
APPLYING TO 
GRAD SCHOOL
IN INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

 
Introduce yourself and express interest 
to the school before you apply.
A great way to stand out in the application 
process is to make the effort to build a relation-
ship with admissions leaders before you apply. 
The pre-application period offers an unparalleled 
opportunity to show admissions directors just 
how interested you are by asking informed 
questions about program options  
and opportunities. 

Do an interview, if possible.
Whenever there is the opportunity for an 
interview or one-on-one time with admissions 
leaders or alumni, a great way to enhance  
your application is to make this a priority. 

Make an effort to visit the campus.  
For admissions directors, the students who  
come and visit are demonstrating their interest 
through their actions (reserving time to visit, 
incurring any costs associated, etc.). It also shows 
that you have thoroughly considered whether  
or not the campus is a good fit for you, making 
you even more attractive as a candidate.  

Identify your post-graduation objectives.
What is it that you’d like to achieve or accomplish 
in your career that graduate school will help you 
to do? List them out, connect the dots between 
skill sets and career objectives and link back to 
the programs that interest you. 

Explain why the school and the program 
are right for you.  
Admissions directors want to know what attracts 
you to their program’s unique mix of offerings. 
As you make your list of top choices, jot down the 
reasons why these programs made your list and 
emphasize these in your application. 

Refine your personal statement. 
A refined personal statement is often the 
only way to show your candidacy beyond the 
numbers. Admissions directors are looking for 
students who know why they are applying to 
graduate school and to their particular program. 

Know your weaknesses and address 
them in the application. 
The tough reality is that you can’t hide a 
weakness; admissions directors will see it. The 
good news, however, is that each part of the 
application offers an opportunity to counteract 
that weakness. Low verbal score on the GRE? Get 
a recommendation from your boss on your great 
presentation skills. Weak GPA? You better study 
for the GRE. 

Showcase how you would add diversity 
to the class.
Peer-to-peer learning and network development 
are core value propositions of many graduate 
school programs. Consequently, you can enhance 
your application by demonstrating the unique 
value that you bring to the table, such as a 
different social, political, or economic perspective, 
beyond your strong academic and professional 
credentials.  

Leverage recommendations to 
demonstrate something about you that 
you can’t show on your own.
As you think about who you’d like to request 
recommendations from, think about those who 
can speak to something specific and detailed that 
you want admissions directors to know about,  
but that they can’t see in your personal 
statement, transcripts, GRE scores, resume, 
writing sample, etc. 

Apply on time—particularly for 
scholarship consideration.
Every school has its own set of deadlines and 
timelines, and while most say that applying 
early doesn’t have an impact on your chances 
of admission, a surprising number of applicants 
apply late, which significantly weakens their 
chance of admission. Furthermore, if you are 
seeking any type of funding, applying by the 
school’s listed deadline is virtually a requirement.  
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THIS MONTH’S FP GUIDE IS FOCUSED ON 
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GRAD SCHOOL APPLICATIONS, FEATURING TIPS 
AND Q&AS WITH ADMISSIONS LEADERS FROM 
FIVE TOP SCHOOLS OF INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS.
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“KORBEL STUDENTS 
AND ALUMNI 
AREN’T AFRAID TO 
GO TO THE FIELD 
AND GET THEIR 
HANDS DIRTY.  

THEY ARE 
PROACTIVE AND 
ALWAYS LOOKING 
FOR OPPORTUNI-
TIES TO TAKE THE 
INITIATIVE. THAT’S 
WHAT WE’RE 
LOOKING FOR IN 
APPLICANTS.”    

-BRAD MILLER, 
DIRECTOR OF 
ADMISSIONS

University of Denver
JOSEF KORBEL SCHOOL OF INTERNATIONAL STUDIES 
BRAD MILLER, DIRECTOR, GRADUATE ADMISSIONS
 

Program Options: MA, Conflict Resolution; MA, Global Finance, 
Trade and Economic Integration; MA, International Administration; 
MA, International Development; MA, International Human Rights; MA, 
International Security; MA, International Studies (Note: Students can 
switch degree programs once they are enrolled.)  
Application Deadlines: Winter 2016 Enrollment – Priority application 
deadline: November 1, 2015
Fall 2016 Enrollment – Priority application deadline: January 15, 2016

Application Fee: $65 payable online or via check
Work Experience: Not required, but strongly recommended, 
particularly field work
Standardized Exam Scores: GRE required; scores must be from 
within the last five years
Recommendation Letters: Two required
Application Checklist: http://www.du.edu/korbel/media/
documents/ma-application-checklist-2015.pdf
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WHAT CHARACTERISTICS MAKE A SUCCESSFUL APPLICANT TO KORBEL?  
Beyond a demonstrated record of academic and professional success, we really want to see 
three characteristics in an applicant. First, they know what they want and why Korbel will 
help them achieve it. Second, they demonstrate how their work experience has informed 
their ambitions for graduate school and beyond. Third, they don’t just want any graduate 
program, they want Korbel. 

All of that said, we know students’ interests change. We take it as our responsibility to help 
students redirect their interests and objectives in a strategic way so they make the most of 
their time in graduate school. One example of this is our MA in Global Finance, Economics, 
and Trade. That major consistently has the fewest start in it, but is one of the largest at 
graduation, because students see that economics is the language of policy makers, and 
more importantly, they see that they can master it at Korbel. 

HOW MUCH DOES THE GRE MATTER IN YOUR ADMISSIONS REVIEW?  
Generally speaking, we give the GRE less weight than the sum of the rest of the 
application. By that I mean, we are looking for “fit” and less for raw standardized test 
scores. We require the GRE because it is one more piece of information to use as we 
evaluate applicants. For students with a low GPA, a strong GRE score can help us to see 
their academic potential. On the other hand, if someone has a strong application, including 
a high GPA, a weak GRE score is unlikely to ruin their chances of admission. 

DOES APPLYING EARLIER INCREASE CHANCE OF ADMISSION?  
There is not much of a difference in applying early or by the deadline, but there is a huge 
disadvantage to applying late. We consider all our applicants for scholarship funding, but 
applying after our priority date dramatically decreases the chances of receiving an award. 
In the case of Korbel, a campus visit before you apply can make a significant impact on 
your consideration for both admission and funding opportunities. 

HOW MUCH DOES WORK EXPERIENCE MATTER?  
Work experience matters a great deal. It is the great equalizer across our applications. 
Regardless of what undergraduate institution someone attended, how high their GPA 
was or how strongly they scored on the GRE, work experience tells us what they’re able to 
accomplish professionally. That said, we are less interested in a “minimum” or “average” 
number of years of work experience than we are in the things the applicant has accom-
plished in their career. For example, experience working abroad in the field—whether the 
applicant is 22 or 28—demonstrates to us and to employers who recruit at Korbel that the 
individual has the dedication and stamina to work in international affairs. 

WHAT TYPES OF RECOMMENDATIONS ARE MOST EFFECTIVE?  
Successful Korbel applicants seek recommendations that are thoughtfully written by 
someone who can attest to valuable information about the applicant that cannot be demon-
strated elsewhere on the application. A good example is an applicant seeking graduate 
admission but with no demonstrable work experience outside of internships. The applicant 
would be wise to see a professional recommendation from a previous supervisor who 
knows them well and can speak to their motivation, performance, and accomplishments. 
Students should avoid recommendation letters that merely “check the box,” those being the 
type that are clearly generic templates with information that we can easily find elsewhere 
in the application (such as their grades). 
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www.du.edu/korbel
877.474.7236

Kyleanne Hunter is a former offi cer in the United States Marine Corps, serving as an AH-1W Super Cobra attack 
pilot.  Now she’s a Sié Fellow at the Josef Korbel School’s  Sié Chéou-Kang Center for International Security & 
Diplomacy.  As such she’s working alongside world renowned faculty doing relevant research on today’s most 
pressing global issues.

To learn more about our master of arts programs and our two-year full tuition scholarship, the Sié Fellowship,   call 
303.871.2544 or email korbeladm@du.edu.

www.du.edu/korbel/info

““I came to Korbel because it’s a 
place where new ideas and 
different ideas are brought 
about – it’s not just about a 
set curriculum.”

- Kyleanne Hunter
M.A. Candidate

Sié Fellow

http://www.du.edu/korbel/info
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“IN ADDITION TO 
PROFESSIONAL 
EXPERIENCE, 
ACADEMIC 
PREPARATION, AND 
INTERNATIONAL 
EXPOSURE, JOHNS 
HOPKINS SAIS 
EMPHASIZES A 
CANDIDATE’S QUAN-
TITATIVE APTITUDE. 

WE BELIEVE 
THAT A SOUND 
UNDERSTANDING 
OF ECONOMICS IS 
INSTRUMENTAL 
TO BUILDING 
COMPETENCE 
AS AN INTERNA-
TIONAL AFFAIRS 
PROFESSIONAL.”     

-SIDNEY JACKSON, 
DIRECTOR OF 
ADMISSIONS

Johns Hopkins University
SCHOOL OF ADVANCED INTERNATIONAL STUDIES (SAIS) 
SIDNEY JACKSON, DIRECTOR OF ADMISSIONS 
 

Program Options: (Campus Locations)
Master of Arts; (Bologna, Italy; Nanjing, China; Washington, DC) 
Master of Arts in International Affairs (Bologna, Italy)
Master of Arts in International Studies (Nanjing, China) 
Master of Arts in International Economics and Finance (Washington, DC)
Master of Arts in Global Policy Program (Washington, DC)
Master of International Public Policy (Bologna, Italy; Washington, DC)

Fall 2016 Application Deadlines: Varies by program.
See deadline dates for the program that interests you at: http://www.sais-
jhu.edu/content/admissions#important-dates  
Application Fee: $85 payable online or via check
Work Experience: Strongly recommended
Standardized Exam Scores: GRE or GMAT required
Recommendation Letters: Two required
Application Checklist: http://www.sais-jhu.edu/sites/default/files/
Application_Instructions_2015.pdf 

WHAT CHARACTERISTICS MAKE A SUCCESSFUL APPLICANT TO SAIS?  
The answer to this question is slightly different for each of our programs, but generally 
speaking, we look for applicants who are creative, passionate, and driven, and demonstrate 
that they are poised for success. Of course there are several ways of illustrating these 
characteristics in an application, but there are a few commonalities: most successful 
applicants come to Johns Hopkins SAIS with significant international exposure—either 
having worked, studied, volunteered, or traveled outside of their home country. They also 
demonstrate strong analytic and quantitative aptitude—as evidenced through previous 
coursework, professional experience, and/or standardized test scores. Finally, our students 
are often proficient in one or two foreign languages. 

HOW MUCH DOES THE GRE MATTER IN YOUR ADMISSIONS REVIEW?  
The admissions committee takes a holistic approach to reviewing candidates and looks 
for indicators throughout the admissions cycle that will predict success at Johns Hopkins 
SAIS. Although standardized tests such as the GRE and GMAT can demonstrate an 
applicant’s quantitative and qualitative aptitude, they are not the determining factor in the 
admissions review. For example, there are some candidates who do very well on the GRE 
or GMAT, but lack appropriate work experience. (Johns Hopkins SAIS requires the GRE or 
GMAT for most degree programs; the GMAT is quite popular with applicants pursuing a 
dual MA/MBA program.) 

DOES APPLYING EARLIER INCREASE CHANCE OF ADMISSION?  
Johns Hopkins SAIS seeks talented and motivated candidates who wish to further develop 
their expertise and build a globally-minded career. Candidates should apply as soon as 
they feel their application best highlights their academic and work experience, extracur-
ricular activities, and personal or professional leadership roles. While the school offers an 
early notification enrollment option for some Master’s degree applicants, the acceptance 
rate is comparable in both early notification and regular decision pools. For the most 
competitive applicants, an early acceptance reduces the need to apply to other programs. 

HOW MUCH DOES WORK EXPERIENCE MATTER?  
Work experience helps the admissions committee to see that a student’s goals are informed 
by practical exposure to the subjects they wish to study. Students with relevant work 
experience are called upon to contribute in classroom discussions. That said, about 
ten to twelve percent of our incoming Master of Arts students arrive at Johns Hopkins 
SAIS directly from undergraduate programs, and they typically distinguish themselves 
by having had a strong academic record, unique internship experience, or received a 
fellowship supporting their graduate study.    

WHAT TYPES OF RECOMMENDATIONS ARE MOST EFFECTIVE?  
If the candidate is employed, the committee would prefer that at least one recommendation 
come from an immediate supervisor. Also, the longer someone has been out of school, the 
more emphasis will be placed on their professional accomplishments and career trajectory. 
Many undergraduate applicants will have professors write academic recommendations, 
however, the committee welcomes recommendations from an internship supervisor or a 
volunteer organization. Applicants should avoid recommendations from someone who 
does not know them well, but rather seek out a recommender who can talk about their 
interpersonal skills, character, leadership, and ability to succeed in the program. 

http://www.sais-jhu.edu/content/admissions#important-dates
http://www.sais-jhu.edu/sites/default/files/Application_Instructions_2015.pdf


STUDY WITH 
PURPOSE

Build your career  
with a world-class  

graduate education in 
international relations.

EUROPE • WASHINGTON • CHINA
www.sais-jhu.edu/admissions/fp
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“THE PARDEE SCHOOL 
TRAINS ITS STUDENTS 
TO UNDERSTAND 
GLOBAL CHALLENGES 
AND OPPORTUNITIES 
FROM MULTIPLE 
PERSPECTIVES. WE 
ARE LOOKING FOR 
STUDENTS WHO 

ARE INTELLECTU-
ALLY CURIOUS, 
ADAPTABLE, AND 
PASSIONATE.”   

-WILLIAM W. GRIMES, 
ASSOCIATE DEAN FOR 
ACADEMIC AFFAIRS

Boston University      
FREDERICK S. PARDEE SCHOOL OF GLOBAL STUDIES 
BILL GRIMES, ASSOCIATE DEAN FOR ACADEMIC AFFAIRS
PROFESSOR OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS AND 
POLITICAL SCIENCE

   
 

Program Options: Master of Arts in International Affairs (MAIA); Master 
of Arts in Global DevMaster of Arts in International Affairs (MAIA); 
Master of Arts in Global Development Policy (GDP); Master of Arts in 
International Relations & Environmental Policy (IREP); Master of Arts in 
International Relations & International Communication (IRIC); Master 
of Arts in International Relations, Mid Career (IREL); Master of Arts in 
International Relations & Religion (IRRN); Master of Arts in Latin American 
Studies (LASMA); Master of Arts in International Relations & Juris Doctor 
(IR/JD); Master of Arts in International Relations & Master of Business 
Administration (IR/MBA)

Fall 2016 Application Deadlines: Priority Deadline: January 15, 2016  
(for financial aid consideration)
Final Deadline: April 15, 2016
Application Fee: $95 payable online or via check
Work Experience: Helpful but not required
Standardized Exam Scores: GRE required, except for IR/JD and IR/MBA
TOEFL (For most international applicants)
Recommendation Letters: Three required; one must be from a 
university professor
Application Checklist:  
http://www.bu.edu/pardeeschool/prospective-students/
prospective-graduate-info/ 

WHAT CHARACTERISTICS MAKE A SUCCESSFUL APPLICANT TO PARDEE?  
For all of our programs, we want to see a demonstrated commitment to a career in  
international relations as well as international experience. In terms of academic 
preparation, we pay particular attention to writing ability and foreign language skills.  
We are interdisciplinary at our core, so we look for applicants who are open to various 
approaches and methods. We teach our students not only how to look at the world from 
multiple perspectives, but also how to choose the right analytical approach for any given 
issue. Our programs are problem-driven rather than methodology-driven, so we do not 
emphasize applicants’ quantitative preparation above other attributes. 

HOW MUCH DOES THE GRE MATTER IN YOUR ADMISSIONS REVIEW?  
The GRE is required for all of our programs except for the dual-degree programs with 
Law and Business, but it is not the main filter. We pay special attention to the elements of 
the application that reveal applicants’ insights and engagement with global issues, as well 
as the quality of their reasoning and writing. GRE scores are just one piece of the overall 
picture of whether we expect an applicant to thrive at the Pardee School.   

DOES APPLYING EARLIER INCREASE CHANCE OF ADMISSION?  
Applications for the fall semester are open until April 15, and applying early does not 
make a difference in admissions decisions. However, in awarding aid, priority is given to 
applicants who submit a complete application by January 15. Most programs also accept 
applicants for the spring semester, with a deadline of October 15. 

HOW MUCH DOES WORK EXPERIENCE MATTER?  
We value work experience, but it is not required. Internships, volunteer work and other 
forms of community and social engagement can also provide evidence of the applicant’s 
potential for future professional success. As with the GRE, work experience is one piece of 
the larger picture.  

WHAT TYPES OF RECOMMENDATIONS ARE MOST EFFECTIVE?  
We require three letters of recommendation, one of which should be from a university 
professor, if at all possible. Letters that address the applicant’s work experience are 
also encouraged. Recommenders should speak to the applicant’s academic strengths, 
leadership abilities, and commitment to global policy.  

 

 

http://www.bu.edu/pardeeschool/prospective-students/prospective-graduate-info
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THE WORLD. 

bu.edu/pardeeschool   @BUPardeeSchool

Advancing Human Progress

The Frederick S. Pardee School of Global Studies is Boston University’s newest school. Our students 
take courses with world-class faculty, and have access to University-wide resources and all our 
a�  liated regional and thematic studies centers.

Rigorous graduate programs—including joint and dual master’s degrees—o� er small classes, 
language profi ciency, and support for research travel.

 Gain real-world expertise before you graduate. Experience the Pardee di� erence.

PardeeAd_Final.indd   1 5/26/15   11:30 AM
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“THE HUMPHREY 
SCHOOL OF PUBLIC 
AFFAIRS IS DEEPLY 
ENGAGED WITH 
ADDRESSING GRAND 
CHALLENGES, 
AND APPLICANTS 
WHO THINK 
GLOBALLY AND 
ACT LOCALLY, WHO 

ARE COMMITTED 
TO THESE ISSUES, 
WILL FIND THAT 
THE SCHOOL IS 
AN EXCELLENT 
LABORATORY FOR 
THEIR GRADUATE 
WORK.”  

-AMY LUITJENS, 
DIRECTOR OF 
ADMISSIONS

University of Minnesota    
HUMPHREY SCHOOL OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS 
AMY LUITJENS, DIRECTOR OF ADMISSIONS 
 

Program Options: Master’s of Development Practice in International 
Development, Master of Public Policy, and other degree programs
Application Deadlines: Postmark deadline for university fellowship 
consideration: December 15
Postmark deadline for Humphrey School scholarship consideration: 
January 15
Postmark deadline for admission: April 15

Application Fee: $75 for domestic students, $95 for international 
students
Work Experience: Strongly recommended but not required
Standardized Exam Scores: GRE required
Recommendation Letters: Three required; writers should be 
applicant’s professors or work supervisors
Application Checklist:  
https://www.hhh.umn.edu/admissions/howtoapply.html 
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WHAT CHARACTERISTICS MAKE A SUCCESSFUL APPLICANT TO HUMPHREY?  
The Humphrey School mission, which honors our namesake, is to inspire and educate 
leaders to advance the common good in a diverse and changing world. With a broad swath 
of offerings across a number of degree programs, students engage in grassroots community 
development, policy making at international organizations, and everything in between. 
The School, housed in one of the world’s top research institutions, provides an academic 
home base from which students study with internationally-renowned researchers across 
disciplines. Opportunities such as these provide a collaborative climate necessary to 
address global grand challenges. Applicants who have a deep desire to align themselves 
with this impactful and critical work, and are able to articulate how their experiences and 
interests have prepared them for success in an interdisciplinary, academically rigorous, and 
practical learning environment are of great interest to the admissions committee. 

HOW MUCH DOES THE GRE MATTER IN YOUR ADMISSIONS REVIEW?  
The Humphrey School reviews each application it receives holistically, taking into account 
all of the components of the application submitted. GRE scores are helpful as one piece of 
the application, because they can demonstrate an applicant’s verbal reasoning, quantita-
tive, and analytical writing skills—all of which are important building blocks for the fields 
of study offered at the School—along with academic history, professional and leadership 
experience, contribution to diversity of views and experiences, and commitment to public 
service, strong GRE scores may make a candidate more competitive for merit based aid funding. 

DOES APPLYING EARLIER INCREASE CHANCE OF ADMISSION?  
Applicants do not increase their likelihood of admission by applying earlier than the 
application deadlines posted on our website. Any applications received by the respective 
deadlines will be considered equitably.

HOW MUCH DOES WORK EXPERIENCE MATTER?  
The Humphrey School’s average entering age for most master’s degree students is 26, and 
the majority of incoming students have held positions across sectors. While work experience 
is not required, it is very attractive to the admissions committee, and often has served as 
a catalyst for what leads applicants to a deeper desire to serve in the spirit of our mission 
[see above]. Our programs, led by well-known practitioners and researchers alike, enable 
students to expand upon the vision they may have developed while working and use that 
as a spring board to develop into effective public servants. Successful applicants who do 
not possess professional experience typically have a well-articulated plan for how their 
enrollment will assist them in achieving their goals, as well as how they are prepared to 
contribute to a community of peers and faculty collaborating on grand challenges.

WHAT TYPES OF RECOMMENDATIONS ARE MOST EFFECTIVE?  
Letters of recommendation are critical in the admissions process, and well-written letters 
can play a large role in the application’s outcome. Prospective students should plan ahead 
and talk with their letter writers in advance of the deadline; chances are, recommenders are 
writing a lot of letters for others, and advance notice is essential. The letters of recommenda-
tion give letter writers the opportunity to advocate for an applicant—the applicant should 
feel confident that the letters are meeting that goal. Too often, admissions committees see 
vague letters of recommendation or regurgitations of the applicant’s transcript or other 
application materials. The most effective letters come from individuals  familiar with the 
applicant’s work during undergraduate studies as well as internship and work experiences.
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INSPIRING LEADERS TO 

ADVANCE THE  
COMMON GOOD

 

 

HUMPHREY SCHOOL OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS
UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA 

301 19th Avenue South
Minneapolis, MN 55455

612.624.3800
hhh.umn.edu

FIVE MASTER’S DEGREES

• Master of Development Practice

• Master of Public Affairs (Mid-career)

• Master of Public Policy

• Master of Science in Science, Technology, 
   and Environmental Policy

• Master of Urban and Regional Planning

PhD IN PUBLIC AFFAIRS

GLOBAL INTERDISCIPLINARY 
OFFERINGS

As one of the country’s top-ranked professional 
public policy and planning schools, we match 
your passion with the knowledge, skills, and 
experience needed to advance the common 
good in a diverse world. The Humphrey School 
of Public Affairs is widely recognized for its role 
in examining public issues and shaping policy 
and planning at the local, state, national, and 
international levels. 

At the Humphrey School, I learned 
policy-oriented principles, practical 
skills, and strategic planning, but the 
most important part was being able to 
directly connect my interests here in 
the U.S. to making a difference in an 
international context.

Jasmine Blanks
Master of Public Policy

HHH_Foreign Policy_Final.pdf   1   7/22/15   12:47 PM



SPONSORED REPORT

GUIDE

10

“AS A SCHOOL AND 
AS A UNIVERSITY 
WE ARE COMMITTED 
TO DIVERSITY. WE 
WANT THE NEXT 
GENERATION OF 
INTERNATIONAL 
AFFAIRS LEADERS TO 
LOOK A LOT MORE 
LIKE THE DEMO-
GRAPHICS OF THE 
COUNTRY AND THE 
WORLD.”

 

-REBECCA DAVIS, 
ASSISTANT DIRECTOR, 
GRADUATE 
ENROLLMENT 
MANAGEMENT

American University     
SCHOOL FOR INTERNATIONAL SERVICE  
REBECCA DAVIS, ASSISTANT DIRECTOR, GRADUATE ENROLLMENT 
MANAGEMENT 
DIRECTOR, DIVERSITY & INCLUSION INITIATIVES
     
 

Program Options: MA degrees in: U.S. Foreign Policy and National 
Security; International Development; Global Governance, Politics, 
and Security; International Peace and Conflict Resolution; Global 
Environmental Policy; International Economic Relations; Ethics, Peace, 
and Global Affairs; Comparative and Regional Studies; Intercultural 
and International Communication; Natural Resources and Sustainable 
Development; Social Enterprise; International Relations (online); and 
other degrees.
Participates in the Paul D. Cloverdell Fellows Program for Returned Peace 
Corps Volunteers and offers the Peace Corps Master’s International Program

Fall 2016 Application Deadlines: Priority Deadline: January 15, 2016
Application Fee: $55 payable online or via check
Work Experience: Recommended
Standardized Exam Scores: See www.american.edu/sis/admissions/
requiredmaterials.cfm for more on test requirements.
Recommendation Letters: Two required for MA; three required  
for PhD
Application Checklist:  
http://www.american.edu/sis/admissions/requiredmaterials.cfm 

WHAT CHARACTERISTICS MAKE A SUCCESSFUL APPLICANT TO SIS? 
Successful applicants all share a strong academic background, have multiple indicators 
they can succeed here, and have a compelling rationale for why they have chosen the 
specific program to which they are applying. Many of our successful applicants introduce 
themselves before applying to discuss the degree options, and we can provide insights 
about what might be the best fit for them. Finally, SIS has a very collaborative culture, 
centered around a commitment to public service which is rooted in our school’s history.  
People who come here often find some common ground in their core values—most of 
which center on how to make a positive impact. These values connect students with each 
other and with faculty.  

HOW MUCH DOES THE GRE MATTER IN YOUR ADMISSIONS REVIEW?  
The GRE is significant and useful, but it’s not the be-all, end-all. We find that it’s the thing 
that applicants get most worried about, but it’s used as one piece of information to try to 
determine if someone can be successful here.  Despite the anxiety it causes, applicants 
should know that we don’t have a magic number in our head. We holistically review 
applications, so any weakness—including a low GPA—has the potential to be mitigated 
by other factors, such as impressive work experience, a statement of interest that conveys 
a clear interest and motivation for the program as well as future plans for putting the 
degree to use, evidence of leadership, resilience, and critical thinking, which may be 
conveyed in a resume or letters of recommendation.   

DOES APPLYING EARLIER INCREASE CHANCE OF ADMISSION?  
Applying before our priority deadline, January 15th, won’t make a difference. All appli-
cations submitted (and complete with supporting documents) by January 15th are 
considered with the same weight. Applicants are also welcome to apply later than that, but 
if they want to be considered for funding opportunities they must apply by January 15th.   

HOW MUCH DOES WORK EXPERIENCE MATTER?  
SIS prides itself on combining theory and practice, so having work experience is really 
valuable for our students to be able to measure it up against the theory they are learning. 
Of course, we definitely admit students straight out of undergrad, but it’s important for 
those applicants to have had some real world experiences, such as internships or long term 
time abroad. Some programs emphasize the importance of work experience more than 
others, but all programs place a significant value on experience.

WHAT TYPES OF RECOMMENDATIONS ARE MOST EFFECTIVE?  
There are two types of recommendation letters that can be particularly effective for SIS 
applicants. The first kind is the one that speaks to the applicant’s commitment to public 
service, work ethic, and can cite specific examples that we can’t see elsewhere in the 
application. While those attributes can certainly come across in a personal statement 
and on a resume, having a third party speak to this in the recommendation can certainly 
enhance the application. Secondly, when students apply it’s worth putting some thought 
into what their weaknesses are. If a student has weak quantitative scores, for example, a 
letter from a boss who managed their quantitative analysis at work could be a great use of 
the recommendation letter.

   

 

 

http://www.american.edu/sis/admissions/requiredmaterials.cfm
www.american.edu/sis/admissions/requiredmaterials.cfm
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FOR 
MORE
INFORMATION 
ON DEVELOPING 
YOUR GRAD 
SCHOOL 
APPLICATION 
and for ways to connect 
directly with admissions 
directors at a variety of 
programs around the 
world, go to 

www.fpguidegradapp.
foreignpolicy.com  

HOW DO WE LINK ENVIRONMENTAL 
SUSTAINABILITY WITH SOCIAL JUSTICE? 

Just ask Garrett Graddy-Lovelace and Malini Ranganathan, both 

geographers, political ecologists, and professors at the School of 

International Service. While Ranganathan studies urban water access 

and flood risk in India and the US, Graddy-Lovelace researches 

grassroots agrarian politics in the Andes, Appalachia, and beyond. 

 

Learn how you can join these professors and their colleagues in 

meaningful conversations at www.american.edu/sis.
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