
General Application Procedure for Graduate Programs 

1. Think about your goals and interests. If you aspire to teach at the college/university level, 

you will ultimately need a Ph.D. You may wish to consider applying for some terminal M.A. 

programs as well as some joint M.A./Ph.D. programs. Joint programs are very competitive 

because they tend to offer full funding (a combination of stipends and teaching assistantships) to 

students. If you choose a terminal M.A. program and decide that you wish to obtain a Ph.D., you 

can apply to a Ph.D. program at that school or at a different school. If you choose a joint 

M.A./Ph.D. program, you will receive the M.A. degree after successfully completing 1-3 years of 

graduate coursework.  

2. Take the GRE in the summer before or early fall of your senior year (or the year before you 

wish to enter graduate school). All graduate programs require the GRE. You can prepare with 

study books yourself (at the least, it is helpful to become familiar with the test structure and types 

of materials before the test day) or take a prep course.  

3. Research programs. Talk to a professor whose research and teaching interests are close to 

yours. He or she may have some recommendations for programs. Think of professors whose 

work you admire. Think of schools you admire. Go to schools’ websites and read about the 

faculty and programs offered. If a faculty member’s profile interests you, read his or her work 

and see if it still interests you. Professors generally specialize by time period and broad region 

(such as Early America, Early Medieval Europe). Within that given time period, they may be 

willing to advise projects that cover a range of regions and types of history. Also look for other 

faculty who specialize in a different time period but whose approach and type of history interests 

you. 

4. Find out the langauge requirements, application procedure, and required materials for 

each program that interests you. 

5. Contact faculty with whom you would be interested in studying by e-mail. Introduce 

yourself as a senior history major at the University of Dallas (or give similar but appropriate 

information). Tell him or her about your research interests. You do not need to present a detailed 

summary of your project at this point, but do mention the time period, region, type of 

history/sources, and any individuals, groups, or topics that particularly interest you. Mention 

your relevant experiences and training (courses you have taken that are related to the area of 

graduate study you intend to pursue, topics you have researched, and your training in foreign 

languages). If you do not already have the experience in the languages required by that program, 

mention how you plan to acquire it (and then take action to fulfill that plan). Tell the recipient 

why you find his or her research inspiring in a way that indicates how your interests relate to his 

or hers. Mention other faculty members at the school with whom you would be interested in 

working. Ask the recipient if he or she has any recommendations for preparation that you can 

undertake at this point. 



6. If you get positive responses from any of the professors you contacted, then proceed with 

the application to that school.  

7. Draft your application materials. Two key components of most applications are the personal 

statement/research statement/statement of purpose and the writing sample. 

Personal statement/Research statement/Statement of Purpose: this document should explain what 

you want to study, why you want to study it (how you became interested in this topic, what 

primary sources and/or secondary works have influenced your topic and approach), and why you 

want to study it in this particular department. Some parts of your statement can be the same for 

multiple applications but other parts must be tailored to the specific department to which you are 

applying. In each statement, mention your potential advisor and committee members and explain 

how their expertises and interests will help you to pursue yours. Focus on showcasing your 

qualifications instead of simply your desire to attend graduate school. Explain how your 

academic experiences (courses, language study, research papers, books read) have influenced 

your intellectual goals and prepared you to undertake them successfully. 

Writing sample: this should be a piece of original research that showcases your ability to analyze 

scholarly work and primary sources (ideally, in their original language instead of in translation, if 

applicable). It should also be something polished and revised based on a professor’s comments. 

The best item would be your thesis (or a portion of the thesis, depending on the page 

requirements of the institution) or a longer research paper for a course. 

8. Request letters of recommendation from your professors. Schools often require 3 letters of 

recommendation. Ask the professors who know you best, such as those with whom you have 

taken several courses or been a thesis advisee. Approach these professors well in advance of the 

application deadline (ideally, at least 6-8 weeks before the deadline). Mention your interest in 

graduate school and ask the professor if he or she feels comfortable writing a recommendation 

for you. If you receive a “no” or even a hesitant “okay,” it is best to move on to another 

professor. If you receive a “yes,” ask the professor if he or she prefers to submit electronic 

recommendations or hard copy recommendations (some schools will offer a choice while others 

will require a particular format). If the professor prefers electronic submission, follow the 

procedure to get the links sent to him or her as soon as possible. If the professor prefers to submit 

in hard copy, deliver those forms to the professor as soon as possible. Make sure the professor 

has (in hard copy or electronically, depending on his or her preference) a list or spreadsheet with 

the following information for each program to which you are applying: school’s deadline (noting 

whether for receipt or postmark); mode of submission (hard copy, internet form, e-mail, etc.); 

name of school; name of program and division within that program, if applicable; name and 

address of the contact person to whom the letter should be addressed. Also make sure the 

professor has (in hard copy or electronically, depending on his or her preference) your transcript 

(list of courses taken, grades, GPA; this can be the unofficial transcript copied from 

BannerWeb), a copy of anything you have sent or received from anyone at the schools to which 



you are applying, a copy of your personal statement/research statement/statement of purpose, a 

copy of your writing sample, and a copy of anything else that the professor requests. It would be 

helpful to ask if the professor would let you know if he or she has any suggestions to strengthen 

your personal statement/research statement/statement of purpose or writing sample. 

9. Submit the application as instructed. Be very careful to follow directions for submission. 

Make sure that the materials are properly tailored to that institution. If you are applying to a 

“Department of History,” make sure that you do not call it the “History Department.” Similarly, 

if the program asks for a “statement of purpose,” do not title your document “personal 

statement.” 


