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▪ Pittsburgh native
▪ Born here 2000-01-10
▪ Elementary & high school in Dormont

▪ Duquesne alumnus
▪ B.S. Physics, B.S. Mathematics, 2022

▪ Started @ MSU Fall 2022
▪ Teaching assistant Fall 2022 and Spring 2023
▪ Currently finishing final class (Quantum Field Theory)

▪ Completed subject exam requirements in Spring 2023

▪ Research fellowship since Summer 2023 – HEP 
Instrumentation

▪ Personal interests:
▪ Cooking, Baking, Reading, Video games

▪ Current research: trying to develop a method 
for efficiently forming radioactive molecules
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▪ I applied directly to several physics graduate programs: all of these were directly for a PhD in physics

▪ European style: 2 – 3 years Masters program required first (you pay), then you can do a PhD program (3 – 
4 years)

Context: Comparison Between EU and US Graduate School
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▪ Second - Third year: research with a potential advisor, forming PhD guidance committee and proposing a 
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▪ Third year – graduation: research full time. Conferences, paper writing, presentations, etc.

Physics graduate school is not just more classes:

a very large part of it is doing novel academic research 

Context: Comparison Between EU and US Graduate School
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▪ In the United States, you are essentially paid to be a PhD student. As 
part of this you receive:

Context: A US Physics PhD Program is “Free”
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▪ Fellowship students: your pay frequency will depend on the nature of your fellowship. For me (MI HEP 
Traineeship) I get paid once a semester and must budget

▪ Amount paid to me is not tax-withheld. This means that I must fill out taxes the hard way without W-2 
forms and Turbo-tax-like services

The cost: several years of your life

Context: A US Physics PhD Program is “Free”
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▪ Started the process in Fall 2021
▪ August – September: Thinking about if I want to go
▪ Me: “I want to go because I like to learn things”
▪ Spoke to:

▪ Dr. Benmokhtar (Physics graduate school)

▪ Dr. Frittelli (Physics graduate school)

▪ Dr. Cooper (Physics graduate school)
▪ Sydney Grant (my partner, not physicist, no graduate school)

▪ October 11, 2021: Sat down with Dr. Benmokhtar to 
discuss options

▪ What kind of work am I interested in?

▪ Do we know anyone doing that work?

▪ What institutions are they at?
▪ Who will I ask for references?

▪ November 22, 2021 – January 15, 2022
▪ Asking for reference letters

▪ Filling out applications

▪ Writing personal and academic statements

Most important lesson I learned: start earlier!

Context: My Experience Applying To Graduate School
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▪Pursuing a graduate degree is an intense and involved process:
▪ Masters degree: ~2 - 3 years of study 

▪ possible teaching and research commitments

Prep: Should You Apply To Graduate School?
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▪Pursuing a graduate degree is an intense and involved process:
▪ Masters degree: ~2 - 3 years of study 

▪ possible teaching and research commitments

▪ PhD: ~3 – N years (N usually < 10)
▪ Possible teaching commitments

▪ Class commitments

▪ My experience 1st and 2nd year: M-F, 09:30 to 20:00, homework & self-study on weekends

▪ 3rd year experience: M-F 09:30 to 19:00, mostly research commitments

▪You should ask yourself the following:
1. Do I want to be a student for 2 – N more years?

2. Do I enjoy academic research?

3. Will my future career be benefitted by more research experience?

If you answered “Yes!” to the above, you should consider graduate school

Prep: Should You Apply To Graduate School?
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▪ Start by talking to your research advisor
▪ Department chair, if no advisor
▪ Or a professor you know well

▪  Make a list of research work you would be interested in
▪ Note scientists in those fields and their institutions

▪ All applications usually have the same requirements:
▪ Biographic information
▪ Academic history
▪ 2 – 3 letters of recommendation
▪ Writing samples: personal and academic statements 
▪ Financial aid info
▪ Application fees
▪ Curriculum Vitae (employment, academic, and volunteer 

history)

My advice: collect all this information 

and put it into a spreadsheet!

Prep: How Should I Start The Application Process?
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▪ I recommend a spreadsheet with a handful of graduate schools:
▪ 2 “safe” schools

▪ 2 “reach” schools

▪ Other schools you could see yourself at

Don’t apply if you don’t think you’d realistically go there

▪ Rank schools to prioritize order of applications
▪ Subjective: what makes a school a higher rank than another?

▪ Research?

▪ Living cost?

▪ Area?

▪ Prioritize by deadlines for general admission or fellowship considerations

Prep: Organizing The Information Is A Key Step!
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Prep: Organizing The Information Is A Key Step!
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Final Score: 6 out of 9

Carnegie Mellon: Waitlisted, ultimately rejected

University of Connecticut: Accepted

William & Mary: Accepted

University of Virginia: Accepted

MSU: Accepted

University of Michigan: Rejected

University of Massachusetts Amherst: Accepted

Virginia Tech: Accepted

University of Notre Dame: Rejected

Lehigh: Did not apply



For each institution you’re you are considering:

1. Find a faculty member(s) doing work you’re interested in

2. Read their CV, their faculty page, personal website, recent paper(s)

3. Send an email, introduce yourself and explain you’re applying to grad school 
and interested in their work
▪ If nervous or no response: see if your advisor can help establish contact with them

4. Set up time for a Zoom chat with them about their work and possible 
opportunities
▪ If they aren’t available, ask for contacts of current graduate students or postdocs
▪ Schedule for 30 minute chat

5. Thank them for their time (both if on Zoom before signing off, and afterwards 
with a follow-up email)

What I would do differently: more research about possible groups to join, 
and more chats with prospective groups

Prep: Do Your Homework!

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 34



For each institution you’re you are considering:

1. Find a faculty member(s) doing work you’re interested in

2. Read their CV, their faculty page, personal website, recent paper(s)

3. Send an email, introduce yourself and explain you’re applying to grad school 
and interested in their work
▪ If nervous or no response: see if your advisor can help establish contact with them

4. Set up time for a Zoom chat with them about their work and possible 
opportunities
▪ If they aren’t available, ask for contacts of current graduate students or postdocs
▪ Schedule for 30 minute chat

5. Thank them for their time (both if on Zoom before signing off, and afterwards 
with a follow-up email)

What I would do differently: more research about possible groups to join, 
and more chats with prospective groups

Prep: Do Your Homework!

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 35



For each institution you’re you are considering:

1. Find a faculty member(s) doing work you’re interested in

2. Read their CV, their faculty page, personal website, recent paper(s)

3. Send an email, introduce yourself and explain you’re applying to grad school 
and interested in their work
▪ If nervous or no response: see if your advisor can help establish contact with them

4. Set up time for a Zoom chat with them about their work and possible 
opportunities
▪ If they aren’t available, ask for contacts of current graduate students or postdocs
▪ Schedule for 30 minute chat

5. Thank them for their time (both if on Zoom before signing off, and afterwards 
with a follow-up email)

What I would do differently: more research about possible groups to join, 
and more chats with prospective groups

Prep: Do Your Homework!

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 36



For each institution you’re you are considering:

1. Find a faculty member(s) doing work you’re interested in

2. Read their CV, their faculty page, personal website, recent paper(s)

3. Send an email, introduce yourself and explain you’re applying to grad school 
and interested in their work
▪ If nervous or no response: see if your advisor can help establish contact with them

4. Set up time for a Zoom chat with them about their work and possible 
opportunities
▪ If they aren’t available, ask for contacts of current graduate students or postdocs
▪ Schedule for 30 minute chat

5. Thank them for their time (both if on Zoom before signing off, and afterwards 
with a follow-up email)

What I would do differently: more research about possible groups to join, 
and more chats with prospective groups

Prep: Do Your Homework!

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 37



For each institution you’re you are considering:

1. Find a faculty member(s) doing work you’re interested in

2. Read their CV, their faculty page, personal website, recent paper(s)

3. Send an email, introduce yourself and explain you’re applying to grad school 
and interested in their work
▪ If nervous or no response: see if your advisor can help establish contact with them

4. Set up time for a Zoom chat with them about their work and possible 
opportunities
▪ If they aren’t available, ask for contacts of current graduate students or postdocs
▪ Schedule for 30 minute chat

5. Thank them for their time (both if on Zoom before signing off, and afterwards 
with a follow-up email)

What I would do differently: more research about possible groups to join, 
and more chats with prospective groups

Prep: Do Your Homework!

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 38



For each institution you’re you are considering:

1. Find a faculty member(s) doing work you’re interested in

2. Read their CV, their faculty page, personal website, recent paper(s)

3. Send an email, introduce yourself and explain you’re applying to grad school 
and interested in their work
▪ If nervous or no response: see if your advisor can help establish contact with them

4. Set up time for a Zoom chat with them about their work and possible 
opportunities
▪ If they aren’t available, ask for contacts of current graduate students or postdocs
▪ Schedule for 30 minute chat

5. Thank them for their time (both if on Zoom before signing off, and afterwards 
with a follow-up email)

What I would do differently: more research about possible groups to join, 
and more chats with prospective groups

Prep: Do Your Homework!
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▪ In the last year, major research funding agencies like the National Science 
Foundation (NSF) and the Department of Energy (DOE) have been reducing 
their capacity at which they can fund research
▪ NSF: 8% budget cut in FY2024 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/government/science-research-policy/2024/05/02/researchers-shocked-and-disappointed-after-nsf 

▪ Situation is accelerating in this direction with the current administration’s decisions to 
implement federal funding freezes and budget cuts
https://www.rdworldonline.com/nsf-layoffs-in-2025-deep-budget-cuts-headed-for-u-s-research-sector/ 

▪ What this means now is that less funding is going to become available for 
graduate students
▪ Application process will become more competitive

▪ MSU’s Fall 2024 Applications: Number of available spots decreased in anticipation

▪ Strong applicants who did not identify interest with a particular faculty member or group 
were not admitted due to the sheer volume of received applications

In the wake of funding cuts, it is extremely important to craft a very strong application 
that stands out in an otherwise competitive applicant pool

Context: Availability of Research Funding Is Decreasing
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▪ This section includes standard information for filling out any kind of 
application:
▪ Name

▪ Age

▪ Identity and demographic information

▪ Contact info
▪ Provide a current address, and a current professional email address

Filling Out The Application: Biographical Information

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 48



▪ Some applications ask for 
academic information with 
different scope:
▪ All require your academic 

transcript: ask a Duquesne person 
about where in DORI you can get 
these (digital copy)

▪ Some ask for a list of taken or 
planned courses

▪ Include course name, textbook(s) used, 
and save syllabi in case you need them

▪ In addition to the transcript, some 
ask you to enter your GPA into a 
part of the application

▪ Cumulative GPA: take the value reported 
on your transcript

▪ Physics GPA: I calculate this by taking 
calculating the GPA weighting myself

Filling Out The Application: Academic History
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Perspectives From MSU’s Fall 2025 Accepted Graduate Students:
The Physics GRE Is Not Required For Admission
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▪ A curriculum vitae is a summary of all your educational, volunteer, and employment work
▪ For these applications: typically 1-2 page length
▪ I recommend using LaTeX for this (templates and user control)

▪ I recommend the following sections:
▪ Education: summarize experience in high school and undergrad – list GPA and degrees
▪ Skills: highlight technical skills relevant to the research field you’re interested in
▪ Research: Outline your research involvement. Short summary of the work you. Specify timeframe (Ex: 

May 2020 – August 2020 Duquesne URP), time commitment per week, and your advisor
▪ If space is available, make the section following research summary for projects/publications, highlight 

publications, posters, presentations, code, etc.
▪ Upload copies of your posters, presentations, any reports you wrote for summer research to some cloud storage (Dropbox, Google 

Drive) and insert interactable links to the file locations

▪ Awards and achievements: Dean’s list, summer internship awards, fellowship awards or offers. Include 
hyperlinks to uploads or scans if available

▪ Professional organizations: APS, Sigma Pi Sigma, etc
▪ Volunteer activities
▪ References: for applications this might not be necessary – discuss with your advisor

▪ Ask your advisor or a professor to see their CV if you need ideas!

Filling Out The Application: Curriculum Vitae
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Filling Out The Application: My CV
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Formatting error:

make sure your 

submitted CV 

does not have these!

Header should include current

Contact address, email, and number

Short summary

Link to relevant uploads

Specify your time 

commitment

List your advisor for 

contact purposes



▪ Ask your research advisor and course instructors if they would be willing to write a 
recommendation letter well in advance!

▪ Ask people who know you personally – give them the information they need outside of how 
well they know you for them to write an effective letter

▪ Requests for recommendation letters are typically sent during the application process, but 
sometimes after you submit the application
▪ Work with your recommenders to make sure they are aware of the deadlines for submission
▪ Send them an email when you list them as a recommender, just in case the notification email from the 

institution’s application gets missed
▪ Speak with them in-person to verify they are aware of when letters are due, and for which institutions

▪ To make the process easier for your recommender:
▪ Give at least 6 weeks notice
▪ Provide due dates
▪ Provide context for why you are applying
▪ Provide context about your career goals after graduate school

For the perspective of a faculty member, see my graduate advisor’s blog post:
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Writing the personal and academic statements is a formulaic process

Personal Statements

▪ Provide contextual information about yourself that hasn’t been captured in the application so 
far:
▪ Highlight leadership experiences (student organizations, volunteering, sports)
▪ Explain gaps or short comings in academic record
▪ Talk about your unique life experiences
▪ Are there obstacles outside of academics that you had to face? How did you overcome them?
▪ How might you curate and fit into the broader community?

Academic Statements

▪ Provide the context for why you’re interested in applying to the institution from a research 
perspective:
▪ What research do you want to do?
▪ Do you have experimental, theoretical, computational experience? Do you want to continue or try 

something new?
▪ Why are you applying at this institution? Mention the faculty or groups you are interested in working 

with. The more options, the better
▪ Add context about the most important research experience(s), give more detail than the CV

Filling Out The Application: Writing Statements

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 73



Writing the personal and academic statements is a formulaic process

Personal Statements

▪ Provide contextual information about yourself that hasn’t been captured in the application so 
far:
▪ Highlight leadership experiences (student organizations, volunteering, sports)
▪ Explain gaps or short comings in academic record
▪ Talk about your unique life experiences
▪ Are there obstacles outside of academics that you had to face? How did you overcome them?
▪ How might you curate and fit into the broader community?

Academic Statements

▪ Provide the context for why you’re interested in applying to the institution from a research 
perspective:
▪ What research do you want to do?
▪ Do you have experimental, theoretical, computational experience? Do you want to continue or try 

something new?
▪ Why are you applying at this institution? Mention the faculty or groups you are interested in working 

with. The more options, the better
▪ Add context about the most important research experience(s), give more detail than the CV

Filling Out The Application: Writing Statements

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 74



Writing the personal and academic statements is a formulaic process

Personal Statements

▪ Provide contextual information about yourself that hasn’t been captured in the application so 
far:
▪ Highlight leadership experiences (student organizations, volunteering, sports)
▪ Explain gaps or short comings in academic record
▪ Talk about your unique life experiences
▪ Are there obstacles outside of academics that you had to face? How did you overcome them?
▪ How might you curate and fit into the broader community?

Academic Statements

▪ Provide the context for why you’re interested in applying to the institution from a research 
perspective:
▪ What research do you want to do?
▪ Do you have experimental, theoretical, computational experience? Do you want to continue or try 

something new?
▪ Why are you applying at this institution? Mention the faculty or groups you are interested in working 

with. The more options, the better
▪ Add context about the most important research experience(s), give more detail than the CV

Filling Out The Application: Writing Statements

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 75



Writing the personal and academic statements is a formulaic process

Personal Statements

▪ Provide contextual information about yourself that hasn’t been captured in the application so 
far:
▪ Highlight leadership experiences (student organizations, volunteering, sports)
▪ Explain gaps or short comings in academic record
▪ Talk about your unique life experiences
▪ Are there obstacles outside of academics that you had to face? How did you overcome them?
▪ How might you curate and fit into the broader community?

Academic Statements

▪ Provide the context for why you’re interested in applying to the institution from a research 
perspective:
▪ What research do you want to do?
▪ Do you have experimental, theoretical, computational experience? Do you want to continue or try 

something new?
▪ Why are you applying at this institution? Mention the faculty or groups you are interested in working 

with. The more options, the better
▪ Add context about the most important research experience(s), give more detail than the CV

Filling Out The Application: Writing Statements

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 76



Writing the personal and academic statements is a formulaic process

Personal Statements

▪ Provide contextual information about yourself that hasn’t been captured in the application so 
far:
▪ Highlight leadership experiences (student organizations, volunteering, sports)
▪ Explain gaps or short comings in academic record
▪ Talk about your unique life experiences
▪ Are there obstacles outside of academics that you had to face? How did you overcome them?
▪ How might you curate and fit into the broader community?

Academic Statements

▪ Provide the context for why you’re interested in applying to the institution from a research 
perspective:
▪ What research do you want to do?
▪ Do you have experimental, theoretical, computational experience? Do you want to continue or try 

something new?
▪ Why are you applying at this institution? Mention the faculty or groups you are interested in working 

with. The more options, the better
▪ Add context about the most important research experience(s), give more detail than the CV

Filling Out The Application: Writing Statements

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 77



Writing the personal and academic statements is a formulaic process

Personal Statements

▪ Provide contextual information about yourself that hasn’t been captured in the application so 
far:
▪ Highlight leadership experiences (student organizations, volunteering, sports)
▪ Explain gaps or short comings in academic record
▪ Talk about your unique life experiences
▪ Are there obstacles outside of academics that you had to face? How did you overcome them?
▪ How might you curate and fit into the broader community?

Academic Statements

▪ Provide the context for why you’re interested in applying to the institution from a research 
perspective:
▪ What research do you want to do?
▪ Do you have experimental, theoretical, computational experience? Do you want to continue or try 

something new?
▪ Why are you applying at this institution? Mention the faculty or groups you are interested in working 

with. The more options, the better
▪ Add context about the most important research experience(s), give more detail than the CV

Filling Out The Application: Writing Statements

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 78



Writing the personal and academic statements is a formulaic process

Personal Statements

▪ Provide contextual information about yourself that hasn’t been captured in the application so 
far:
▪ Highlight leadership experiences (student organizations, volunteering, sports)
▪ Explain gaps or short comings in academic record
▪ Talk about your unique life experiences
▪ Are there obstacles outside of academics that you had to face? How did you overcome them?
▪ How might you curate and fit into the broader community?

Academic Statements

▪ Provide the context for why you’re interested in applying to the institution from a research 
perspective:
▪ What research do you want to do?
▪ Do you have experimental, theoretical, computational experience? Do you want to continue or try 

something new?
▪ Why are you applying at this institution? Mention the faculty or groups you are interested in working 

with. The more options, the better
▪ Add context about the most important research experience(s), give more detail than the CV

Filling Out The Application: Writing Statements

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 79



Writing the personal and academic statements is a formulaic process

Personal Statements

▪ Provide contextual information about yourself that hasn’t been captured in the application so 
far:
▪ Highlight leadership experiences (student organizations, volunteering, sports)
▪ Explain gaps or short comings in academic record
▪ Talk about your unique life experiences
▪ Are there obstacles outside of academics that you had to face? How did you overcome them?
▪ How might you curate and fit into the broader community?

Academic Statements

▪ Provide the context for why you’re interested in applying to the institution from a research 
perspective:
▪ What research do you want to do?
▪ Do you have experimental, theoretical, computational experience? Do you want to continue or try 

something new?
▪ Why are you applying at this institution? Mention the faculty or groups you are interested in working 

with. The more options, the better
▪ Add context about the most important research experience(s), give more detail than the CV

Filling Out The Application: Writing Statements

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 80



Writing the personal and academic statements is a formulaic process

Personal Statements

▪ Provide contextual information about yourself that hasn’t been captured in the application so 
far:
▪ Highlight leadership experiences (student organizations, volunteering, sports)
▪ Explain gaps or short comings in academic record
▪ Talk about your unique life experiences
▪ Are there obstacles outside of academics that you had to face? How did you overcome them?
▪ How might you curate and fit into the broader community?

Academic Statements

▪ Provide the context for why you’re interested in applying to the institution from a research 
perspective:
▪ What research do you want to do?
▪ Do you have experimental, theoretical, computational experience? Do you want to continue or try 

something new?
▪ Why are you applying at this institution? Mention the faculty or groups you are interested in working 

with. The more options, the better
▪ Add context about the most important research experience(s), give more detail than the CV

Filling Out The Application: Writing Statements

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 81



Writing the personal and academic statements is a formulaic process

Personal Statements

▪ Provide contextual information about yourself that hasn’t been captured in the application so 
far:
▪ Highlight leadership experiences (student organizations, volunteering, sports)
▪ Explain gaps or short comings in academic record
▪ Talk about your unique life experiences
▪ Are there obstacles outside of academics that you had to face? How did you overcome them?
▪ How might you curate and fit into the broader community?

Academic Statements

▪ Provide the context for why you’re interested in applying to the institution from a research 
perspective:
▪ What research do you want to do?
▪ Do you have experimental, theoretical, computational experience? Do you want to continue or try 

something new?
▪ Why are you applying at this institution? Mention the faculty or groups you are interested in working 

with. The more options, the better
▪ Add context about the most important research experience(s), give more detail than the CV

Filling Out The Application: Writing Statements

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 82



Writing the personal and academic statements is a formulaic process

Personal Statements

▪ Provide contextual information about yourself that hasn’t been captured in the application so 
far:
▪ Highlight leadership experiences (student organizations, volunteering, sports)
▪ Explain gaps or short comings in academic record
▪ Talk about your unique life experiences
▪ Are there obstacles outside of academics that you had to face? How did you overcome them?
▪ How might you curate and fit into the broader community?

Academic Statements

▪ Provide the context for why you’re interested in applying to the institution from a research 
perspective:
▪ What research do you want to do?
▪ Do you have experimental, theoretical, computational experience? Do you want to continue or try 

something new?
▪ Why are you applying at this institution? Mention the faculty or groups you are interested in working 

with. The more options, the better
▪ Add context about the most important research experience(s), give more detail than the CV

Filling Out The Application: Writing Statements

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 83



Writing the personal and academic statements is a formulaic process

Personal Statements

▪ Provide contextual information about yourself that hasn’t been captured in the application so 
far:
▪ Highlight leadership experiences (student organizations, volunteering, sports)
▪ Explain gaps or short comings in academic record
▪ Talk about your unique life experiences
▪ Are there obstacles outside of academics that you had to face? How did you overcome them?
▪ How might you curate and fit into the broader community?

Academic Statements

▪ Provide the context for why you’re interested in applying to the institution from a research 
perspective:
▪ What research do you want to do?
▪ Do you have experimental, theoretical, computational experience? Do you want to continue or try 

something new?
▪ Why are you applying at this institution? Mention the faculty or groups you are interested in working 

with. The more options, the better
▪ Add context about the most important research experience(s), give more detail than the CV

Filling Out The Application: Writing Statements

2025-04-11 A. Boyer, Physics Graduate School Slide 84



Filling Out The Application: My Academic Statements
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UConn UVAMSU

My advice: try to write a statement which you can repurpose for the different institutions you are applying to



Filling Out The Application: My Personal Statements
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UMICH MSU

My advice: try to write a statement which you can repurpose for the different institutions you are applying to



▪ In my opinion, I think the weakest parts of my application were my writing 
samples:
▪ My academic transcript indicated very good standing
▪ At the time of applications: had >1 year of research experience

▪ Posters, reports, and presentations which demonstrated this to the admissions committee

▪ When I read my own writing samples, I feel that I spend too much focus on the 
beginning of each sample trying to establish a story that leads up to why I got 
into research or physics
▪ It is understood that an applicant to a physics graduate program has an interest in physics 

– I could have avoided spending time on this part of the essay and focused more on my 
research interests at the institution

▪ I lacked sophistication in the way I wrote about certain faculty member or research 
projects

▪ In the case of MSU: I incorrectly state that the faculty I’m interested in working with is studying the neutron 
electric dipole moment (I still ended up in his group!)

The University of Notre Dame (UND, Indiana) offered some very useful advice for my writing statements that I wish 
I heeded. That document will be available for y’all to reference

Reflecting On The Weakest Links In My Applications
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Addendum 2025-04-11, This is available on the Google Drive folder:
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1MrRhtQuadO3X9_tc2aLZwXMoVS6jzcuf/view?usp=sharing 

Hints On Writing Statements From The University Of Notre 
Dame in Indiana
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What Does An Acceptance Look Like?
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▪ If you are accepted into a physics graduate program, there will be opportunities 
to visit the institution virtually and physically
▪ Virtually: a day-long set of Zoom sessions

▪ At MSU: Overview of program details from Graduate Program Directory, research area overviews, short 
presentations from student organizations, time slots to meet with individual faculty, and Q&A with current 
graduate students

▪ From memory: this was also what I remember from my virtual Uconn, Umass, and MSU visits

▪ Physical: A day or two visit to the institution, paid for in full by the hosting institution
▪ Reimbursement might be part of this process. For my visit to MSU in 2022, the lodging was paid for and I drove 

there, reimbursement was for gas

▪ In person version of the virtual visit, but with opportunities to really interact with people, tour the facilities, 
explore the area you might be living in, etc

▪ Ask the graduate program director to schedule you to meet with specific faculty

▪ Talk to current/former students in the groups you are interested in

▪ Try to ascertain lab culture of the groups you’re interested in

▪ See if there are available research opportunities for the summer before you start!

▪ I recommend going to visit for one extra day, just to explore possible living options

▪ Email current graduate student(s) and get suggestions for apartments or houses to rent or buy

Virtual and In Person Visits
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The following information comes from my graduate advisor, Jaideep Taggart Singh, who 
has served on MSU’s admissions committee in the past

▪ Admissions committee members like known quantities (i.e., letters from professional 
colleagues, applications that are former REU students, etc)

▪ Apply early so that you are eligible for university scholarships and fellowships – these 
nominations to university-wide competitions are typically due early in the admissions process

▪ Be exceedingly nice, polite, and grateful to the graduate program administrators, they 
have lots of power to help you

▪ Keep your recommendation letter writers in the loop about the status of your applications – 
they can sometimes influence things behind the scenes

▪ Be honest about your intentions, especially if your plans change

▪ Do not “ghost” anyone – you may interact with them in the future

▪ Give the committee “weapons” to advocate on your behalf

▪ Find out if there are any upcoming openings in the groups you’re interested in: (# of offers) = 
(# of expected slots based on funding) / (matriculation rate)

▪ Try to make contact – useful even if the PI does not respond

Insights From The Admissions Committee Perspective
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The following materials were created in the past by my graduate advisor:

▪ Blog post about Physics Grad School Applications,
https://spinlab.me/2021/09/13/physics-grad-school-application-bootcamp/ 

▪ Powerpoint slides for Physics Grad School Application “Boot Camp”, 
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/si8dez5en9nt5u0x3s9yl/2021-09-13-Grad-School-App-Bootcamp-JTS-
notes.pdf?rlkey=pqt87cj6rbxrx9rtismeqvhmp&e=1&dl=0 

▪ Recording of presentation of Physics Grad School Application “Boot Camp”, 
https://mediaspace.msu.edu/media/t/1_fyo73vuh 

▪ Blog post about the considerations that go into a recommendation letter, from my advisor’s perspective, 
https://spinlab.me/2018/06/06/the-time-consuming-privilege-of-writing-a-thoughtful-letter-of-recommendation-for-a-
student-2018-edition/ 

These are materials created or used be me: 

▪ My preferred template for making a CV,
https://www.overleaf.com/articles/montasirs-complete-cv/nrzhncvnktzd 

▪ Google Drive folder which contains all of my writing sample, my initial planning document, my spreadsheet, and 
other stuff,
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Bixm6REHZ8wZUYsbuNBCM79CLX5zwWeD?usp=sharing 

▪ A cost of living calculator is a useful tool to use to estimate how far your graduate stipend will get you economically
https://www.nerdwallet.com/cost-of-living-calculator 

Links to Stuff
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▪Graduate school is not just another undergrad degree
▪ There’s an academic component involving graduate level coursework
▪ There’s teaching experience expected at some level during your first few years
▪ Most of the experience is conducting novel research as a research assistant
▪ You don’t need a Masters to apply!

▪ Filling out these applications is a challenging process – try to streamline 
it as much as possible
▪ Create template documents that contain things common to other applications
▪ Start planning early and communicate extensively with the professors or 

recommenders helping you out

▪Make it a priority to visit the institutions if you get accepted
▪ This is the single biggest factor which led me to make my own decisions on where 

to go – its an extremely useful metric!

Conclusion
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