Advice for applying to Ph.D. programs in philosophy

Three questions:


• Should I apply?


• Where should I apply?


• What should I do to make my application as strong as possible?

Should I apply?


Some words of warning:


• Length of program (5 years minimum, usually longer)


• State of job market (terrible: has been, is, and will continue to be so)


• Financial considerations (don’t go without aid)

Where should I apply?


Some considerations:


• Overall strength/reputation of program in philosophy (not the same as academic reputation across the board).


• Strength of program in your areas of interest.


• Quality of mentoring/graduate training/graduate student community.


• Your chances of getting in (apply to a wide range of schools)


• Location, other schools in area (this is the lowest)


Where can I get information about these things?

• Departmental websites (but watch out for out of date information and self-puffery!)

• Philosophical Gourmet Report (http://www.philosophicalgourmet.com/) Check out: overall ranking, specialty rankings, and updates. Take it for what it’s worth.

• Professors, current grad students at programs

What should I do to make my application as strong as possible?

The parts of a typical application:

• Transcripts (request early)

• Writing sample (very important).

(i) Length (not too long)

(ii) Have somebody you trust read it.

(iii) Must be well-written, clear, contain arguments. Doesn’t need to be ambitious.

(iv) Papers with a more literary flair are not advisable.  

• Letters of recommendation (very important)

(i) Make sure the people who write them know you well.

(ii) Give lots of lead time. And be considerate with SAS envelopes, etc.

(iii) Offer to give them your papers, personal statement, etc.

• GRE (very important)

(i) Take it with time to spare (and time to retake it, ideally)

(ii) Prepare for it: sample tests, self-guided studybook

• Personal Statement (not as important, but take it seriously). 3 parts:   

(i) what you’ve done in philosophy and relevant areas (but don’t write it as an autobiography), 

(ii) what you’re doing (especially theses, papers for undergraduate conferences, etc.), and 

(iii) what you want to do (have a specific research area or project in mind).

(iv) sound serious, and don’t gush.

--Tim O’Keefe (Georgia State University)

