. Svetlana submitted her 
application packages to all eight schools (which cost her about $800, with all postal and 
other expenses) one week before the December deadline and started to wait for the 
results.  
 
At the end of March, Svetlana was devastated by the rejection letters from Stanford and 
Northwestern. In April, all other schools sent their formal responses. USC-Annenberg 
accepted her with the first-year scholarship of $12,000/year, which is impossible to live 
on in the Los Angeles area. University of Maryland politely rejected her because they 
thought she was a better fit for a PhD in communication, not in journalism.  University 
of Georgia offered her a scholarship of $15,000 with an opportunity for a merit-based 
increase of $2,000 in each subsequent year, for the maximum of $20,000, with 
guaranteed funding for four years.  LSU offered her a scholarship of $25,000/year 
(equal to a good starting salary in the field), with guaranteed funding for three years 
and a possible extension for the fourth one. University of Kansas offered her a 
scholarship of $13,000 for five years. University of Oklahoma rejected Svetlana (so, 
even safe bets are not guaranteed). 
 
Svetlana carefully weighed the University of Georgia and LSU options. UGA had a better 
reputation and visibility, but LSU was a new up-and-coming program with a lot of good 
professors - “big shots” in the field, including Dr. Melvin DeFleur, a psychologist of mass 
communication and author of numerous textbooks and academic books in the field; 
Dean Jack Hamilton, a mass communication historian of global significance; Dr. Kirby 
Goidel, a political scientist who studied the role of mass communication in elections and 
headed a Public Policy Survey Lab at LSU, one of the best public opinion survey labs in 
the country; and Dr. Louise Alvin Day, the author of the best textbook on media ethics. 
All these considerations and a better funding option tipped the balance in favor of LSU. 
Svetlana never regretted about it and upon graduation from LSU was hired by Georgia 
State University, which gave her an opportunity to collaborate with the colleagues at 
the University of Georgia. So UGA was not out of her life completely after all. 
 
The very final step in the research and planning stage will be estimation of the costs 
of application. To help you figure out how much money you will need for the 
applications, this expense worksheet may be helpful: 
 
Application Expenses Worksheet 
 

Description University 
1 

University 
2 

University 
3… 

 
Application fee* 

   



 
 
TOEFL fee** 
 

   

 
GRE/GMAT general 
exam fee** 

   

 
GRE/GMAT subject 
exam fee, if 
required** 

   

 
TSE exam fee, if 
required*** 

   

 
Transcript fees**** 
 

   

 
Postage***** 
 

   

 
Other fees 
(translation, 
certification, etc) 

   

 
Total fees 
 

   

 
*This is a fee for processing your application. It’s different for each university, can be 
anywhere between $30 (University of Florida, LSU) to $105 (Harvard, Yale) to $125 
(Stanford). The average application fee is $55-60. 
** Includes free reporting scores to four universities, additional reports will require 
additional fees. 
*** Some top schools such as Stanford require international students to submit the 
scores of Test of Spoken English in addition to the standard TOEFL. TSE costs more and 
has to be scheduled separately and individually. It also needs more time for processing 
of the results, so plan ahead! 
****Most schools provide free transcripts for their current students, however if you 
spent a semester or two at a different US institution, it may charge you the transcript 
fees to report the grades on courses you took there. 
*****While most schools today accept applications online, they may still require you to 
mail them the documents such as transcripts, signed and sealed letters of 
recommendation, copies of diplomas and tests scores. 
 
With all the planning and research done, you are now ready to put together your 
application package and either mail it to the university or file it online, whichever the 
school requires (or it may be a combination of both). 
Putting Together and Submitting Your Application 
 
Most American universities have similar application requirements, which typically 
include the following items that need to be submitted in the application package:  



(1) evidence of your completed Bachelor’s degree (diploma) or of the fact that you are 
on track to graduate on time, if you are applying as a senior;  
(2) evidence of your academic performance – transcripts and GPA;  
(3) results of the test showing your general level of knowledge and preparedness to 
study in a graduate program – hence the name of GRE as Graduate Record Examination;  
(4) results of the tests showing your ability to study in English and thrive in the English-
speaking environment – TOEFL or equivalent, and TSE (optional); 
(5) evidence from other people who can testify to your academic abilities and good 
character – letters of recommendation from your professors and work supervisors if 
you are working; 
(6) evidence that you know why you want to study at the graduate level and what you 
plan to do after graduation – your statement of purpose. 
 
Items 1-4 on this list are quite self-explanatory. You just need to make sure that all your 
documents are in order, the transcripts show your latest available semester grades and 
that you have current test scores. If you have never taken GRE and TOEFL, you need to 
make sure that you can take the exams early enough and have the scores available and 
reported to the universities before the application deadlines. As for items 5 and 6 – 
letters of recommendation and statement of purpose – we will discuss them a little later 
in more detail. 
 
Again, the list above presents typical items required by most of the US graduate schools. 
However, some universities, especially top schools in the field that want to select the 
best talent, may have additional requirements such as submitting your resume or CV 
and samples of academic writing. While the graduate committee members understand 
that very few undergraduate students have opportunities to conduct research, they still 
encourage the applicants to submit a sample of their academic writing, such as a well 
written and well-researched course paper or a senior thesis. 
Note on senior thesis: AUCA provides and excellent opportunity for a sample of 
academic writing in the form of the senior thesis. If you are working on your thesis, you 
can submit a part of it (usually the abstract and first chapter – lit review with the 
methodology and research question, as well as main results and conclusions) as a 
sample of your writing. Don’t submit the whole thing – no one will read it anyway, and 
it will also be an indication that you are incapable of summarizing your work and 
presenting the most significant parts of it in a brief form. Most writing samples should 
be within 10-20 double-spaced pages. 
 
It is always a good idea to check out the specific requirements for the application 
package that the program you are applying to may have. Continuing with our example 
of the Duke University, they do expect a writing sample as additional information on 
top of all documents required in a typical application:  
 



 
 
As you can see, Duke’s Political Science graduate program has a very good and 
exhaustive page explaining the process of application. If you scroll down, you will see a 
detailed description of the process, a lot of useful advice and even the explanation of 
what the graduate committee members are looking for in the candidates. Also, it has a 
direct link to the online application page, which is very convenient for international 
students, as you won’t have to deal with the mail service.  
 
Now let’s discuss in more detail the core of your application – statement of purpose and 
letters of recommendation, or, as they are often referred to, letters of reference. 
 


