
Graduate School - 
What, Why, When and How?





What Is Graduate School?

• Students attend graduate school to obtain advanced degrees
(master’s, PhD) having previously earned a bachelor’s degree

• Master’s degree programs:

– usually take ≈2 years

– involve taking advanced classes and learning/refining technical skills

– may or may not require a thesis

• PhD programs:

– sometimes, but not always, require having previously earned a master’s

– usually take 3+ years (in addition to time spent obtaining master’s)

– require a significant, original addition to the discipline (the dissertation)
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Masters Degrees

• Online master’s/certificate

– Good for those with limited time or money, < 2 years

– A leg up on competition in a flooded job market

– May be considered negatively as a “master’s light” by some

• Professional master’s

– Good for those going into industry, business, management, government,
< 2 years

– Focuses on job training, technical/real work skills

– Not for those who want a PhD

• Traditional master’s

– For those who wish to pursue a PhD or a career in research/science, ≈ 2
years

– Non-thesis or thesis options, so this degree is pretty flexible
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PhD Degrees

• For those who want to pursue a career in academia,
professional research, high level management jobs, or
senior business leadership positions

• PhD degrees are “terminal” in that, by obtaining a PhD,
you are considered a world-wide expert in your topic

– By definition, you “wrote the book” (dissertation) on the subject
matter

– This means that PhD degrees can lead to many different careers,
but rarely are “required” for a chosen career (academia is the
biggest exception to this point)
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Why Graduate School?

• Master’s
– You know what career you want, and a master’s is required
– You feel it will make you more competent and competitive in a

crowded field
– You are already in a career, and want increased pay, respect,

opportunities, or fulfillment
– You are thinking of pursuing a PhD in the future
– You are passionate about the subject matter

• PhD
– You want a job in academia (professor, researcher) or another top-

level career that requires it
– You want to make a difference (help the environment, help children,

help fight cancer…)
– You are very passionate about the subject matter
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Why NOT Graduate School?

• Master’s
– You aren’t sure what to do after your undergraduate career or you

like the safe feeling of being in school
– You feel pressure from others
– You don’t fully understand the process
– If the program is not funded by the University or an outside source

• PhD
– If you are not absolutely sure you want to spend the rest of your life

working in this field
– If people in your “dream job” are not required to have a PhD
– You can’t take failure or criticism well
– You aren’t prepared to make sacrifices in other areas of your life

(relationships, finances, free time…)
– You don’t fully understand the process
– If the program is not funded by the University or an outside source
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Second result for “graduate school” on Google, 
titled “overloaded student in library”



When to attend Graduate School?

• If you decide to attend while still an undergraduate, talk
to your academic advisor as early as possible, even if
you aren’t completely sure

• It is relatively uncommon to attend graduate school
directly after finishing your undergraduate degree. Why?

– It is a big commitment – many are “burnt out” after 4+ years

– Many want to start working as soon as possible to make/save
money or pay off debt

– Not sure if they want to or not, and in what specific field

– Those who do attend may have “tried” a different career, and
decided it was not something they would be happy doing
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How to attend Graduate School?

• Talk to your advisor, boss, contact, etc. for guidance!

• Say you want to start Fall semester, 2019. The typical
timeline should be:
– Identify what you want to do, with whom, and where (Spring

2017)*

– Research programs, advisors, requirements, and prepare for
GRE (Spring – Summer 2017)

– Sign up for and take GRE (Fall 2017)

– Finalize list of prospective schools, contact potential advisors,
finalize application material (Fall 2017)

– Apply (late Fall 2017 – early Spring 2018)

– Await decisions and visit campuses (Spring 2018)
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How to attend Graduate School?

• Identify what you want to do, with whom, and where – this is
probably the most difficult part of applying to graduate
school.

• Topics?
– Physical geography?

– Human geography?

– GIS?

• Location?

• Advisor?
– Is s/he a big name that will open opportunities for you, but may not

have time for you? Is s/he retiring soon and not taking new
students? Is s/he known for a particular study, subject, method, or
idea? Can you work with her/his personality and working style?

– Contact them ahead of time!

• Urban Geography
• Megacities

• Access to healthcare
• Transportation networks

• Bus systems and access
• Effect of economy on car ownership

• Your contribution!

Urban Planning?

Economics?
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Summary: Grad School Pros/Cons

Pros

• No tuition, paid a stipend, can
defer student loan debt

• Opens up career possibilities
and shift/alter current career
path

• Better pay, eventually

• Intellectually and personally
fulfilling

• What else?

Cons

• Low pay during degree

• Takes significant amount of
time

• May still not be able to get
ideal job

• Stressful, difficult, high % of
students do not finish (more
striking for PhD students)

• PhD may over-qualify you for
certain careers

• What else?



Questions/Comments?

• Links of interest

– UWL Career Services

– Grad school timeline

– General grad school info

– Some more pros and cons

Thank you to one of our alumni (currently a graduate student) 
who developed this presentation

https://www.uwlax.edu/career-services/
http://www.princetonreview.com/grad-school-advice/application-timeline
http://www.usnews.com/education/best-graduate-schools/top-graduate-schools/applying
https://www.petersons.com/graduate-schools/guide-students-graduate-school.aspx#/sweeps-modal



