Thinking about Graduate School
Why go to graduate school?
• Graduate school affords you 2-3 years of intense focus on your studio
practice with faculty and peers helping to move you and your work forward.
• It pushes you to learn how to ask better questions of yourself and your
practice.
• The goal is to build and understand the foundation upon which you will
work for the rest of your life.
• Build a network a peers and mentors to help sustain your practice beyond
your graduate experience.
• Understand and communicate the often complex historical and cultural
fields within which your work exists.
When should you not go to graduate school?
• Don’t go if you are not open to change in your practice.
Graduate school study assumes that you are willing to push your
practice in to new territories. You may end up someplace you never
dreamed of, you may circle back to where you began. You must be able
to suspend what you think you know.
• Don’t go if you are not ready to take on the financial responsibility of
graduate school.
Tuition costs are often high. You should have a plan to fund the tuition
and fees and how you will pay it back after school. The stress of these
unanswered questions can deter a student from taking full advantage of
the program you decide to attend.

Before applying
• Figure out where you want to be 5-10 years after graduate school.
• Figure out where you work is and where you think it might be moving.
• Are you ready for focused graduate study?
o Talk to artists or faculty you know who have an MFA about their
experiences
o It is often better to wait a few years between undergrad and
graduate school. There are exceptions to this, but generally grad
schools are looking for a focused individual with life experience who
has had time to develop their work outside of academia.

Looking at programs
• Type of study: low residency vs. full residency.
• Departmental vs. Interdisciplinary experience
• Call or visit the programs you are interested in.

Resources
• Gradschools.com website
• Petersons.com website
• National Graduate Portfolio Days, portfolioday.net/graduate-events
o 5 graduate events each fall, Boston, New York, Chicago, Los
Angeles, San Francisco
o Visit with faculty and Admissions reps from schools in person, talk
to them about your portfolio and their program.
• CAA (College Art Association) Directories, a yearly published directory
o www.collegeart.org/directories/ to order
o $45 members, $55 non-members
Questions to ask any school:
• How a graduate department works:
Clearly defined majors and media vs. interdisciplinary cross media
• How does the graduate department function within the larger college or art
department? How do graduates overlap with undergrads? Or not?
• Who are the faculty, what are their interests, how does it fit into the larger
program? Your work does not need to match the faculty’s work, but it is
good to have an idea of where they are coming from.
• What kind of visiting artists do they bring in?
• Does the program have a particular goal, focus, or way of thinking about
the art world?
• How many students do you accept each year for each department?
• If you are interested in teaching in the future do they focus on teaching
and helping you gain teaching experience?
• Find out what kind of aid is available. Free your mind of the myth that you
can go to graduate school for free. It is rarely true anymore. If it works out
that a program offers you a deal, fabulous! But do not approach schools as
if they owe this to you. Ask about scholarships and how you apply for them.
• Talk to the admissions officers, assistant or coordinator for that program.
Ask questions about the program, application process and availability of
student or faculty contacts.
o Ask them what kind of students they are looking for (most colleges
will have a specific answer to this question)
o What is a typical student (age, media, where are they coming from,
background)
o Is there an academic component to the program? What does it look
like compared to or combined with a studio practice? How do
students juggle the requirements? It is good to hear how they think
about this; you can compare it to the read you got from their
materials or web site.

•

Be nice to everyone you talk to. It does affect how your application is
viewed and how you will be as a student in their program. If you are
difficult going in, they may feel you will be difficult all the way through. It
will work against you. There are a lot of applicants for grad school and a lot
of solid work your application is being compared to, there is always
someone else who could fill your spot.

Spend your money wisely
• Applications are expensive, $40-$100 application fees and the material
preparation cost.
• Don’t apply to 10 schools; a focused attempt at a few of your top choices
makes you look like an informed applicant.
Preparing an application
• Talk to someone at the college you are applying to about the application
process. Be clear about each requirement and what they are looking for. It
is good to ask for specifics about:
Program proposals/essays
Portfolio
Letters of recommendation
Aid/FAFSA forms
Interviews
•

Also, how they want to receive your application. Can it come in pieces, or
must it arrive all at once.

•

Do not deviate from what is asked for. It might be OK to add more, but do
not leave anything out.

Portfolio
• Your portfolio should match the school you want to get into.
• Think about your 5-10 year goal, your portfolio/proposal should somehow
speak to that goal.
• Only include your best work. If you have any doubts about any piece, do
not include it. More is not better.
• Make sure you send the portfolio in the format they have required,
uploaded jpegs, CD/DVD…
• Make sure things are clearly labeled (media and size) and include a slide
list.
• If the proposal or essay does not ask you about the work you are
submitting, include a brief artist statement(s).
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