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Thinking About Graduate School? 

By: Nicole Fuerstenberg

One of the most popular questions that people ask undergraduate students is “What is your major?” While this is a relatively easy question for most people to answer, with simply, “I don’t know…. Psychology… Physics… Math… etcetera,” the follow-up question is a stinger - “What are you going to do with that?” Some people have a clear idea about their future plans, others are still looking at their possibilities, some individuals have their own unique plans tailored to fit their interests, while some are just enjoying their experiences as an undergraduate student and have not begun to think about the future. There are no right or wrong answers to the questions about one’s major or future plans. However, thinking about your goals and plans may be advantageous for students. As a Psychology major, a student may think that they are obligated to go to graduate school upon completion of their degree at Gustavus Adolphus College. Attending graduate school is not essential to obtaining a position in the career world, however, one goal of this article is to provide general information about graduate school. Another aim is to explore the fields where professionals with master’s and doctorate degrees work. 

As I prepared this article, I found the American Psychological Association’s (APA) book, “Graduate Study in Psychology” very beneficial. In fact, the majority of this information comes directly from this significant resource. As noted by the APA, attending graduate school is beneficial for some students because it allows them to focus on a specific area of interest, and choosing a program takes careful consideration. There are two different levels of graduate studies that a student can work towards: the master’s degree and the doctoral level. These degrees are described as either professional or research oriented (APA 2004). 

Employment in areas of research, teaching, and in human service positions, is possible for those with a master’s degree in psychology. However, the doctoral level is generally considered the entry-level degree for an independent, licensed psychology practice. The doctoral degree is usually preferred for college and university faculty and has a history of being a requirement for faculty positions in research universities. Some students earn a master’s degree, and then return to school to work towards a doctorate in psychology or another field. Others can earn a master’s degree as part of the doctoral program preparation. The figure below identifies several settings in which graduates of master’s programs are employed (APA 2004). 


Source: National Science Foundation, Science Resources Statistics Division, 1999 SESTAT 

(Scientists and Engineers Statistical Data System) (American Psychological Association, 2004, p. vii)

On the other hand, certain students aim directly to earn their doctorate degree. There are different doctoral programs that a student can engage in. The two most common doctoral degrees are the PhD and the PsyD. In addition, a few schools offer programs where one can earn and EdD. The PhD is generally considered more research oriented, with a focus of applied or practice training, while the PsyD is a professional degree in psychology. PsyD programs have a central focus on preparing their graduates for professional practice as practitioner-scholars but usually have less research training (APA 2004). The next graph offers information about the subfields in which new doctorates in psychology work. 

 

Source: 2004 Graduate Study in Psychology. Compiled by APA research Office

 (American Psychological Association, 2004, p. vii)
The admission requirements for graduate school vary from program to program. However, many graduate schools require the Graduate Record Examination (GRE), and some require the Miller Analogies Test (MAT). It is recommended that a student take 

the GRE, GRE-Subject (Psych), and the MAT in time for the scores to be included with the application materials. According the to the American Psychological Assoc. (2004), other factors that may be considered include “previous re-search activity, work experience, clinically related public service, extracurricular activity, statement of goals and objectives, and an interview” (p. viii). The competition level and difficulty in gaining entrance can be gauged by looking at the average GRE and GPAs of the students currently studying in a particular program. In addition, some schools allow more students than others, so it is best to look at each school of interest for the number of students that typically gain entrance each year (APA 2004).

In general, individuals usually earn doctoral degree within about five to six years after completion of their bachelor’s degree. However, the rate varies from person to person, and may depend on a variety of different situational factors. One factor may be the amount of financial assistance awarded to the student. There are several different sources of financial assistance available to students pursuing a masters or doctorate degree. Many students obtain a loan, while others may receive a fellowship, scholarship, or assistantship (APA 2004). 

If you would like to gain more information about degrees, employment, and salaries in psychology there are many resources available to the Gustavus Psychology student. To browse through the APA (2004) book to find an in depth description of different graduate schools, one can check it out from the psychology department’s office. In addition, you may visit the APA Research Office’s Web site at http://research.apa.org/index.html.

Another beneficial Web site is http://gradschools.com. 

It contains a wide variety of materials about graduate programs and even has a link to a directory of potential grad school fellowships. http://fellowships.gradschools.com. 

Gustavus students can also utilize the vast array of information that is available in the Career Center, which is located in the Johnson Student Union (Room 213). The knowledgeable Career Center staff, books, and readily available Web sites can provide information about graduate schools, and may even help in the search for answers to questions such as, “What are you going to do with that major?”

Reference: American Psychological Association. (2004). Graduate Study in Psychology. Washington, DC: Author
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New Doctorates in Psychology by Subfield: 2001-2002
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