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How long should the essay be?

· Maximum 2 pages. People are busy! Moreover, if you cannot concisely state the purpose of your graduate study, then perhaps you need to reconsider it.
How important is the essay?

· It presents the student with an opportunity to advertise and express his/her motivation/candidacy for the graduate program. 

· Admission officers often use the essay to identify if the student has a genuine interest and background for the graduate program. 
What should be included?

· Motivation for joining grad program: 
· Identify the specific area in the graduate program that you are interested in.

· Anecdote(s) that describe your reasons for joining, and also exhibit your potential.
· Prior research/work experience, related to your area of interest in grad program.
· Prior courses in math, physics, and other fields that are related to your area of interest. 

· Your desire to enhance skill set. 

· Working through grad school towards an objective.

· Can you identify a set of faculty members in the department whose research is relevant to the area of your interest?

· Is the course curriculum of the department in your specialty (say, VLSI) of particular interest to you?

· Why should you be selected: 
· Qualifications/experience that make you stand out in the large group of potential applicants.

· How can the specialization pursued in graduate program enhance your background?
· If seeking assistantships, then highlight teaching skills/experience, and/or research experience.
· Throughout, the essay must deliver a focused positive feel. The reader must be able to identify that you have taken steps in the past with the intention of going into graduate study, and that the graduate study enhances your career by complimenting your existing skills/background.
What is a good attention getter? 
· Prior research/work experience, related to your area of interest in grad program.
· Relevant anecdotes can often get the attention of the reader.

· Merit based recognitions, scholarships/fellowships, notable performances in math competitions/courses.
How do students address flaws in transcripts, i.e. low grades, GRE, etc.

· Focus and highlight only your accomplishments related to the area of interest in graduate study. Keep the essay positive. You do not have to write about low scores etc...

Recommendations for getting an MS or going directly to PhD program?

· Really depends on student aptitude. 

· If self-motivated, hard working, and driven by the desire for a deeper understanding into a topic, then PhD is a challenging and satisfying option to pursue.
What's the difference between MS and PhD?

· Unlike undergraduate study, graduate study is self-motivated and based mostly on self-established goals. 

· MS provides a smooth transition from undergraduate study to graduate study that can continue towards a PhD. During MS, a PhD student can complete the breadth and depth course requirements
· PhD requires self-motivation, desire to go deeper into topics, and to continuously set self-determined short-term goals that add up to the long-term goal of obtaining a PhD. The courses apply for qualification of breadth and depth requirements of the PhD candidate. After qualification, the courses become optional, and the student needs to work only on specific areas of interest. 
· MS is relatively a guided course of study with several definite goals (exam deadlines etc). It constitutes of a set of mandatory course requirements (with a certain number of minimum credits), and an optional project/thesis to culminate the program. 
What are the advantages and disadvantages?

· During PhD you have the opportunity to independently work on a problem(s) of your interest that challenges you, rather than problems that are forced upon you (as can be in the case of MS). 
· These days, with a PhD you are qualified for better career prospects in academia, as well as in industry, most of which are unreachable with only a MS.

· PhD is an investment of your time and dedication, and needs consistent perseverance. MS can be completed relatively quickly with just course work, but is only a supplement to undergraduate study in terms of knowledge. 
What is the process? Will be discussed in a talk that will be presented to GSA.
