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If you want to start graduate school in psychology or neuroscience in the fall after you graduate with your 
bachelor’s degree, most applications will be due between December and March of your senior year.  
 
Application forms, transcripts, essays, test scores, and letters of recommendation - you'll need to have 
everything together before your very first application deadline arrives.  
 
Starting in the spring of your junior year - if possible - schedule time each week to work on part of the process.  
Many students begin the process of applying to graduate school in earnest at the start of their senior year – if 
you didn’t get started in the spring of your junior year don’t panic, just get started and take the items in order. 
 
Note: Many students say that applying to grad school is a LOT of work – it can feel like a part-time job.  
 
March/April/May/June 
• Select Graduate Schools. Hopefully you’ve already clarified your career and degree goals and are now ready 

to form a list of criteria you want in a graduate program and identify a list of programs that fit your criteria. 
Request information from the schools.  

• Entrance Exams. Take a practice GRE General Test. Your score will help you determine how much 
preparation you’ll need before you take the exam. Start studying intensively on your own or take a prep 
course on campus, online, or at another facility.  

• Finances. Set aside money for the cost of the GRE, application fees, and travel to interviews.  
 
July/August 
• Select Graduate Schools.� Read the information you’ve collected about the schools paying special attention 

to their admissions requirements, cost, and options for financing grad school. Consider visiting the schools 
to talk with admissions personnel, faculty or current graduate students.  

• Entrance Exams. Continue studying for the GRE General Test or, if you think you are ready, take the exam 
in August so that you’ll have time to study more and retake it if you don’t like your first score.  

 
September 
• Select Graduate Schools. It is expensive and time-consuming to apply to graduate schools, thus it is a good 

idea to create your short list of graduate programs (6-12) to which you will apply.  Create a spreadsheet of 
the deadlines and materials needed to apply to each program. To reduce stress, create a timeline for yourself 
and your letter writers that will allow you to submit materials at least one week before the official deadline 
for each program. Note that schools differ in the way they want materials submitted: Some may want you to 
collect all of the application materials – letters of recommendation, transcripts, application forms, etcetera – 
and send them in one packet via snail mail. Many programs want everything submitted online. Your job is 
to figure out what the programs want and do that. If you are applying to research-oriented graduate 
programs, write to faculty members who research interests match yours to express interest in their work.  

• Entrance Exams. Evaluate your GRE General Score, retake if needed. Register and start studying for the 
GRE Psychology Subject Test if it’s requested by the graduate schools to which you are applying. This test 
is offered only in October and November during the fall. 

• Personal Statement. Begin writing it. Start by reading articles about appropriate content - remember that this 
is a really a “professional statement” not a personal autobiography!  

• Letters of Recommendation. If you are applying to psychology graduate school you will most likely need  
3 letters from psychology faculty. Consider the faculty members who know you best. Visit them to let them 
know that you are getting ready to apply to graduate schools and ask for advice.  
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October 
• Select Graduate Schools. Make contact with graduate students and professors at your prospective schools. 

Visit if you can.  
• Resume / Curriculum Vitae. Update your resume and/or curriculum vitae. Take it to the Career 

Development Center for help targeting it for submission as part of your graduate school application and 
polishing your accomplishment statements - qualify and quantify! Contact professionals in the career of 
interest to you and get their feedback on these documents, too.  

• Personal Statement. Have professors and professionals who are working in the career field in which you are 
interested read your personal statement and comment. Take it to Writing Tutorial Services to get help with 
organizing and expressing your ideas clearly and for a grammar/word usage/spelling check up.  

• Transcripts. Investigate exactly what you’ll need to do to get official transcripts from all of the colleges 
you’ve attended and how long it will take for you to receive them or for them to be sent from your 
undergraduate school(s) to the graduate schools to which you are applying. Be sure to request them so that 
they arrive earlier than they need to arrive.  

 
November  
• Entrance Exams. Retake the GRE General or Subject Test if you were disappointed with your initial scores. 

Consider: If you don’t have time to invest in serious studying before you retake the exam then your chances 
of improving your original score are about 50/50 or worse.  

• Entrance Exams. Double-check that you’ve had your GRE scores sent to all of the graduate programs to 
which you are applying.  

• Letters of Recommendation. If you haven’t already done it, early November is the time to ask faculty for 
letters of recommendation. Provide each faculty member with: 

o A packet including a copy of your unofficial college transcript on which you indicate class(s) you 
took with them, your resume and/or curriculum vitae, your GRE scores and your personal statement. 

o Brief, clear instructions listing the schools to which you are applying and the name of the degree 
program for each school, how the applications are to be submitted, and the deadlines by which the 
letters must be submitted (if online) or put in the mail in order to arrive on time. 

o A brief letter letting each faculty member know - honestly, without exaggeration -- what you've 
gotten from working with them as a research assistant or taking their classes. Remind them of any 
notable papers or projects you completed and let them know what kind of a positive impact the 
experience had for you. 

o If the letters are to be printed and mailed directly to the school or returned to you: Provide fully 
addressed envelopes. Include any additional forms that must be completed by the faculty member. 
Typically, there is one form that will include both a waiver statement and rating form that the 
professor must complete and submit with their letter. You must complete and sign the waiver form -
- either "will waive" or "decline to waive" -- and give that form to your letter writers.  

o If the letters are to be submitted online: Email the faculty member the link to the form that needs to 
be completed.  

o Important - emphasize the first deadline in your communications with your letter writers! If you are 
going to give the faculty member printed materials, put all of them in a 9" x 11" or larger envelope, 
put your name and the deadline by which the very first letter must be put in the mail or submitted 
online on the front of the envelope. If you are submitting all of your materials to the professor via 
email, then highlight the deadline by which the very first letter must be submitted online in an email 
to the professor.  

• Application Forms. Try to complete and submit all application forms at least one week before they are due, 
keeping copies for your own records. Check and double-check for typing, spelling, and grammatical errors. 
If you fill the applications out online, download them, proofread, and make corrections before you submit.  

• Finances. Submit all financial aid forms appropriate for the programs  
• Personal Statement & Resume/Curriculum Vitae. Do a final polish on these documents. Remember – these 

documents should be targeted to fit each individual program to which you are applying. If you’re applying 
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to research-oriented graduate programs you’ll want to specifically indicate your interest in the research 
topics of 2 or 3 faculty members with whom you might like to work in graduate school.  

 
As the application deadlines approach:  
• Letters of Recommendation. About one week before the deadline by which your first letters of 

recommendation must be mailed/submitted, send your letter writers a pleasant email reminding them of the 
deadline and asking if there is any additional information you can provide that would be helpful.  

• Verify. Verify that your application materials (and letters) were received by the graduate programs within 
one week after each program’s deadline.  

 
December-February: 
• Gratitude. Winter break is a nice time to send thank you emails to letter writers and advisers and 

professionals who helped you with this entire process.  
• Interviews. Some schools require interviews, some request them and others don’t. Some programs are fine 

with phone interviews and others prefer or require on site interviews. Most schools that request interviews 
rate them as being very important in determining whether students will be accepted. Interviews are typically 
held in February, March & April. You can start preparing for them early. 

• Finances. Fill out the FAFSA (if needed).� To qualify for federal aid and for many loans you'll fill out the 
FAFSA. Get it in as soon as possible after January 1. Keep in mind that all grad students are considered 
independent for federal aid calculations.� Look into private loans, grants, and fellowships.  

• Rejections. Almost all students who apply to graduate schools will receive at least one rejection letter. 
Develop back up plans if not accepted to any programs.  

 
March/April/May:  
• Score! If you were accepted by your most preferred school, accept their admission and promptly, politely, 

turn down other offers.  
• Check your status. If other programs make early offers, contact your top choices to determine the current 

status of your application.  
• Decisions? Did you get accepted by more than one program that you really like? Did you get passed over by 

the one you really wanted and accepted to one that was way down on your list? Talk with advisors, 
professors and professionals to get help making these final, important decisions about which program you 
will accept or whether it is worth waiting and re-applying next year. If you were rejected by a program, call 
the appropriate person in that department and politely express your regret. Ask if they can suggest what you 
could do to strengthen your candidacy during the next year if you wanted to apply to the program in future.  

• Network. Email your letter writers, advisers, and professionals who helped you with this process to let them 
know the outcome.  

• Finances. Appeal the aid package or apply for alternative loans if the amount the school offers isn’t 
adequate.  

• Final materials. Send your final transcripts and any other materials they need to the program you will be 
attending.  

 
 
 
Resources: 
 
Princeton Review – Grad School Application Timeline  
http://www.princetonreview.com/grad/application-timeline.aspx 
 
Applying for Graduate Programs in Psychology: Recommendations for the Next Generation of Psychologists 
http://www.psichi.org/Pubs/Articles/Article_801.aspx  
 


