
Tips for Applying to Doctoral Programs in English 

University of North Florida 

(Alumni insights gathered from a panel with USC doctoral student Chelsea Hawthorne, ’17; 

UNC doctoral student Valeria Kelco, ’16; and Assistant Professor of English, University of 

North Georgia Stephanie Rountree, ’10) 

1. Read Dr. Karen Kelsey’s The Professor is In: The Essential Guide To Turning Your 

Ph.D. Into a Job. Even though you are not on the job market, you should know the 

challenges people on the market and in the profession face. 

Also see http://theprofessorisin.com/ 

2. Read Donald Asher’s Graduate Admission Essays. 

3. Start early with your preparations.  

 Become active socially. Take on a leadership role in EGO, Sigma Tau Delta, or the 

Graduate Student Organization. 

 Speak at conferences, both on campus and at other universities. Network. 

 Develop a clear sense of where you want to go academically. Think about what you can 

offer to the field in terms of research that others can’t.  

 Develop mentor relationships in your area of interest. 

4. When applying to Ph.D. programs, keep the following in mind. 

 Write to the Graduate Coordinator for job placement numbers or check the research on 

job placement on the Modern Language Association’s website. 

 Know that it may take a year or two to get into a program. 

 Be willing to relocate geographically for the program and then, perhaps several times, for 

a job. 

 Know that most Ph.D. candidates do postdoctoral work or fill temporary positions before 

finding (if they do find) a tenure-line job. Most positions are teaching (not research) 

positions but employees are still expected to do research. 

 Think about a good FIT for a graduate program. Graduate programs want students who 

fit their programs in terms of academic backgrounds and strengths. Think about what you 

can bring to a program. 

 When applying to Ph.D. programs, locate specific professors in your field at each 

program you apply to and include this information in your letter of application (you 

would like to work with _____ because __________). E-mail professors and establish a 

relationship. 

 Develop a strong personal statement. Let mentors review the statement and attend 

workshops on writing personal statements. 

 Have multiple readers for your sample essay. 

http://theprofessorisin.com/


 Work on publishing, even as a master’s student. While you may not get published, you 

might find some core idea you can develop later. Think of every class essay as a 

possibility. 

 Look for funding offers. If you are not offered funding, there might be other opportunities 

on campus or scholarships available that the department you are applying to fails to 

mention. 

 Avoid debt. Only attend a university that offers you a tuition waiver and a means of 

earning money (usually a teaching assistantship). Because you may be out of work—or in 

low paying work—immediately after graduation, you cannot afford to pay back large 

loans. Even with fulltime work, you will not be making enough money to pay back large 

loans (unlike other professions, such as the medical or dental professions). 

Other notes: Most jobs are teaching heavy, yet new faculty are also expected to do research 

and service. Find balance in your life now as a practice for finding balance in your life later!  

 

 

 

 


