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Here at SMU, we know that the decision to pursue a Ph.D. in any field can be difficult — it’s a significant
investment of your time and resources, with several unknowns along the way. When students are just
starting their search, here are some common questions we have received:

« How do you prepare a strong application?

« How do you select a program that fits your area of interest?
« Will you get in?

. What are the years in a Ph.D. program actually like?

In this resource, we offer you some of the insider information you need in order
to CHOOSE A PROGRAM, APPLY SUCCESSFULLY, AND THRIVE DURING YOUR
YEARS OF GRADUATE STUDY.

You'll get answers to common questions, tips for putting together your application, and testimonies from
students who made it through the application process and are now pursuing Ph.D.’s.
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Common Reasons for @
Getting a Ph.D.

Do you find yourself wondering, what would motivate someone to earn a Ph.D.? Only about two percent
of adults over 25 hold a doctoral degree, according to a 2018 study by the U.S. Census Bureau. But what
drives this group of elite learners?

A 2019 survey of more than 6,000 Ph.D. students asked a wide array of questions on topics ranging from
life in a Ph.D. program to students’ satisfaction with their program. Here’s what Ph.D. students liked the
most about their doctoral program:

13%
0 . .
University/Academic Creativity
Environment

18% —
Working with Interesting
and Bright People

— 38%
Intellectual
Challenge


https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2018/demo/education-attainment/cps-detailed-tables.html
https://figshare.com/s/74a5ea79d76ad66a8af8?file=18543281

Additionally, although earning a Ph.D. is a large commitment of time and energy, 75% of respondents
reported being happy with their decision to pursue a Ph.D. saying they were somewhat satisfied or very
satisfied with your decision.

y ,—' @ el ol Qg \ =1 N [ QY
T3% OF RESPONBENTS
reported being happy with their decision to pursue a Ph.D.

When you start exploring earning a Ph.D., you may encounter some setbacks and deterrence. However, if
you have a genuine love for the subject and wish to become a thought leader in your area of expertise,
don’t let this discourage you.

Perhaps you're thinking that a Ph.D. in a STEM field makes sense, but don’t see how to justify your degree
in Anthropology or History? In the STEM academic track, the return on investment (ROI) of a graduate
degree may seem more clear than in the humanities.

Never fear. Love of the subject, not monetary gain, is what truly motivates students to
journey through graduate school. A Ph.D. in any field is a feat in research, critical thought, and
dedication, and these skills are extremely valuable even in disciplines with less obvious market value.



You’ve Decided to Go for It!
TAKE THE FIRST STEPS TO GETTING A PH.D.

READY TO TAKE THE LEAP and BEGIN your

We're here to help you take the first steps. To determine what program could be right for you, it’s best
to begin your research early, and to consider the following things when analyzing and comparing

Ph.D. programs:
l

~I

Is there a professor at the school with your What sort of funding do
same interests? they offer?
@)
Do the school’s graduates have careers Do you have geographic
that you would like to have? restraints?

Before we dive into application requirements, most graduate programs require the GRE for students and
the TOEFL or [ELTS for international students. Getting a good score on these tests does not ensure your
entrance into a program, but it does help. If you struggle with standardized tests, consider signing up for
a tutoring service in order to feel better equipped and more prepared.



https://www.smu.edu/Moody/Prospective-Students/International-Applicants

Ph.D. FAQs: i

CHOOSING A DOCTORAL PROGRAM THAT’S RIGHT FOR YOU

Not always, it depends on your program. Some programs will allow you
to move straight from an undergraduate degree into a doctoral program
that includes graduate coursework. Other programs will require a

Do you need a "t
y master’s degree before beginning a Ph.D.

master’s to get

aPnhD.?
U Read more: Here are 4 ways to get a head start

on graduate school while pursuing your bachelor’s!

How many It generally takes five to seven years to complete a Ph.D. program, but
years does it make sure to contact your program to learn about the specifics. For

take to get a more information and an overview of the Ph.D. timeline, check out our
Ph.D.? article: The Ph.D. Timeline — What Can You Expect From Your Program?

While it is tempting to apply to several Ph.D. programs to enhance your

chances of being accepted, this is one example where “quality over quantity”
How many holds particularly true. Ph.D. programs generally accept students based on
doctoral how closely their research interests align with the work of their professors.

programs should
| apply to? Rather than applying to a dozen programs, pick 4-6 that are truly great

matches for your interests and spend the time necessary to make your
application stand out as one of the best.



https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/4-ways-to-get-a-head-start-on-graduate-school-while-pursuing-your-bachelors
https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/4-ways-to-get-a-head-start-on-graduate-school-while-pursuing-your-bachelors
https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/the-phd-timeline-what-can-you-expect-from-your-program

How to Pick a We wrote a resource that covers this exact question!
PhD. P Read — Comparing Admission Offers and Selecting Your School —
0. Frogram to learn how to pick the Ph.D. program that is right for you!

U0 Read — Comparing Admission Offers and Selecting
Your School — to learn how to pick the Ph.D. program that is

right for you!

STEM vs. Humanities: Key Differences

SN HUNANITIES

 Research proposal often determined in o Research proposal is self-directed
conjunction with departmental research o (ften lower stipends, but more likely to obtain

e Typically higher stipends a job in academia

 (Conducting experiments and then analyzing  Analysis of texts and concepts to expound
the resulting data upon in your dissertation

() SMIL At e

The Moody School

of Orsiic o
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The Moody School
of Graduate and

Advanced Studies:



http://Comparing Admission Offers and Selecting Your School 
https://grad.smu.edu/introducing-the-moody-school-of-graduate-and-advanced-studies-a-gateway-to-research-funding-and-community-at-smu?utm_campaign=Ph.D.%20Guide%20-%202021%20Remarketing%20Campaign&utm_source=eBook&utm_content=Moody%20Guide%20Mock%20Up%20and%20CTA
https://grad.smu.edu/introducing-the-moody-school-of-graduate-and-advanced-studies-a-gateway-to-research-funding-and-community-at-smu?utm_campaign=Ph.D.%20Guide%20-%202021%20Remarketing%20Campaign&utm_source=eBook&utm_content=Moody%20Guide%20Mock%20Up%20and%20CTA
http://Comparing Admission Offers and Selecting Your School 
http://Comparing Admission Offers and Selecting Your School 

Applying to Ph.D. Programs: ﬁ

WHAT DO PH.D. PROGRAMS LOOK FOR?

Applicant questions usually fall into one of two categories: questions about the substance of the program
(e.g. Is there an opportunity to do research as a first-year?), and questions about the logistics of the
application (e.g. What is the school code for sending you my GRE scores?).

Don’t hesitate to contact faculty directly to ask questions pertaining to the substance of the program.
They love talking with prospective students about what they do, and they will be able to provide much
more detail than the admissions office. On the other hand, admissions or graduate office staff should be
able to give you prompt guidance on logistical questions pertaining to your application (faculty are not as
familiar with these topics).

y PERSONAL STATEMENTS

A student with a clear research direction can write a very compelling personal statement. You don’t need to
have your exact dissertation topic worked out yet, but it's important to have a good sense of the following:

 Your general area of interest;
 The faculty in the department you'd want to work with;
 The resources at the university that would help with your work.

Hitting these points in your personal statements tells the faculty not only that you are prepared for the
work, but that this particular university is a good home for you. An applicant can be impressive, but if the
faculty don’t see you as a good fit for the school’s program, they won'’t be inclined to admit you.

B@ TRANSCRIPTS

When you order copies of your undergraduate and graduate school transcripts, as well as any test scores
you may need, leave plenty of time to meet the deadline so that these documents do not hold up your
application. Frequently, schools will accept unofficial transcripts for the initial application, but a final,
official transcript will be necessary if you are accepted and decide to attend.



LETTERS OF RECOMMENDATION

The hallmark of a Ph.D. program is that it is research-based. Success at the undergraduate level is

an important factor, but a better indication of success is research experience. The strongest letter of
recommendation is from a professor who knows you not just as a student in their classroom, but as a
researcher. Choose someone who can speak to your work in the lab or the archive, making a contribution
to the discipline rather than simply absorbing content from a lecture.

PRO-TIP: Here are some tips from our admissions professionals on securing the best letters of recommendation.



https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/best-practices-for-requesting-letters-of-recommendation

How to Apply for a Ph.D. Program: ﬁ

APPLICATION CHECKLIST

In addition to the items in the section above, make sure to check off this list (or edit it to include your
specific requirements).

Be sure to check your department’s website for additional requirements, such as minimum test score
requirements and writing sample prompts. Not all departments will ask for additional items, but for those
that do, make sure you're prepared in advance.

Application Form And Fee Statement Of Purpose

GET APPLICATION ADVICE STATEMENT OF PURPOSE FAQS
Undergraduate And GRE and TOEFL/IELTS Test Scores for
Graduate Transcripts non-native English speakers
SHOULD YOU EARN A MASTER'S OR PH.D.? HOW TO ACE THE TOEFL/IELTS

Letters of Recommendation
(typically 3 required)

GET OUR TIPS FOR YOUR BEST
RECOMMENDATIONS

Curriculum Vitae (CV) / Resume

HOW TO CRAFT A CLEAR CV / RESUME
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https://grad.smu.edu/a-guide-to-graduate-admissions-at-southern-methodist-university
https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/3-questions-to-ask-if-youre-making-the-choice-between-a-masters-degree-and-phd
https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/3-questions-to-ask-if-youre-making-the-choice-between-a-masters-degree-and-phd
https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/best-practices-for-requesting-letters-of-recommendation
https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/best-practices-for-requesting-letters-of-recommendation
https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/best-practices-for-requesting-letters-of-recommendation
https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/writing-a-strong-statement-of-purpose-some-practical-advice-and-answers-to-faq
https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/writing-a-strong-statement-of-purpose-some-practical-advice-and-answers-to-faq
https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/writing-a-strong-statement-of-purpose-some-practical-advice-and-answers-to-faq
https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/understanding-the-toefl-ielts-and-how-to-ace-it
https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/understanding-the-importance-of-crafting-a-clear-cv

After all these elements of your application are submitted and reviewed by the department, they may
request an interview with the candidates who are moving forward. To help you with your grad school
interview, we've created a resource with advice from admissions professionals to help you prepare.

Applications for Ph.D. programs are often reviewed on a rolling basis, but some do have hard
deadlines. It’s hard to say exactly when you will hear back, as it depends on the individual
department, but generally, you should not expect a response before February of your expected
enrollment year.

As your offers of admission begin to roll in, we’ve compiled some advice for helping you select the best one!

OO Read — Comparing Admission Offers and Selecting Your School.

PRO-TIP: If you are applying to a Ph.D. program as an international student, we've developed a
full resource to help you!

A Guide to Graduate Admissions
at Southern Methodist University

GUIDE TO GRADUATE ADMISSIONS AT SMU



https://grad.smu.edu/a-guide-to-graduate-admissions-at-southern-methodist-university?utm_campaign=Ph.D.%20Guide%20-%202021%20Remarketing%20Campaign&utm_source=eBook&utm_content=Admissions%20Guide%20Mock%20Up%20and%20CTA
https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/how-to-prepare-for-a-graduate-school-admissions-interview
https://grad.smu.edu/the-international-applicants-guide-to-a-phd
https://grad.smu.edu/the-international-applicants-guide-to-a-phd
https://grad.smu.edu/a-guide-to-graduate-admissions-at-southern-methodist-university?utm_campaign=Ph.D.%20Guide%20-%202021%20Remarketing%20Campaign&utm_source=eBook&utm_content=Admissions%20Guide%20Mock%20Up%20and%20CTA
https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/comparing-admission-offers-and-selecting-your-school

Understanding How to
Finance Your Ph.D. Program

Here's some sage advice: when it comes to funding your Ph.D. program, it should be funded by the
university as a tuition scholarship and a stipend. If you are not offered any funding, it may be an
indication that you are not a good fit for that program.

Your stipend offer depends on the university, but the general range for a Ph.D. stipend is $15,000-$35,000.

SMU currently has 55 Moody School funded Ph.D. students and offers a wide range of fellowships,
stipends, grants, and health insurance to financially support students in our doctoral programs. SMU

offers the following fellowships:

MOODY DISSERTATION
FELLOWSHIP
MOODY GRADUATE Add :
itiona
FELLOWSHIP ey | $30,000
(for up to 5 years) (1 year)
DEAN’S DISSERTATION MUSTANG
$30’OOO FELLOWSHIP FELLOWSHIP
(for up to 5 years) Tuition waiver,
health insurance, $30,000
and stipend
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https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/how-to-pay-for-a-phd-fellowships-for-graduate-students-research-funding-and-more
https://gradarticles.smu.edu/advancing-the-field/how-to-pay-for-a-phd-fellowships-for-graduate-students-research-funding-and-more

In some cases, the stipend is contingent upon the student holding a research or teaching assistantship.

TEACHING ASSISTANTSHIPS RESEARCH ASSISTANTSHIPS

Typically teaching assistantships are Typically research assistantships are
arranged through the university. This funded through faculty members’ research
arrangement helps graduate students get grants from outside organizations. Faculty
experience in the classroom and helps members determine who and how many
institutions balance out the cost of graduate research assistants they need in order to
student stipends. get their critical research done.

Fellowships beyond your university are also good opportunities for additional financial support during your
years of graduate work. Check out fellowship listings like this one dedicated for women across disciplines
or this list of STEM-related fellowships.

13


https://www.gograd.org/financial-aid/scholarships/women/
https://www.pathwaystoscience.org/programs.aspx?u=GradPhDs_Graduate+Students+%28PhD%29&r=&s=&i=&sa=either&p=YesPortable&o=either&c=either&f=&dd=&ft=&submit=y&adv=adv

HOW YOUR PH.D. WILL BENEFIT YOUR FINANCES

Although the price tag of a Ph.D. can look steep, the reality is that the vast majority of doctoral students
receive full, or significant, funding for their program. This means that you’ll spend 5-7 years earning your
degree, but will likely graduate without additional tuition debt, ready to step into your career field as a
trained expert.

But what do the numbers say? Here’s the real story on the financial impact of pursuing a Ph.D. according
to_research conducted by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The truth is, people who have earned a doctoral
degree are looking at a significant increase in overall lifetime earnings.

Figure 1: Median Lifetime Earnings by Highest Educational Attainment, 2009 Dollars

$3,918,720

$3,796,000

$2,982,720
$2,491,840
$1,792,960

$1,668,160
$1,518,400

$1,150,240

Less than High School Some Associate’s Bachelor’s Master’s Doctoral Professional
High School Diploma College/No Degree Degree Degree Degree Degree
Degree
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https://www.bls.gov/careeroutlook/2019/data-on-display/education_pays.htm

Advice from Current
Ph.D. Students:

HOW TO CHOOSE A PH.D. PROGRAM

April Simpson
RELIGIOUS STUDIES

Tell me a little bit about yourself and life before SMU.
Where are you from and what did you study in undergrad?

| am originally from Chattanooga, TN. In 2009, | earned a Bachelor of
Arts in Religious Studies (with minors in Math and World Languages)
at Gardner-Webb University. | also completed two master’s degrees
at Gardner-Webb between 2010 and 2014: Master of Arts in Religious
Studies (concentration in Biblical Studies) and Master of Divinity. From the
start of my master’s program, | knew | planned to pursue a Ph.D.

What year are you and what are you currently studying at SMU?

| am now in my third year at SMU. | am a student in the Graduate Program in Religious Studies (Dedman
College), and my field of study is New Testament. | have completed all my coursework as well as my
comprehensive field exams, and | am in the process of writing my dissertation proposal this fall; | expect
to be admitted into candidacy sometime in the next few months.

Did you encounter any hig doubts or hesitations as you thought about getting a Ph.D.?

There were three major factors that could have inhibited my pursuit of the Ph.D.: highly selective
admissions processes, cost, and rigor of the Ph.D..

| knew long before | applied that elite programs are highly selective due to funding limitations and high
standards. At times | wondered whether | would be able to stand out enough to be selected.

My response was to do my part—T0 WORK AS HARD AS | COULD REASONABLY
WORK—

| maintained an excellent GPA, prepared intensely for the GRE, gained teaching experience, involved
myself in the Society of Biblical Literature (an important professional organization in my field), and
sought out references who could speak to my academic and professional abilities and work ethic. |
decided that, while the application and selection process was not totally within my control (you cannot
make them pick you), | would foster my own drive to work hard and excel in an attempt to accomplish
what was in my own control.

15



Another factor was cost. | knew that, without tuition funding and stipendiary support, | would not be able
to afford pursuit of the Ph.D., nor is it advised in my field to take out loans at this level. Fortunately, most
elite programs are fully funded, including a stipend that helps cover living expenses (and unfortunately,
this means those programs have even more competitive admission, as | already noted). | decided to apply
only to fully funded, widely respected programs so that, if admitted, | would be able to afford a Ph.D.
program. And, again, | worked hard to make myself the best applicant | could be.

Finally, | knew that the Ph.D. is a rigorous degree. At times | worried that | would not be cut out for this
level of work. Interestingly, these worries tend to manifest themselves not only among aspiring students
but also among current Ph.D. students, something we refer to as “imposter syndrome.” At any rate, |
listened to and trusted faculty mentors who told me | was, indeed, able to complete a Ph.D.; | listened to
my own inner voice that told me to keep at it and to give it my best. And, again, | worked hard.

| COULD ENVISION MYSELF AS PART OF THE COMMUNITY HERE. It became even
clearer to me that at SMU was
such A GREAT OPPORTUNITY, ONE THAT | COULD NOT PASS UP.

What made you choose your program at SMU?

| did a great deal of selection before ever applying to Ph.D. programs, so that | only applied to programs
| was fairly confident | would be willing to attend. Despite some overlap in the application process, each
program application is different in some way, and it takes time and resources to apply to schools. As |
prepared to apply, | looked for well-respected/highly rated schools that had the following qualities (this
list is not ranked): (1) full funding, (2) faculty and program structure that would support my research/
career interests and goals, (3) generally, an environment of collaboration rather than of antagonistic
competition, (4) high academic standards, (5) a professional atmosphere, (6) a clear commitment to the
success of students enrolled in the program, and (7) an interest in professional development not only in
terms of research and general professionalism but also—and importantly—in terms of teaching.

When | visited SMU, | was very impressed with the faculty (both their achievements and their willingness to
work with me and support my work), the Graduate Program in Religious Studies students (including other
newly admitted students), the facilities (including SMU’s beautiful campus and especially Bridwell Library),
and the funding.

Although this meant that my husband and | would be moving far away from family and friends and that we
would be adjusting to life in a new city, we embraced this opportunity.

16



What was the best advice you heard when you were applying to graduate programs?

One piece of counsel | received early on was to maintain a realistic attitude about the admissions process,
specifically how competitive it is. This means taking seriously the task of being a competitive applicant.
Just as importantly, it means not being overly critical of oneself when rejection inevitably comes (from one
school or another). This process requires the development of thick skin and reflective self-confidence.
Another key piece of advice | received was to be genuine about my interests and preparation. There is
always a degree to which school and applicant alike try to determine best fit, and of course as applicants
we want to be competitive and appealing to multiple schools; however, misrepresenting one’s interests
does not benefit the applicant or the student in the long run.

| would encourage prospective students to SEEK OUT THEIR STRONGEST FACULTY
SUPPORTERS and to consider each aspect of the application
process to be an OPPORTUNITY TO HIGHLIGHT A STRENGTH OR COMPLIMENT AN
AREA THAT MAY NOT STAND OUT AS MUCH...

To ask questions about the culture and collegiality of the schools in which they are interested; to be
professional but also to be themselves; and to be aware that, while having a sense of one’s research
direction and career path is valuable even during the application process, there is also value in
remaining open to how one’s interests or specific career aspirations might change in the course of a
program.

Besides expertise in your field, what sorts of skills have you developed through your
graduate work?

| have had several opportunities to develop my teaching skills, not only through opportunities to teach
courses, to teach individual class sessions, and to lead workshops, but also through various seminars
and trainings that are aimed at developing pedagogical skills in both a face-to-face and online format.

Other skills | have developed include general professional development, understanding and engaging
religious studies and theology colleagues across disciplinary lines, reading and writing against
deadlines, identifying and dissecting arguments more clearly, identifying and engaging various
methodologies employed across the humanities, book editing, and website editing.

Through my service on the GPRS Graduate Student Organization and the GPRS Faculty Steering
Committee (as a student member), | have developed an increased understanding of the administrative
matters that relate to university programs in general and the GPRS in particular. Serving in such an
administrative fashion as a member on a committee or otherwise is a transferable skill that | anticipate
being valuable to me throughout my professional academic career.

17



Now that you're in the program, what would you like to have known before you started?

I'll put it this way. If | could go back and give my pre-Ph.D. self a pep talk about what was coming, I'd
say the following: (1) You are more prepared than you know. (2) You will learn so much so fast, so there
is no need to worry about feeling out of practice or as if you don’t know how to be a Ph.D. student (and
this is only natural—you’ve never been a Ph.D. student before!). (3) It is perfectly fine that you still have
questions about how you’ll focus your research; these things take time (and it turns out you are on the
right track with your ideas anyhow). (4) You're going to grow and change a lot during this process, and
you’ll have good and bad days. It is worth it. (5) Self-care and relationship-care matter.

VIEW THE RECORDED COMPETITIVE FUNDING
& STUDENT EXPERIENCE WEBINAR

Stevie Otto
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https://grad.smu.edu/funding-and-the-student-experience-webinar?utm_campaign=Ph.D.%20Guide%20-%202021%20Remarketing%20Campaign&utm_source=eBook&utm_content=Webinar%20Image%20and%20CTA

Amila Nanayakkara
BIOLOGY

Tell me a little bit about yourself and life hefore SMU.
Where are you from and what did you study in undergrad?

| am Amila Nanayakkara from Sri Lanka. | did my undergrad in
University of Colombo. After that | [worked] as a research assistant for
2 years at the Industrial Technology Institute in Sri Lanka.

What year are you and what are you currently studying at SMU?

Now | am in my 5th year pf my PhD program, studying biology. To be specific, we study multi drug
resistant cancers and how to reverse the drug resistance.

Did you encounter any big doubts or hesitations as you thought ahout getting a Ph.D.?
Yes, [I did encounter some doubts during my decision process] especially about the future, or what should
| do after the PhD. It takes 5 to 6 years [to complete] which is like the best part of your life. | had my
doubts [about] investing this much time on the PhD.

But I [realized] that there are other options rather than being an academic after [getting] a PhD. Also, | was

pretty sure that | wanted to do research, wanted to do new things always. | hated routine work. | had a short
time job in a bank and | realized that | do not like office work at all [so the Ph.D. became very appealing].

(Principal Investigator, the lead researcher for a grant project) PLAYS
A HUGE PART IN YOUR LAB So | wanted to join a lab where you are given
FREEDOM AND NOT MICROMANAGED.

What made you choose your program at SMU?

| liked the research [happening at] SMU. | liked to work in cancer biology specifically, and | knew Dr. Vogel
and Dr. Wise’s lab [would be] a place | would like to work.

When | talked to Pia Vogel and Wise | realized this is the best place for me. The whole Biology department
seemed like a very friendly place too. Also | really liked the environment of SMU as a whole as well.

19



What was the best advice you heard when you were applying to graduate programs? Any
advice you have for prospective students?

PhD is like a marriage. You have to think a lot before you make the decision and you can not get out just
because you do not like it in the middle.

You have to read a lot, | mean a lot! Also you have to come up with your own ideas as well. Do not always
only rely on the path your supervisor shows.

You have to make several mini projects while focusing on one big project. So if you hit a road block, you still
have [to keep moving on] other [parts of the project]. It can be a tough journey, but you can make it happen.

| THINK YOU HAVE TO SELECT A PROGRAM, A LAB YOU REALLY LOVE.
Because this path to PhD can be very difficult. | remember that | did not get any results [in
the lab] during first 2 years. , SO IT KEPT ME MOTIVATED.

Besides expertise in your field, what sorts of skills have you developed through your
graduate work?

Communication, teaching and presentation skills.
How to interact with people/students

Mentorship skills

Problem solving ability

THE GRAD STUDENT’S GUIDE TO DALLAS

20


https://grad.smu.edu/the-dallas-guide-for-graduate-students-smu?utm_campaign=Ph.D.%20Guide%20-%202021%20Remarketing%20Campaign&utm_source=eBook&utm_content=Dallas%20Guide%20Mock%20Up%20and%20CTA

How Many Years to Get a Ph.D.? ﬁ

OUR ADVICE FOR THRIVING EVERY STEP OF THE WAY

You've applied, been accepted, and decided to attend your Ph.D. program. In the flurry of excitement
around your decision, the reality of what the next 5-7 years will look like may have eluded you. What does
life as a Ph.D. student really look like? And how long does it take to get a Ph.D.?

Your time in your Ph.D. program is both exciting and challenging and, depending on your school and
program, the next 5-7 years will look a little different for everyone. Here’s what you can generally expect in
your Ph.D. program:

In the first year, your department should offer you guidance about what classes to take and
requirements to fulfill. It's tempting to jump right into research, but make sure you pace
yourself and take advantage of networking opportunities, such as program and college
events, graduate associations, and additional lectures. Each of these will expose you to
the field and help you to make meaningful connections that will serve you throughout your
doctoral program.

OO 4 Tactics to Help You Build a Professional Network While Getting Your Ph.D.

YEAR 2 Much the same as year one, your focus will be attending seminars and honing in your
dissertation topic. Continue to network and get to know your professors. Usually, sometime
in the second or third year you will take your qualifying exams and be admitted to candidacy,
formally moving into the dissertation research and writing phase.

In the beginning of Year 2, (if you have not already done so) you’ll want to begin reaching
out to faculty mentors and building relationships with them. As you progress through your
Ph.D. your faculty mentor, or dissertation advisor, will become one of your most important
connections.

UO 3 Tips for Graduate Students to Consider When Choosing a Faculty
Mentor
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YEAR 3 This year may be used to complete any remaining seminars, language requirements,

YEAR 4

qualifying exams, or to focus on perfecting your experiments and solidifying research. If you
have not already been admitted to candidacy you will do so here.

At this point in your doctoral program, teaching and writing is your primary aim. You'll work
closely with your dissertation advisor, and establish a good rhythm of going back and forth
regarding your progress. This stage of your Ph.D. will take incredible dedication and patience.

10)\0) 5 Common Myths About Ph.D. Programs — Setting the Record Straight

And beyond — In your final year, you've hopefully completed a full draft of your dissertation
and will prepare for your defense. If all goes well, you'll graduate with flying colors!

Typically, course requirements for your Ph.D. will be completed after the first two years, but
this can vary depending on the discipline and program. Keep in mind that some programs
have average durations far longer than five years. For example, anthropologists usually do
fieldwork for their Ph.D. degrees, which extends the program by several years compared to
STEM programs.

0)\0) The Ph.D. Timeline — What Can You Expect From Your Program?
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THE FINAL STEP: WRITING YOUR DISSERTATION

The most general statement that can be made about writing your dissertation would describe the process
as: do research, propose a prospectus, and then write about it! Writing is a skill perfected by regular
practice, so be sure you are consciously honing this skill during your years of coursework and seeking out
feedback about how you could improve.

10)\0) Get a sense of what it takes to complete your Ph.D. Here are 5 tips for writing your
Ph.D. dissertation

However, the particulars vary a lot by discipline. In some cases, you will research and write as you go
(more often in the humanities); whereas in the sciences, you'll generally perform research over many
years and compile your findings in a dissertation over one to two semesters. In some cases, you are
publishing articles throughout your 5 years, and those articles can provide the basis or rough outline for a
dissertation.

As you think about your dissertation, it might seem overwhelming to imagine finding something new or
interesting enough to write about it and be deemed an expert. Often your first years in a Ph.D. program,
taking coursework and working more directly under faculty, will help you find your research niche that will
then become your dissertation. A good Ph.D. program will help you grow and develop as you prepare to
work independently as a scholar.

In almost all cases, dissertation research and writing are self-driven. After you are admitted to candidacy,
it is up to YOU to decide what you need to do, when you are going to do it, and what your final product will
be. This is where a good advisor, who can provide guidance and help you implement a system to stay on
track, is crucial. In addition to having good research, one of the biggest keys to success in writing your
dissertation is to be organized.
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Ph.D. Programs at SMU: ﬁ

A LOOK AT YOUR OPTIONS ACROSS THE DISCIPLINES

SMU is a distinguished center for global research with a liberal arts tradition, and our graduate programs
are known for their rigor and commitment to research. Here at the Moody School of Graduate and
Advanced Studies, we are proud to offer 32 Ph.D. programs that are the backbone of the high caliber
research taking place at the University.

Check out a full list of our graduate programs

LEARN MORE ABOUT SOME OF THE PH.D. PROGRAMS OFFERED AT SMU

ML GRADUATE STUDIES
Exploring the Universe:

A Complete Guide to
Eaming a Ph.D. in Physics

A Complete Guide to
Studying Statistical
Science

@.SMU -
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Want to Learn More?

If your interest is piqued and you'd like to learn more about choosing, applying for, and thriving in a Ph.D.
program, you can explore the following resources below. You can also reach out to the Moody School of
Graduate and Advanced Studies — we would be happy to assist you.

BOOK A VIRTUAL APPOINTMENT CONTACT ADMISSIONS REQUEST MORE INFORMATION

FOR INFORMATION ABOUT OUR PROGRAMS OR ASSISTANCE
WITH THE APPLICATION PROCESS, PLEASE CONTACT:

Stevie Otto

Director of Recruitment and Admissions
Moody School of Graduate and Advanced Studies
Southern Methodist University
Telephone: 214-768-4345
Email: smugrad@smu.edu
Graduate application: smu.edu/gradapp
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