
What	should	I	consider	when	thinking	about	graduate	school	in	
Anthropology?	

Should	I	even	pursue	an	M.A.	or	Ph.D.?	

Some	questions	to	ask	yourself:	

• Do	you	have	the	interest	to	sustain	you	for	a	longer	program	or	would	you	rather	do	a	
shorter	one?	(Average	Ph.D.	completion	time	is	8.5	years,	while	an	M.A.	generally	takes	
between	1.5	and	3	years.)	

• How	will	a	graduate	degree	help	get	you	the	career	you	want?	Which	degree	is	better	
for	that	career?	Have	you	done	some	research	to	determine	whether	folks	in	that	career	
path	recommend	an	advanced	degree?	

• Is	there	funding	available,	or	do	you	pay	your	own	way?	(usually	M.A.’s	are	difficult	to	
fund,	a	PhD	should	not	be	undertaken	without	full	or	nearly	full	funding).	

• Do	you	want	to	get	an	M.A.	to	see	if	you	like	it,	and	then	consider	a	Ph.D.?	

Other	options	to	consider:	

Getting	an	M.A.	degree	in	a	discipline	related	to	your	anthropological	interest,	including	
regional	studies	disciplines,	education,	geology,	etc.	before	getting	a	Ph.D.	in	anthropology.	

Talk	to	advisers,	people	in	the	field,	etc.	about	the	process	of	graduate	school,	job	prospects,	
state	of	the	discipline,	etc.	As	with	any	major	decision,	it	is	caveat	emptor.	Know	pretty	well	



Besides	the	usual	(job,	travel)	you	might	consider	using	your	time	between	undergrad	and	grad	
to	further	your	research	goals.	

Apply	for	a	Fulbright	grant,	a	Watson,	attend	a	field	school,	work	on	language	skills,	or	find	



Academic	or	professional	conferences	give	you	a	sense	of	where	the	discipline	is	moving	and	a	
great	opportunity	to	meet	people	or	get	exposure	for	your	work.	Besides,	having	to	speak	in	
front	of	a	professional	audience	is	a	great	educational	experience!	The	AAA	or	NEAA	are	great	
for	this.	As	graduate	school	admissions	get	more	competitive,	dissemination	of	research	at	a	
conference	or	even	published	form	has	become	more	important.	

Expand	your	network.	

It’s	also	worth	it	to	begin	to	expand	your	network	and	experiences	in	Anthropology	before	you	
graduate:	

• attend	lectures	and	workshops	at	other	regional	schools,	again	to	meet	more	people	
and	get	a	sense	of	what’s	going	on	in	the	discipline.	

• take	a	job	or	research	internship	with	an	ongoing	anthropological	project	or	institution	
(i.e.,	an	archaeology	consulting	firm,	a	development	consulting	firm,	etc.)	or	become	a	
research	assistant	to	a	professor.	

• if	possible,	work	with	an	established	professional	on	one	or	more	writing	projects.	

What	About	the	GRE	(Graduate	Record	Examinations)?	

The	GRE	is	required	for	most	graduate	programs	in	the	US,	but	is	it	important?	Sort	of.	It	hurts	
your	chances	for	admission	only	if	your	score	is	low.	It	helps	the	admissions	committee	make	a	
quick	first	cut.	In	some	schools,	they	are	more	likely	to	give	funding	if	your	score	is	high.	

There	is	no	special	exam	for	Anthropology	(although	there	is	for	other	fields	such	as	Sociology).	

Key:	This	seems	to	be	





Selection	criteria	number	one:	the	faculty.	

• Who	is	there?	
• Who	do	you	want	to	work	with?	(Identify	at	least	two	or	three)	
• Will	the	professor(s)	you	want	to	work	with	be	on	sabbatical	during	your	coursework?	
• What	are	professor-





they	might	take	you.	On	the	other	hand,	if	you	cannot	pay	for	it,	let	them	know	directly	in	the	
financial	aid	statement	of	the	application	-	this	may	influence	them	to	offer	you	funding	to	
ensure	that	you	come	there.	Be	frank	with	them.	You	can	generally	defer	undergraduate	loans	
if	you	are	going	to	graduate	school.	

What	Should	I	Know	About	the	Application?	

Statement	of	purpose/intent.	

This	is	hands-down	the	most	significant	component	of	your	application,	so	it	has	to	be	well-
written	and	polished.	Begin	with	a	clear	and	forceful	opening;	remember	that	the	admissions	
committee	is	seeing	hundreds	of	these,	and	yours	has	to	stand	out.	It	could	be	a	motivating	
question	(it	should	not	be	rhetorical),	a	perplexing	situation	or	contradiction	(that	you	then	
explain),	or	an	outright	statement	or	observation	-	but	it	should	convey	a	sense	that	it’s	not	
only	important	to	you,	but	that	it	has	wider	relevance	(otherwise	it	sounds	narcissistic).	

In	the	body	of	the	statement	you	should	explain	the	following:	

• Why	you?	
• What	have	you	done	to	prepare	yourself	to	do	well?	
• What	themes	and	region	do	you	want	to	work	on?	(corollary:	Who	do	you	want	to	work	

with?	Be	specific	and	name	names,	thereby	customizing	each	essay	for	each	school	to	
which	you	apply)	

• What	are	your	goals/plans	with	this?	

A	good	way	to	organize	your	essay	would	be	to	devote	one	paragraph	to	answering	each	of	
these	questions.	

As	you	are	communicating	your	desire	to	go	onto	graduate	study,	be	aware	that	admissions	
committee	people	tend	to	like	those	people	who	they	see	as	eager	to	take	on	the	vagaries	of	
graduate	school	itself,	as	well	as	it	being	an	important	part	of	their	career	plan;	therefore	you	
probably	don’t	need	to	spend	more	than	a	sentence	or	two	on	your	final	career	goals	unless	
that	is	a	specific	essay	question.	Also,	style	counts:	try	not	to	plug	in	the	answers	to	these	
questions	mechanically,	since	they	should	organically	meld	into	one	another.	Wrap	up	the	essay	
by	referring	back	to	your	opening	observations,	question,	making	the	whole	a	tight	package.	Be	
sure	to	circulate	this	essay	among	recommenders,	faculty,	friends,	etc.	ahead	of	time	to	work	
out	all	the	kinks.	

Important	point:	While	this	is	called	a	“personal	statement”	it	is	really	a	“professional	
statement”	not	an	exercise	in	creative	writing	(as	I	walked	out	of	my	adobe	hut	and	saw	the	
sunset	framing	the	children	playing	in	the	mud,	I	knew	from	in	the	depths	of	my	heart	that	I	
was	destined	to	be	an	anthropologist).	You	are	likely	to	annoy	your	readers	if	you	write	
something	that	might	be	suitable	for	an	undergraduate	admissions	essay.	Also,	no	one	cares	if	



you’ve	wanted	to	be	an	archaeologist	and	dug	up	your	backyard	with	a	spoon	when	you	were	
six.	You	want	to	establish	yourself	as	mature	and	sophisticated,	yet	humble.	

In	identifying	your	areas	of	interest,	be	as	specific	as	possible.	Although	you	won’t	be	held	to	
them	since	everybody's	interests	and	projects	evolve,	you	show	them	that	you	have	a	wider	



When	you	ask	for	any	recommendation	from	a	professor	or	employer,	ask	well	in	advance	of	
the	deadline	(especially	professors,	who	are	swamped	with	writing	recs	when	you	want	yours)	
and	send	them	an	updated	resume/CV	so	they	know	you	better	as	a	whole	person.	Be	sure	to	
tell	the	recommender	what	you	want	him	or	her	to	include	in	the	letter	(i.e.,	skills,	experiences,	
service,	internship,	TA	experience).	And	consider	asking	them	for	feedback	on	your	personal	
statement.	

When	Should	I	be	Completing	the	Steps	Toward	Graduate	School	
Application?	

A	basic	timeline.	

The	following	timeline	will	help	you	think	about	when	you	should	be	doing	things,	if	you	are	
applying	for	fall	entry.	If	you're	applying	to	a	school	with	rolling	entry	(uncommon),	adjust	this	
schedule	accordingly.	

The	year	before	you	want	to	enter:	



First	off,	please	try	not	to	feel	so	bad.	You	can	never	know	for	certainty	why	a	school	did	or	did	
not	accept	you	-	


