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So, You're Thinking About Graduate School, Are You? 

Dan Ryan 
Fall 2001 (Revised Fall 2004) 

A Note About the Structure of the World of Mobility 

The world consists of multiple ladders.  It is not a matter of working your way to the top just by 
keeping on climbing.  Picking the right ladders is more important than how fast you can climb. 

Grad School is Grad School is Grad School.  Not! 

The category grad school is divided along at least two dimensions.  One is "type" and the other is 
"quality."   

 

 

Type of Graduate Program  Importance of Program "Quality" 

Credential and Certificate Programs   

Social work 

Accounting 

Teaching 

} 
 

Not that big a deal 

Professions   

Medicine 

Law 

Divinity 

Business (MBA) 

Architecture 

Policy 

} 
Less important if you want to practice locally, compete at lower ranks, etc. 

The greater the vertical and horizontal mobility you want, the more 
important the quality of the program. 

If you want to meet and be among the movers and the shakers of the 
world, quality very important 

Advanced Skill Work   

Planning 

Library & Information Science 

Biotech Tech 

Computer 
programming/systems 

} As far as learning the skills, less important.  As far as making the 
connections and leveraging your way into a national job market, more 
important. 

Academic PhD Track  Very important if you want an academic job. 

 

Why go to grad school? 

1. First of all, it's a good question.  Be sure to ask it and answer it (even if only sketchily). 
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2. It's important to recognize when thinking about it at this stage of your education/career, that 
most of you have little idea about the great variety of things you could do and the kinds of 
further schooling necessary for each of them.  In other words, maintain some hunger  

Bad Reasons to Go To Graduate School 

Not sure what I want to do 

I like school 

I haven't learned enough yet or don't feel like I really have any skills yet. 

I still don't know how to write and so I need more practice. 

My parents want me to go to graduate school. 

And then two "not yet" reasons.  Good reasons but not by themselves 

I want to jump up to the next ladder socio-economically. 

I want to be a part of the professional class. 

Good Reasons to Go To Graduate School 

I want to be an X and you need a masters degree in Y to be one. 

I want to do research and write books. 

I want to become a professor at a university or a school like Mills. 

I want to hang out with and be a smart person, to be an intellectual, a producer of knowledge. 

Incidental Benefits of Graduate School (PhD programs) 

Someone pays you to think and learn for a few years. 

You get to hang around with people who are just as geeky as you and feel good about it. 

Pre-screened pool of potential dates plus ability to have long lunches almost anytime you want. 

You get to become a real expert on something. 

Incidental Benefits of Graduate School (all programs) 

You make great contacts.  Networking.  Meet a "better class" of people. 

You change your ordinary expectations of the world and yourself. 

Things to Remember 

1. Multiple ladders 

2. Different kinds of graduate school 

 Professional (law, medicine, business) 

 Credential (social work, accounting, teaching) 

 Research and Teaching (PhD) 

 Further development (creative writing, arts, …) 
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3. Distinction between terminal and non-terminal degree in a field 

4. Usually not a good idea to apply for a masters in a program that offers PhD. 

5. Apply to an array of schools including some of "the best" 

6. Go to the best school you get into.  Where you go matters more (sociologically speaking) 
than what program you are in. 

7. Avoid Bay Area parochialism. 

8.  

9. If PhD program, go to the best school that gives you money.  If they don't give you money, 
don't go. 

Two most important things you can do to prepare for graduate school 

10. Do more math 

11. Learn to write. 


