
The seminar will be starting 
soon. Sit tight!



Graduate School Application 
Seminar
So yer thinkin’ of applying to grad school?



An act in four parts



Statement of Purpose (SOP) 

● Personal Statement
○ Concise is the key
○ 500 to 1000 words 
○ 1-2 single space pages in 12 point font
○ Research/academic background, research interest, and how you would add value to the graduate program- 

why you?
● A coherent “story” highlighting your research experience and the development of your interests 
● Goal: persuade the selection committee that you would have success in graduate studies and back 

it up with solid achievements



Statement of Purpose (SOP) 

3 Sections
● Intro

○ Brief introduction of yourself and your background
○ How did you become interested in science or a specific discipline? What motivated 

you/sparked your interest?
○ Tip: Avoid a long autobiography or sentimental story 

● Body
○ Describe your research experiences 

■ Title of project 
■ Your contributions 
■ Important paper or thesis project you completed, if applicable
■ Takeaways and things learned from these research experiences 

○ Relevant extracurriculars and awards 
○ Professional goals tailored to the program
○ Elaborate on your academic interests 

■ Don’t be too specific 
■ Which scientists’ work aligns with your research interests? 
■ Mention 2 or 3 PIs whose lab you would like to rotate in 

● This will require time so start early! 



Statement of Purpose (SOP)

Outro 
● Summarize your experiences and explain briefly why you would make a good 

graduate student 
○ Emphasizes your qualifications and compatibility with the school/program 
○ What are your career goals and why is this SPECIFIC university a good fit?

● General advice: 
○ Show the selection committee your motivation, competence, potential as a graduate student
○ Don’t repeat what is on your CV 
○ Highlight PIs whose work you are interested in 
○ Tailor to school -> what about the program attracts you? 
○ Write in a positive and active voice
○ Pay attention to length 
○ Have selection committee members or PI read over it***



CV + Transcript

- What to include on your CV:
- Research experience - the names of your supervisors, the titles of your projects, a brief description 

of your projects, the skills (wet lab and dry lab) that you built

- Scholarships - research-specific honours and any other academic scholarships

- Education - your university, program of study

- Publications - research articles, reviews, op-eds, etc. 

- Teaching experience

- Employment history

- Volunteer work

- Contact details



CV + Transcript

- What is the difference between CVs and resumes?
- Resumes are shorter (usually one-page), CVs can be 2-3 pages

- Resumes are primarily used for general job applications, CVs are commonly used in academia

- CVs tend to give lengthier, more detailed descriptions about your experiences



CV + Transcript

- Your transcript is your record of the courses you took and the grades you achieved in them

- What courses to take?
- Specific to the graduate program/school you are applying to. Please make sure to check on the 

program/school’s website

- Typically place a higher weight on upper-year courses, so you want to do well in these. 

- Minimum GPA requirements
- Again, varies by school.

- Normally, meeting the minimum requirement does not guarantee admission.



Graduate Record Examinations (GRE)

GRE is a standardized test with three sections

●  Analytical Writing

●  Verbal Reasoning

● Quantitative Reasoning

Test fee: $205 USD

Can choose to take the test at home or at a test centre

Resources on GRE website (official practice tests, review documents, etc.)

Many schools no longer accept GRE scores or have made them optional

https://www.ets.org/gre/revised_general/prepare/
https://www.ets.org/gre/revised_general/register/fees/
https://www.ets.org/gre/revised_general/register/locations_dates/
https://www.ets.org/gre/revised_general/register/fees/


References

Grad schools typically require 2-3 reference letters

Choosing your referees

● Research supervisors (may be a requirement to have at least 1)

● Professors from courses where they got to know you directly

● Ask if they can write you a strong reference letter



References

How to approach your referees
● Approach in-person or by email at least 1-2 months before the deadline
● Send them your transcript, CV, and list of programs you’re applying to with deadlines
● Also include an additional document with

○ The purpose of the reference
○ Your reason for pursuing graduate school and your goals
○ Details that you would like them to consider/mention in the letter
○ The procedure for submitting the letter
○ Any part of the application that you already wrote (study proposal, writing sample, etc.)

● Follow up with your referees
○ Send reminders before deadlines and thank them for taking the time to submit a reference

● Waiving your right to view the letters 
○ Waiving rights is strongly recommended

https://grad.ucalgary.ca/sites/default/files/teams/3/How%20to%20Identify%20References%20Update.pdf


Panel discussion!


