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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER BEFORE YOU BEGIN
YOUR GRADUATE SCHOOL SEARCH
Why do you want to aƩend graduate school?
It may seem like a simple ques on, but it’s a good idea to consider your
aspira ons and where you want your graduate school degree to lead you.
Graduate school is an investment of a lot of me and money,* and before you
decide that this is the direc on you want take, reflect on your personal and
career goals. Use these goals to begin your graduate school selec on. For
example, if you are interested in sta s cal analysis, find a program with a good
job placement record in this field or if you are interested in a career in
academia, aim realis cally for the best program you can a end. Finding a
program that is suitable for your goals will allow the me and money you
invest to work for you.

What research focus interests you?
Because research is a primary component of graduate school work and
academic work in general, it’s a good idea to know what research areas in
sociology interest you. Along with ar cula ng your career goals, use your
research interests in sociology to help frame your program search. While you
do not need to have a specific research ques on in mind, it will be beneficial to
seek departments and faculty that match your research area. Examples of
research areas include Gender, Globaliza on, Environmental Sociology, and
Social Movements.

_____________________________________________________________
*It should be noted that many highly regarded Ph.D. programs will waive tui on and
provide s pends in exchange for students to work as graduate teaching assistants.
While this will cover many of the major costs associated with Ph.D. work, you should
remember to budget for living expenses.

FINDING SCHOOLS AND WHERE TO APPLY
Two good sources of informa on on graduate departments in sociology are
the American Sociological Associa on’s Guide to Graduate Departments of Sociology (available in UAH’s Department of Sociology) and the websites of graduate departments. Na onal rankings of graduate departments in sociology are
compiled and published in U.S. New & World Report. 2021’s list is available at
the following website: h p://grad-schools.usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/
best-graduate-schools/top-humani es-schools/sociology-rankings.
Choosing which schools to apply to and then deciding which school is best for
you will take some me and careful considera on. Talk with the sociology faculty regarding which graduate programs might be best for you personally and
academically. Some issues to consider: (1) the size and loca on of the town,
campus, and department; (2) departmental ranking and acceptance rate; (3)
whether you wish to pursue an M.A. or Ph.D.; (4) areas in which a department
specializes; and (5) how much funding is available for graduate students
(including assistantships, tui on waivers, health insurance, and s pends).
Also, consider the characteris cs of the areas in which each graduate department you consider is located. Think about whether or not you would be happy
living in those areas. Also, consider the aﬀordability of living in various areas.
While you do not want to apply to a school based upon the presence of an individual faculty member (he or she may change jobs, may not have me to
work with you, or may not be a pleasant person to work with), you should be
strategic and knowledgeable about a department’s faculty. By reviewing research foci and conveying interest in the work of a department’s faculty members, a poten al student can u lize this informa on in a graduate school applica on’s statement of intent. A department is more likely to accept a student
who explicitly expresses interest in the work of their faculty over a student
with a generic statement of interest.
A good rule to have while seeking poten al graduate schools is to find a department with at least two faculty members that have similar research interests to your own. Many schools oﬀer a wide range of areas in which students
may focus, but it’s a good idea to a end a program that has several faculty
members working in your research area of interest.
If possible, visit the graduate school you might be interested in applying to and
a end sociology conferences to meet professors and students that work in a
par cular department.

APPLYING TO GRADUATE SCHOOL
If you are planning to a end graduate school immediately a er comple ng
your bachelor’s degree, you will need to begin preparing to apply no later than
the summer before your senior year. This is because most graduate departments set applica on deadlines in the fall and deadlines for assistantships in
early spring, and require that students begin their studies the following fall
semester. Also, you will need to begin preparing to take the Graduate Record
Exam (GRE) and do some research into various schools.

SAMPLE TIMELINE
Applica on requirements vary from department to department. The best
source of informa on on applica on requirements is through the websites of
the individual departments you want to apply to. Applica ons are electronic
and are also found on an individual department’s website.

TAKE GRE

APPLY

GRADUATE

BEGIN GRAD
SCHOOL

Summer 2021
or Fall 2021

Fall 2021

Spring 2022

Fall 2022

GPA
Many of the most compe ve graduate departments select applica ons with
GPA’s above 3.5. However, this does not mean that you will be eliminated
from considera on if you have a lower GPA. Your transcript will also be examined. Students who began their academic career with low grades, but showed
remarkable improvement as they worked toward their undergraduate degree
will not necessarily be eliminated for considera on by a graduate department.
While a 4.0 GPA is an impressive achievement, it will not guarantee your acceptance to a compe ve graduate program. A well-rounded applica on – one
showing excellent le ers of recommenda on, a strong GPA and GRE score,
and an academically proficient wri ng sample – will be looked upon more favorably than one that merely reports a high GPA.

GRE
Your score on the GRE will be one of the most important components of your
graduate applica on, so be sure to give yourself enough me to prepare for
this exam. While you may be able to find classes which are designed to help
prepare students for the GRE, these classes are o en very expensive and you
can prepare yourself very well by using one of the many study guides available
for the GRE. These guides can be purchased in most bookstores and oﬀer testtaking strategies and provide exercises to prepare you for each por on of the
exam.
It is best to take the GRE before the fall semester begins since you will be occupied with your studies and submi ng graduate school applica ons in the fall
semester of your senior year. It is also wise to take the GRE as early as possible
so that you will have me to retake the exam if your original scores are lower
than you feel they could be. The cost for the GRE exam is currently $205
(June 2021). Students who are eligible for financial aid may also be eligible for
a fee waiver. To see if you qualify, visit UAH’s Financial Aid Department.
For informa on on the GRE and to schedule your exam, visit
h ps://www.ets.org/gre.

LETTERS OF RECOMMENDATION
Most graduate departments require that applicants have three le ers of recommenda on submi ed with their applica on. These le ers must be from
university faculty members. You should request le ers of recommenda on
from instructors who have taught you in class (more than one if possible) and
who can a est to the quality of your work and your a tude toward your studies.
Make sure you provide faculty at least a month prior to the applica on’s deadline to write your le er. Inform faculty of the applica on deadline, website
address (if it is an online form) or a stamped and addressed envelope with the
appropriate materials. Also, give instructors a list of courses you have taken
with them, the semesters you a ended the classes, assignments or topics that
interested you in the class, career goals, a list of relevant extracurricular ac vies, an updated resume, and any other informa on you think will contribute
to a solid le er of recommenda on. The more a faculty member knows about
you, the be er your le er of recommenda on will be.

WRITING SAMPLE
Most graduate departments require that you include a sample of your wri en
work with your applica on. The length of the sample requested will vary by
department; some schools will ask for a paper that is 10-15 pages in length,
while others might ask for a paper up to 25 pages. Pay a en on to the specific
requirements regarding co-authors and faculty-aided assignments. These submissions may require an addi onal le er from the co-author detailing his or
hers contribu on to the paper along with your role in the project.
Wri ng samples can be papers or assignments that were wri en in an undergraduate class, so keep your applica on’s wri ng sample in mind when comple ng larger assignments like projects and research papers in your coursework. While it is preferred that this paper be sociological, it is not absolutely
necessary. Graduate departments in sociology o en welcome students who
have earned degrees in other areas of study, even those who have never taken
a course in sociology. It is ideal that the paper you submit as part of your applica on is free of gramma cal and spelling errors.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES


FAQ sec ons in a sociology department’s website
 Your UAH faculty
 Spalter-Roth and Vooren’s “Idealist vs. Careerist: Graduate School
Choices for Sociology Majors” (2009)
 Fabio Rojas’s “Grad Skool Rulz: What You Need to Know about Academia from Admissions to Tenure” (2011)

CHECKLIST
Ask

yourself: Why do I want to go to graduate school?
What research focus interests me?
Iden fy where you want to apply.
Complete your applica on the summer before your
senior year.
Study for and take the GRE the summer before your
senior year.
Ask your faculty members for le ers of recommendaon at least one month in advance of the deadline.
Have fun!
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SOCIOLOGY FACULTY
Andrew Bisto
andrew.bisto@uah.edu

Lecturer
Ph.D., University of Missouri-Columbia, 2016
Intro to Sociology, Intro to Criminology, Deviance and
Social Control

Kyle Knight
kyle.knight@uah.edu

Chair and Associate Professor
Ph.D., Washington State University, 2012

Intro to Sociology, Research Methods, Statistics for
Social Sciences, Environmental Sociology, Sociology
of Environmental Justice

Jennifer Sims
jennifer.sims@uah.edu

Assistant Professor
Ph.D., University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2014
Intro to Sociology, Race and Ethnicity, Sociology of
Sexuality, Qualita ve Research Methods

ChrisƟna Steidl
chris na.steidl@uah.edu

Associate Professor
Ph.D., Emory University, 2012
Intro to Sociology, Sociological Theory, Social Stra ficaon, Sociology of Educa on, Sociology of Social Movements, Senior Capstone Seminar

Robert Thomson
robert.thomson@uah.edu

Assistant Professor (beginning Fall 2019)
Ph.D., Baylor University, 2017

Intro to Criminology, Statistics, Sociology of Religion,
Sociology of Gender, Crime and Religion, Crime and
Mass Media, Juvenile Delinquency

