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Why Graduate School?

Kuang Xu, an MIT PhD student who had his undergrad at the lovely campus of UIUC, shared some
thoughts on why choosing graduate school. The graduate school referred in his articles concerns only
research-orientated programs in a scientific or engineering field, which he is part of and thus more
familiar with.

“I shall repeat what may have been iterated to you for a thousand times already: applying to
graduate school is a highly personal decision. Contrary to what our traditional Chinese mentalities
may suggest, that a-longer education entails higher intellectual superiority and economic prosperity,
it would be a misfortune to commit oneself to five or more years of ordeal where one labors day and
night on research projects she couldn't care less about.

Hence, | would like to begin by asking you, who may be remotely interested in applying to graduate
school at some point, to spend the majority of your efforts not on how to get in one, but on finding
out your true passion, whether it lies in conducting cutting-edge research for the joy of satisfying
yoursinsatiable curiosity and thirst for knowledge, or perhaps in the hundreds of other fascinating
careers that will change the world for better, which your U of | undergraduate education will have
prepared you to embark on by the time your graduate. From my time both at U.of I and MIT, | had
met quite a few graduate students who still regret not having done their homewaork well, only to find
out much later that changing course had become too difficult; that is the last experience you want
fronagraduate career.

One way to find out is to try something that resembles a graduate school experience but without the
commitment, and undergraduate research is in my opinion the best place to start. It seems quite
unimportant which group you begin your first project with, as it becomes much easy to switch
groups once you have had the experience, but the key is to start early. It takes quite some time to
know whether you like a field, and most of all, you do not want to end up a confused Senior having
to toss a coin to decide your destiny. | started my first research project during the second semester
of my Sophomore year, and yet still regretted not having started as a Freshman.

With the same spirit, but an opposite approach, you can also start by trying the other alternatives to
see if life without graduate school is merrier. Get involved on campus with whatever professional
clubs / organizations that interest you, spend some time improving your interview skills, and try to

rch), | cannot be more grateful now for the skills learned, the s forged,
and above all, the realization and confidence that there are more than one voca ‘:}F‘n--'ﬁl shape

me into a happy and useful person. ”
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KRB R UIUC, ECE %k, 2009 Jm

£\ ECE, Minor Technology Management
HHiE K MIT, Stanford, Berkeley & UIUC
FKEUNF MIT

GPA/Ranking N/A

GRE/GMAT N/A

TAEZ I/ R L%/ E b K% Kuang began his first undergraduate

research project as a Sophomore, and had
continued till his graduation.

He also co-founded the Promoting
Undergraduate Research in Engineering
(PURE) program at UIUC.

é How.did . Kuang get started? —more concrete tips on graduate school applications
o A

1. Find (early) undergraduate opportunities. Start as soon as you can! A good place to begin is
a structured undergraduate research program offered through your department or college.
For example, the PURE program in ECE targets specifically freshmen and sophomores to
provide them with early research opportunities. If such opportunities do not present
themselves, take the initiative to approach faculty members. As long as the topic sound
interesting to you, it does not matter even if you have not the slightest idea of the technical
details: you shouldn't be wasting your tuition if you did as an undergrad. Let them know of
your genuine interest and bug them until they cannot go to sleep without feeling the
abysmal guilt for not taking you into the group — that was how | got my first project. | was
exaggerating, of course, but you get the point of being persistent in pursuing your passion.
2. What makes a successful graduate school application. | do not intend to elaborate on this
topic, as it is no more than a natural extension from the first bullet: all that a professor cares
about in reviewing applications is to assess your ability, knowledge, and most of all, passion
in conducting research. What is a better proof of all that than a letter from your
undergraduate research supervisor saying you had spent a happy two years doing research
with joy? That is all that matters, and all that should matter.
3. Communications. This is the last and most personal point. | always feel | enjoyed knowing
the personal aspects of my advisor, my lab mates, and other researchers, as much as |
enjoyed the technical part of the project itself. As harsh as it may sound, as intention
ents many continue to struggle, even after several years, to communicate i
)nd the level of mundane matters. While we have the luxury of being i
community at UIUC to hide away from nostalgia, | urge you to
h as you possibly can, and use it as a tool to know people arou
such conversations, you get to have a glimpse of your colleges' deeper
work, which will eventually inspire that of your own.

on life and
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ARER MSU, Maths %ll, 2009 Jm
=4 Mathematics
Z2h7 oy = UIUC, Umich, UW-Madison, Indiana U,
MSU
FEUK UlUC, MSU
GPA/Ranking 3.82
GRE/GMAT GRE subject 81%
TAER L /IFF R ALK/ H br k3% Worked as teaching assistant of a

precalculus course for two years.
Undergraduate research project at
Michigan State University

Choosing PhD in Mathematics:

| chose to work on a PhD in mathematics, because I’m interested in the subject and |
hope to obtain intellectual satisfaction for my own. The motivation IS mostly interest-
oriented. In a Ph.D program, you can fulfill your intellectual goals. But you have to
acc@t the fact you are always over-committed and overworked. You are paid much
lower compared to a real job. Your social circle might be very narrow, since you don’t
have many opportunities to work with people from different field.

Building Relationship with Professors:

Professors play an important role in your application since they write your reference
letters. If you think that’s all they can do for you, then you are wrong. They can actually
help you a lot more. Take myself for example. When | was applying for graduate school,
| asked my professors for suggestions on almost everything. | asked them on school
choices and research interest. | even asked one professor to read my personal statement
and make some suggestions on revision. Some professors even offered to help my
ission through their personal connections. You might think how | can make
to do that. They all seem very busy and might not even have time
ers. Well, it is true or false. The key is to impress them a
h them. No pair can be good friends overnight. Good
takes time uild up. There are several tips on the table and you ¢ xplore by
yourself. For example, asking questions is an important one. | don’t thihﬂny professor
will forget your face if you ask him a question after every class, no matter how big the
class i1s. Moreover, frequent question asking shows your working attitude to professor and
it also helps you to learn actively. The next one | want to say is that “Never be shy to talk
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to your professors.” If there is anything you think that you can ask professors to help, just
ask. In my point of view, most of the professors are interested in helping students. There
is really nothing to lose. On the other hand, you can also offer to help the professor do
some chores or make some suggestions about the course. In this way, you can build up
the friendship slowly. Nevertheless, d to keep in mind that not all professors are
nice but there will be someone wh 1. In all, good relationship with professors can
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i W &m =
HiE K& The Wharton School, U of Rochester,
Yale 5

Eio N | The Wharton School & =
GPA/Ranking 3.70
il GMAT et "l |\

TAER R REK/ E K FE ERB LR RBR AN ALK . BRI
4} research institute £ it 7E 2256 -

|
D program, | think that it is important for the apr li

rch experience in order to show that he understands |
search is about. Some would say that it is also i
rea one is interested in, but | think that it is perf;
in the subject, and a willingness to explore differe
n knows which specific research area he is interes
ates the faculty members he is interested working 1
Finally, it might be helpful to personally get in touch ith
ne is interested (which | did not do), although | feel
n the case that one has a specific research area/top .
ulty members he could potentially work with.
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EBE
ERER Caltech, EE %k, 2009 Ji
R |4 EE
g A% 7 Graduate Schools
Eioe L Caltech Master PW
GPA/Ranking N/A
GRE/GMAT 450 GRE Verbal |
TAER R/ AR/ E R KFE Active participation in research and
projects
Undergrads life at Caltech -

2 only about 20 EE undergrad students in my year. Yes, 0
during the fresh year, but some of them either dropped o
ling. You took most of your classes with the same group
'insanely smart or insanely working hard. | am neither of the
man gr@uate level courses that graduate student need to take @
3 lot of Chinese grad student from Qinghua or Beida from these ¢lé
ergrad has to go thru those class as well as those crazy "undergrad vel "

tel of ap*lymg school, I do not really have any experiences or “tricks", or secret
1 methods or anything like that. I just go to the grad school website and created an account,
filled in bunches forms, and submit before deadline. Oh, btw, | spent roughly 2 weeks

‘ looking at GRE vocabularies, and finally gave up when I realized how man WOrQ

time on applying schools Instead they studied or pe
they finally could in the senior year. | know one of m
projects all the time at the time of applying school
and said "ok, then I just stay at Calech”. | guess he Jus

my Q'ﬁar got accepted by Caltech master program if they applied. Half of them stayed at
Caltech last year.
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HIF TR AL, IREAFIEE CHEA L.

(¥ #i.:) There is definitely a lot to concern. You always waqr, to choose the program
that fits you best. Ranking of the programs cannot tell everything. If you don’t have an
area of interest yet, you’d better choose a comprehensive program where you can have
various choices in the future. If you have one, you can choose the program which is
strong in your area of interest. However, it is important to have a backup plan because
people do change and sometimes the change can be abrupt. Location also matters if you
don’t want to work in academics in the future. For example, there are more job
opportunities in the industrial world on the east and west coasts compared to middile-

west.
Al

2 fE AL IR VE R

RECRUEREME VXM (GPA. TFAAR . HEFEE. N AMRR. FEFEH project)
BEROSRIGRIG, PR T Ee R, tnwr e scr, PR EEse 4 o0, $E%
WGBS RS . BEH —DNEERU T — PN L INE)F: Makea

difference!

3ABERTRARMRAM?

FHIEHI U ERITEAR BRI RAR, RIFEEAEVIITLIR, i paper 857
JIH project. 15 AR HIR A EIRAE A BEMIN 7T, E/RE CHAREE &
AEIR (AN NERE ) o HTE 5 A ARk R ZE A iR w55 28 3 1
F T, BRI I B IR A T T i

ndergraduate research is a good way for professors to learn w
rch and succeed in graduate school. Thus it is a
n letters. However, you don’t have to accomplish an f
he idea of undergraduate research is to get experienc ared for

the reseé
the future.
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(A@mE. ) £1, GPAREE, HRE GPAKAWI A HEE, WEA kKiTRLTF
1] paper, GPA KAMELERT 30 % mt il LAy ANERAK . H 001 535 0 4 A1) o IR 1 7,
MERE GPA RS L4 .

(5<lr:.) Personally, | think that GPA and GMAT/GRE scores are important only to a
certain extent. For example, as long as one scores above 700 for the GMAT, it doesn't
make much of a difference whether one scores 730 or 740.
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(%Wr: ) | think recommendation letter helped me a great deal to be able to get
professors who knew me very well to write favorably and honestly about me. In my case,
I got four recommendation letters (usually three are required) from four different
departments - economics, business, physics, and music - in order to demonstrate the
ity. of my academic experience and interests. It is important to have an ope
sative potential when it comes to research. With my recommendati

ersonal essay), | tried to deliver the message that |
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(7% ¥ . ) It really depends on the program. There are programs where committee
members don’t care GRE score at a‘l in general, verbal 500+ should be enough for
science and engineering programs. -
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