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by Diwaker Gupta

I used to have a lot of questions and doubts during apping. This guide is an attempt to
address some of those questions and doubts, in the hope that other prospective appers might
find it useful. Though this guide is written with undergrads from IIT Kanpur in mind, others

might find it useful as well.
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1. STOP!

Before you read any further, please review the following carefully.

Come fall, I inevitably receive emails from numerous people enquiring about admissions at
UCSD. I have tried to put in all the information I have in this document and the UCSD Grad
Student FAQ. Please go through these documents carefully before sending me an email. In
particular, do not send me email asking the following:

• These are my credentials. Can you tell me what chance do I have of getting admitted to
UCSD: I can't. And even if I did, I probably wouldn't. So please, don't ask.

• What should I do in this XYZ situation?: please contact the graduate student admissions
office at your respective university. They have people who are paid to answer such
questions and help you out. I'm not administrative staff, and I don't have the time,
motivation or enthusiasm to accurately answer such questions.

• Will I get financial aid?: as I've mentioned here and elsewhere, if you are admitted to a
PhD program, you probably will. If on MS, chances are low. There are exceptions in both
cases, and beyond that I don't have an opinion. This is all I know, honest!

2. Introduction

So you've somehow dragged yourself through 4 years of undergraduate studies, and you find
yourself at the crossroads (yet) again -- MBA, MS/PhD, IAS etc etc. Perhaps you are really
interested in learning more; or you just don't want to do an MBA or go for IAS, which leaves
further studies as the only option; or you haven't given much thought to the matter, and
having got a decent CPI, are taking the common course of action. Whatever the reason for
apping, most likely you will have a lot of doubts about many things and a lot of questions
will come up throughout the apping process. This guide tries to answer some of those
questions; but be warned that this is based on my experiences and passed down
word-of-mouth knowledge and is by no means an exhaustive treatise.

The key to successful apping is planning. Apping is both an expensive and a time consuming
process, so make sure you plan well ahead and meticulously. Another very important point is
to be realistic, but I'll come to that later. This document is divided into three broad sections --
before, during, and after. Although this guide started out for appers in Computer Science, it
has ended up being quite general and I hope that people from every stream can find it of
some use.

2.1. Copyright and License

This document, Apping for Dummies, is copyrighted (c) 2004 by Diwaker Gupta. Permission
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is granted to copy, distribute and/or modify this document under the terms of a Creative
Commons License.

2.2. Disclaimer

No liability for the contents of this document can be accepted. Use the concepts, examples
and information at your own risk. There may be errors and inaccuracies, that could be
damaging to your system. Proceed with caution, and although this is highly unlikely, the
author(s) do not take any responsibility.

All copyrights are held by their by their respective owners, unless specifically noted
otherwise. Use of a term in this document should not be regarded as affecting the validity of
any trademark or service mark. Naming of particular products or brands should not be seen
as endorsements.

2.3. Credits/Contributors

I would like to thank Asim Shankar, Abhay Agarwal, Manav Ratan Mittal and Shantanu
Sharma for their comments, suggestions and contributions. I would also like to mention
Arindam Chakravorty, Akhil Gupta, Ambuj Tewari and Mahim Mishra for their valuable
inputs. Finally, a special thanks to my advisor, Amin Vahdat.

2.4. Feedback

Feedback is most certainly welcome for this document. Send your additions, comments and
criticisms to the authors' email address.

3. Before you start apping

I'll mention this point again and again throughout this article -- planning is critical in the
apping process. So even before you begin apping, you need to put in some time and thought
to it. Questions like when to start apping, where to app, do you really want to app etc are
handled in this section. Most importantly, the million dollar issue of whether to do an MS or
a PhD is also discussed.

3.1. Do you really want to app?

Actually, I'm not a proponent of the reason behind this question, but anyway. Most people
would tell you that you should app only if you are really interested in the subject, if you think
about problems and issues beyond the classroom and if you do actually want to LEARN.

While that is not wrong, it certainly isn't always practical. I mean, I know many people who
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had no clue as to what to do after their bachelors, and figure that studying a bit more may
give them some more time to figure things out. Besides, good jobs may not be forthcoming
right after an undergraduate degree, and who wouldn't like a good stipend just for studying!

My take is that basically, if you have thought out all other options and think that you want to
study more for whatever reasons and have the patience and commitment to put in that much
work, go ahead with it.

3.2. When to start apping?

You should start thinking about apping around a year and a half before the intended date of
joining. So for instance, if you plan to join in September (Fall) 2005, you should start doing
thinking, booking test dates etc around January 2004. Try to take all your tests so that your
scores are available (in hard copy) by the time you start filling out applications. This way,
you are less likely to have problems in getting your scores reported to the universities as
well. I would recommend getting over with GRE and TOEFL by October at most, if you're
applying for the next fall. You should finish filling out the online application forms by
December at most. (some universities like UWash have a very early deadline)

At the same time, start working on your resume and SoP. And most importantly, talk to your
profs for the recos. Make sure you have all the recos done by December, so that by
December/January, you have sent out all the application material.

3.3. Tests

3.3.1. GRE

3.3.1.1. General Information

GRE is the Graduate Record Examination and is required by most US universities for
admission. These days, GRE is only administered as a CBT (Computer Based Test). Don't
confuse this with the Subject GRE (or the Advanced GRE) which is still paper based.
Though you might hear often that GRE is a piece of cake, don't take it lightly. Besides the
fact that you are spending US$ 130 on it, its very easy to mess up your scores if you are not
careful.

It is best to take the GRE as early as possible. Try to take it before your 4th (senior) year
begins - mugging up the word list will be much easier at that time. It might be difficult to get
yourself into that mindset so early on, but trust me, it will pay off tremendously! It is best to
get over with the hassle of GRE asap, more so since over the last 2 years the number of GRE
takers has shot up and you will have to rush to get a date of your choice. The GRE bulletin
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can be downloaded for free from their website, or can be ordered for free from IPEM (see
online references below)

GRE is scored out of 1600+6.

• Quantitative: 45 minutes, 28 questions
• Verbal: 30 minutes, 30 questions
• Essay: 30 + 45 minutes, 2 questions

3.3.1.2. GRE is adaptive

The GRE CBT is an adaptive test - which is to say that it "adapts" the questions according to
your performance. So if you are doing well, you are likely to get harder questions than you
would have had you not been doing so well.

Note:
NEVER EVER try to estimate your performance based on the hardness of the questions that you are getting. These are highly
statistical measures and should NOT be used while taking the GRE.

3.3.1.3. Quantitative Section

The quantitative section is clearly the easiest with mostly 8th grade math. You should try to
get full marks on this section - go slow and easy, since there will be plenty of time. Pay
special attention to the graphs and plots in Data Interpretation Questions - its easy to make
mistake on those! Besides that, this section should be smooth sailing

3.3.1.4. Verbal Section

Which brings us to the most dreaded section of the GRE - the Verbal section. The bible of
the verbal section is considered to be Barron's book on GRE. However, I think that any
decent word list should serve just as well. It is not easy to mug up all of the 3500 words - but
you should certainly go over the complete word lists at least thrice and keep revising the
words from time to time.

3.3.1.5. Essay Section

I took the GRE in the old pattern, so I really don't know much about the essay section. From
what my friends tell me, its similar to the essay in TOEFL, except that its much harder in
terms of content and grading. So don't take it too easily -- try to write a good essay. Going
through the sample essays in the GRE booklet should give you a good idea. Some of my
friends scored a perfect 6 on this section, and most people came in the 4.5 - 5.5 range.
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Here is some more information (courtesy Abhaya Agarwal): GRE Essay: There are 2
questions.

In first one, you are given a topic and you have to give ur perspective on it. It is not required
to write either in for or in against but you should be consistent. There is no one correct
position. This is for 45 minutes. As opposed to common perception, you need not give
examples from american history for the evaluator to understand ur point. Indian history will
do as well. The main stress should be on good points, nice organization, healthy vocab etc. It
is the technique of ur writing that is more on test.

Second one is easier. In this one, you are given a logical argument kind of thing and you have
to find faults with the argument. These faults will be purely logical like hidden
assumptions/decisions reached based on insufficient data etc. Again organize the essay well.
Going through the categories of faults that generally appear in GRE essays as given in gre
essay book available on campus should see you through easily.

3.3.2. TOEFL

TOEFL is the Test Of English as a Foreign Language. It is designed to test your basic skills
in English - including reading, writing, listening etc - hence no special preption is really
required. Basically, you can just walk in and take TOEFL any day you feel like it. You will
have things like -- an audio clip will be played, and then some questions will be asked based
on that; there will be some very simple grammer questions (like sentence completion); some
reading comprehension stuff (not the usual questions, but really easy ones like point out the
word similar in meaning to some word in such-and-such pgraph) and so on.

Since the number of people taking TOEFL is much higher than the number of people taking
GRE (because TOEFL is required by almost every professional going to the US), you better
get your dates as early as possible. Besides, since no special preption is required for TOEFL,
I would suggest you take it in your fifth sem itself. But definitely get it over with by October.

The TOEFL bulletin may be downloaded for free from their website or ordered through
IPEM, again for no charge.

3.3.3. AGRE

The AGRE or the Subject GRE is not required, but recommended by most US universities,
and required by some (this is for CS). Among other streams, usually pure science streams
like math, physics and chemistry require the AGRE. Possibly humanities also require --
please refer to the GRE bulletin for details.

Here are some a few things about the Computer Science AGRE:

Apping for Dummies

Page 7
Copyright © 2005 Diwaker Gupta. All rights reserved.



• Be very sure of your theory: automata, complexity, computability: I think these topics
form at least 30-35% of the test.

• Algorithms: worst and average case performance of the common algorithms, how they
work

• POPL basics, including stuff like lambda calculus.
• CO material, and some architecture fundamentals.
• OS material: scheduling, mutual exclusion, virtual memory etc.

There are also lots of questions that can at best be termed vague: these are the type that ask
you what type of network the Internet is. The test preption booklet from ETS is very useful.
Go through it in good detail to get an idea of the kind of questions asked and the weightage
on each topic. About the course material, I guess the emphasis was definitely more on theory
(disc. maths, TOC, prog languages). There were questions on architecture and a few
questions on networking. I don't think you should leave out anything, except for tangential
courses like AI (if you have taken any such courses). Just go through the rest of the stuff.

3.3.4. TSE

TSE is the Test of Spoken English. Many appers are confused as to whether they are required
to take the TSE or not. In most cases, it is NOT required to TSE. However, it is best to
confirm with the university that you are applying to.

But none of us at IITK had given the TSE. So, if no prof finds your file interesting enough to
give you an RA, and you haven't given the TSE, they make you something called a Graduate
Assistant (GA), which is like a non-teaching TA -- doing stuff like grading answer scripts,
sys admin of some lab etc. Once they have given you an open offer, they have to support you
one way or the other.

TSE is a very easy test. You can give it if you intend to app to UIUC. And there's no hurry.
You can give it during the next sem also, if you get admitted to UIUC. But it's not necessary
and if you do decide to come here, with your acads, you would definitely get an RA.

3.3.4.1. Some information specific to UIUC

TSE is required for getting a Teaching Assistantship at UIUC. You must be knowing this
already, but let me repeat it anyway: financial aid from any university is usually in the form
of an assistantship. Assistantships are generally of two types: Teaching Assistantship (TA)
and Research Assistantship (RA). As a TA, you are assigned to a course and you help the
instructor by grading answer scripts, taking tutorials and having fixed office hours in which
the students of your class can come to clear any doubts etc. As a Research Assistant, you get
assigned to a prof and directly participate in his groups research. It might be debatable, but
my personal opinion is that an RA is better.
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Anyway, the offer from UIUC comes as an "open offer", which means guaranteed financial
support, fees waiver etc., but it does not specify the nature of the offer. Once you accept the
offer, they convert it to TA or RA. For getting a TA, it is required by Illinois (the state in
which UIUC is) law that you have satisfactory performance on the TSE or SPEAK. SPEAK
is a UIUC administered test that one can give on campus here.

3.4. What Universities want?

Note:
This section has changed!! After some really insightful feedback from faculty here at UCSD, I've updated the list below to
more accurately reflect the selection procedure. Read on!

Universities take into account a lot of factors which considering prospective applicants -- you
need to think from the Universities perspective to get a better feel. In my opinion, the priority
goes something like this:

1. CGPA
2. JEE rank
3. Letters of recommendation
4. Statement of purpose
5. Publications
6. Test scores

As you can see, test scores count the least -- they're just like coarse filters to make a cut-off
among the applicants. A decent score in GRE and TOEFL should be OK, there is no need to
burn your blood for the tests.

You might be a bit surprised by the fact that JEE scores are ranked up so high. So was I!
Infact, it wasn't until a few months after I reached the US that I found this out. And this is
first hand information from a member of the faculty, so you better believe it. He told me that
they are well aware of the JEE screening (he actually used JEE instead of Joint Engineering
Exam!) and that the JEE rank is pretty significant in their evaluations.

The basic idea being that even if your final GPA isn't that great, if you had an AIR less than
50, they know that you definitely have the capability to do well against a really tough
competition; and that counts a lot! And so if you haven't put your JEE rank in your CV yet,
go ahead and do it. Try to be a little smart and strategic about how you mention your rank.
Here are a few style depending upon your rank:

• 20th rank among 120,000
• Among the top 0.05% examinees
• 99.999% percentile
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Now, publications are usually not as much under your control as say GRE. Of course if
you've been guided properly, you might already have a few papers by the time you app, but
in most cases most people will NOT a publication at this time. Which is precisely the reason
for its importance. If you have a publication in a good international conference, you can get
into the top most schools (like MIT and Berkeley) irrespective of your GPA or resume. Of
course, a publication will usually automatically warrant good recommendations as well.

If you don't have a publication, play to your strengths. The next most important document is
your SoP. I can't emphasize more on its importance -- it can really make or break your
selection. I spent a lot of time on my sop and then came up with a totally ordinary looking
piece. Reason? -- I had already looked at some other SoPs. Moral of the story -- be original!
More on the SoP in section [REFERENCE HERE]

Though CGPA appears low on the list, its a fairly important criteria for most applicants
because most applicants will not fair well in the publications or SoPs. So if you've slogged 4
years to be the departmental topper, it WILL make some difference to your application.
However, being the topper still DOES NOT guarantee admission into any school. Especially
in the last 2 years, the trend has changed dramatically. Bottom line -- if you're at the top, its
good, but you can't be complacent at that; and if you're not, don't lose heart -- you can still
make up elsewhere.

3.5. Where to app?

This is perhaps the most crucial step in the apping process. While deciding which universities
you want to apply to, you need to take into account a number of factors:

• Reputation of the university in your areas of interest
• Responses received from suck letters (if any) Please refer to section [REFERENCE] for

more details
• Your own credentials
• Other factors like aid, geography, type of program and so on

First off, do not blindly follow the US News rankings. Talk to your faculty about which
universities are doing good work in your areas of interest and then pick the ones you want to
apply to from among these, keeping in mind the US News rankings. Very often, the toppers
have the habit of applying to the top 6-8 universities, which isn't in the best interest of
anyone. Bear in mind that you're up against a hell lot of people from all over the world and
so just being the topper won't get you into any university you like. You want to apply to
universities where you have the greatest chances. Take a look at the section ``What
universities want?'' ([REFERENCE]) for more information.

Although I've said that you're up against applicants the world over, the worst competition in
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from within. It is extremely important that you sit together with other people in your
department who are apping and figure this out. For instance, it doesn't make sense for the top
5 people to apply to the same top 8 universities. Neither will all the top 5 make it to all the
top 8 universities, nor the people below will get any chance. Basic procedure to be followed
is this:

1. List out ALL the people who intend to app, along with areas of interest and recommender
name

2. Check out the last few years trend at your college -- most universities have their
favorites; eg. UIUC takes a lot of IITKians but hardly anyone from IITB applies there.

3. Make sure that at most two people apply in one university from each department; this
should be done bearing in mind the areas of interest and preventing any reco clashes

Of course, its easier said than done. To make sure what I've just outlined works, most of the
people will have to make some compromises. After all, why would the topper not want to
apply at the top 8 universities? But the secret to successful apping is a little compromise in
the common good of all. If each one of you goes his own way, everyone will suffer --
including the top ranker.

Another important issue is that of backup universities? And also at how many places should
you apply. Most people apply between 6-10 universities, depending on their credentials
and/or financial constraints. As for backup universities, I would suggest that you have at least
4 backup universities -- go as low as you can, and then go a little lower further.

Last, but not the least, your choice of program should also be considered while choosing
universities. Whether you want to go for an MS or PhD can have significat impact on your
choice -- read on the following section to find out more.

3.6. MS vs. PhD

This can be a tricky issue over which a lot of people do a lot of thinking, and in most cases
never coming out with a definite answer. Lets get the basics straight first -- these days,
funding for an MS is extremely rare. You might get funded after you join, but there are no
guarantees. So go for an MS only, if you're parents have a lot of dough or you are willing to
take hefty study loans. On the brighter side, admission into the MS only program is usually
easier compared to the PhD program in any university.

With the PhD program, however, admission becomes tougher. At the same time, in almost all
cases PhD students will be funded by the university. Basically, the university is making an
investment when it decides to fund anyone. Naturally, PhDs get more funding than MS
students because -- a) the University expects that you'll do some good research work which
will benefit the department directly/indirectly in near/distant future; and b) the university
really doesn't expect anyone to be able to bear the expenses for 4-5 years!
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A lot of students want the best of both worlds -- a funded MS. Since there are usually no
``officially'' funded MS programs, people came up with a round-about method -- take
admission into the PhD program, and quit after an MS. Sounds good, doesn't it? Well the bad
part is that in many cases, you won't be able to quite without spilling some bad blood --
maybe your adviser is not happy with your decision or something like that. Of course, this
may not affect you much, but it does make a difference in the long run. So for instance, if for
a scholarship, an Indian is competing against a Chinese, more often than not (all things
remaining the same) the Chinese is likely to be favored; since over the years Indian students
have gained a reputation of not being the sincerest lot. A more direct impact may be felt on
the future applicants from your undergraduate college.

So, what are we left with then? Actually, a lot depends upon your adviser. If your adviser is
okay with your leaving after an MS, then there is really not much to worry about. Then it also
depends on the university policy. In places like CMU and CalTech, you can NOT leave the
PhD program in the middle (meaning that you CAN leave, but that will be without any
degree). Also bear in mind that while going for a PhD, the priority should be on the research
work in your department or your advisor, and not necessarily the university ranking.
However, while going for an MS, most people generally give higher priority to the university
ranking.

The final decision is of course yours. If you can handle the expenses and are not sure of your
commitment, go for an MS. If you know you're made for research, PhD is for you. If you are
hanging somewhere in the middle, perhaps the best option is to go for a PhD and who knows,
maybe you'll indeed finish it.

If you're still not confused, read on! Here are some of our seniors' comments on the issue:

3.6.1. Arindam Chakravorty, UT Austin

well last year most of us apped to PhD... in general funding for MS is a problem... and so
PhD is definitely suggested... at least in the univs higher up... the situation might be different
in univs lower down the list.

the problem though is that while it is easier to get admitted to MS, it is harder to do so in PhD
but then again what good is a MS admit if you don't have the funding!

Some univs do allow you to leave after MS even though it is a PHD program that you are
admitted to like Stanford... however some categorically state that it is not possible like
Princeton, UWash, Cornell etc. Since I was always apping for PhD, I don't exactly remember
which univs said what exactly... best bet is to write to students in the univ you are interested
in and find out.
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3.6.2. Akhil

So, once again the greatest question of all is asked :).

This question really depends on the university you want to apply. As a general rule, PhD is
tougher to get into but comes with guaranteed financial support, but MS is easier to get into
but difficult to get aid.

Higher universities (perhaps Ambuj, uttu and kammo are better experts here) will most probs
not give you financial aid in MS, though the admission is easier there.e.g. raina applied for
PhD in Stanford, but was offered admission in MS without aid. In MS, mostly profs would
like to see your performance there in a semester before giving you any kind of aid. But, if
you are good student, slightly lower univs might offer you aid like ashish got from
Wisconsin. He got a fellowship for MS (as far as I remember).

Aid in MS will largely depend on how you suck a prof in that university and the result of that
effort can not be predicted. If the prof happens to like you and has the funds, he might offer
you aid but again no guarantees. Your application might have to be good (with respect to the
univ.) to be considered for aid. In raina's case, the prof he contacted hesitated in offering aid
coz of slightly less impressive recos.

But, frankly, I don't see why should you people think about this question unless in special
cases. No one has ever heard about someone being forced to continue a PhD program coz he
could not leave it after two years. In universities where there is a MS program, I am sure
people do leave PhD in the middle. So, why should you not apply for PhD and go for a more
risky MS?

The way I see things, if you have the credentials to get into PhD, great. Just leave after two
years. If your credentials are not sufficient but might get into MS, you will still have a tough
time getting aid.

My advice is apply for PhD except in universities where you might have heard it is difficult
to leave PhD in middle like cornell (it doesn't have MS program).

3.6.3. Kamalika

Regarding whether you should go or an MS or a PhD, I feel that it really depends on what
you want to do. If you really know that you want to do a PhD,like I did, it is better to go for a
direct PhD - you will save an year (as against doing an Ms and then doing a PhD). On the
contrary if you don't know whether you would like doing a PhD or only want to go for a MS,
then 1) go for an MS or 2) go for a PhD in an university where you can quit after MS. The
first option is better - in terms of the prospects of the coming batches.
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3.6.4. Sankalp Singh

The MS vs PhD issue can quite tricky. It can at times be beneficial to app for PhD as it puts
your motivation etc in good stead. It also kinda guarantees that you would get full financial
aid (they don't expect you to pay \$30K per annum for five years on sth like a PhD.) On the
other hand, the competition for PhD is also tougher, as these are the people who are most
important to the profs: producing papers, research output etc. So profs look for better people.

I can see this is not leading anywhere :). This is quite univ specific. At places like Cornell,
they don't have an MS program. All they have is PhD and MEng (which is crap, and also
doesn't have any option of aid). Then at places like Stanford, there is an MS program, but
you certainly won't get aid. So people usually app to the PhD program. At CMU, like
Corenll, there's only PhD. And at these places, you can't get into PhD and quit later. CMU
does have some MS programs in stuff like Data Mining and AI, but they are not very good.

Another category is comprised of places like: \textsf{UIUC}, Texas Austin, Michigan,
UWash etc. Here you can app for MS, and can potentially get aid too. Even if you app for
PhD, it is possible (and quite easy) to call it a day after MS--this becomes a little prof (under
whom you would be working) specific though. But in most cases it is not a problem. It is also
the same at MIT and Berk. So you can app for PhD at these places and get away with an MS.
But many people from our batch app'd for MS at these places and got in as easily as people
whoc app'd for PhD. So there isn't, seemingly, any advantage in apping for PhD, unless of
course, you really intend to do a PhD, in which case it is useful as you would get an offer
from a good prof.

3.6.5. Mahim

As for MS versus PhD, it's not a very big issue. People sometimes apply for an MS and are
admitted to the PhD; the converse is even more commonplace. The Universities certainly
want PhD students more, because they can do some useful research and benefit the Univ.
However, you are still free to drop out after you get the MS : CMU claims it's PhD
completion rate of 70\% is the highest around, so that gives you a fair idea of how many get
the PhD. I would suggest that you apply for a PhD at the upper-ranked Univs. and for an MS
at the lower ranked ones. If you really want the PhD and end up at a lower ranked school,
you can always switch after the MS.

3.7. Money Matters

There are usually three types of fundings (or aid) given by universities. These are:

Fellowship (FS)
This is the best type of aid. Basically you're getting paid for nothing at all!
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Research Assistantship (RA)
This comes next. As the name suggests, you will assist a faculty member with his
research work. One can make productive use of an RA -- getting papers
published, learning new stuff, bonding with the faculty etc etc. Very often, you'll
be supported with an RA by your guide/advisor
Teaching Assistantship (TA)
This is not unlike from the kind of TAship we have in our IITs. Basically you help
out in a course -- taking labs, grading, making exams -- and so on, and get paid
in return. Least productive.

Very often, most online applications will ask you whether you are interested in getting
university aid (who wouldnt!). So make sure you will out all of FS, RA, TA (and anything
else); in that order, if you are required to indicate any preference.

Typical stipend amounts will be in the range of \$1300 to \$1800 per month, which is usually
more than enough to cover all your living expenses. If you are in a place like Texas, you can
live royally in 1500. But if you land in California, then 1500 will just about cover you up.
There are rare cases, where people get extraordinary amounts in funding, but don't
hope/count on it.

This stipend is \emph{excluding} your tuition fee, which will usually be waived in any kind
of funding scheme. Typical tuition fee would be anywhere between \$30,000 and \$50,000
per annum, depending on the university.

As I've said before, if you are going for a PhD program, you can be almost 100\% sure that
you will get funded. Now what type of aid you get will depend on a number of factors -- like
the funding amount available with the department, number of admitted applicants and your
standing among those admitted. The top most people will usually get a fellowship, while
others will follow up with an RA or TA. A fellowship is not very common, and even those
who get it, usually have to switch to an RA after the first year. Almost all PhD students
eventually therefore are supported by an RA.

Getting into a funded MS program is almost impossible these days. Most universities will
make it very clear right from the beginning that masters students will not be supported. But
there's no harm in trying. You can try sucking the profs -- if it works, a prof may be ready to
fund you even for an MS. Very often, MS students arrange for funding after joining -- so
maybe you have to bear everything on your own for one semester, and during that time you
can work out some kind of arrangement. Typically, an MS student may manage a TA either
within the department or elsewhere. Getting a RA or FS in an MS is very difficult, if not
impossible.

But if you are indeed going without funding, make sure you know what you're getting into. If
your parents can afford it, then nothing like it. Otherwise, be prepared for taking an
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educational loan. These days, there are excellent schemes for study-abroad loans from SBI,
PnB and many other banks. Make sure you have ALL supporting documents when you go for
your visa interview.

As far as living expenses are concerned, they vary highly from place to place. So its difficult
to give a general estimate which would be applicable everywhere. However, one can safely
say that your living expenses would be a direct function of your housing expenses. Typical
housing expenses would range from $200 to $400 per month.

4. During

While you're filling out the forms (most of them online), you should have your resume, SoP
ready and you should get to work on those recommendations. If you have a credit card of
your own, thats great. If you don't, make sure you make some temporary arrangements,
because making payments online makes the apping process much simpler and faster and
allows you to focus more on other important stuff than just filling out application forms.

To start off, make a simple website, simple being the operative word. Strictly avoid fancy
stuff like Java, DHTML, JavaScript, ActiveX and so on. Also avoid personal details
(horoscopes, favorites etc) and photographs. Put all your professional information on this
website -- resume, details of projects and internships etc. Now you can simply include the
URL to this website in your emails rather than attaching files.

4.1. Statement of Purpose

The statement of purpose is undoubtedly the single most important document that you will
author for your application. So be very careful in preparing your statement. Remember, the
SoP should not resemble your resume put in pgraph form. It should convey information
which is not available through your resume. A resume is just about facts, while the SoP is
about you. So for instance, the resume may show that you did particularly bad in one
semester -- the SoP gives you a chance to explain why that was so (illness or lack of interest
or whatever). The SoP lets you talk about your ideals, philosophy and your dreams.

A SoP typically consists of the following sections:

Objectives and Motivation
this section should focus on why you want to pursue higher education (and how
was this decision brought about), and what are your future plans.
Backgrouna and Research Interests
here you can give some details about your education (like how you got interested
in your area), your family background (education, economic status, values) and
your research interests. You can talk about what you found exciting in your
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courses, projects and also about your internships and publications.
Other relevant information
you can put details about your extracurricular activities, and in general
non-academic details: sports, fine arts, your qualities as a person, your values
and so on.
Why you wish to join so and so university
try to give a specific to the point answer. Make sure you've done your homework
and researched the department well -- mentioning specific projects and faculty
may prove helpful.

Here are some things to bear in mind:

• BE ORIGINAL Never, ever copy anyone's SoP style. An SoP is a very personal
document, and should be unique to every individual. It might help to get ideas from other
people's SoPs, but I would suggest you don't even do that.

• Avoid unnecessary facts most of these will already be available in your resume.
• Be articulate -- a typical SoP should be between one and two pages long. It would help to

keep two versions -- a short one, and a slighly more detailed one. Depending on your
university's restriction, you may choose to use the appropriate version.

4.2. Resume

Your resume is mostly factual, so nothing much to worry about that. Make sure its short and
sweet -- no nonsense, and full of information. List out your achievements (academic and
otherwise), skills, research interests, publications (if any) and hobbies (optional). Don't gloat,
just state facts. Try to itemize or enumerate as much as possible -- NO PARAGRAPHS
please!

Whenever you're sending out your resume in email, send it in \emph{plain text}. PDF/PS
might do, but NO MS-Word or HTML! On the website make available all formats -- text, PS,
PDF and HTML. Always keep your resume up-to-date. You will find lots of sample resumes
on the web if you want to take a look at the various styles and designs possible. Again, try to
keep it simple. When mentioning awards and achievements, \emph{do not} go beyond high
school (so skip everything under 10th grade)

4.3. Recommendation Letters

Ask for recos well in advance. Approach people whom you know, and more importantly,
people who know you. Beware of negative recos -- yes, it DOES happen, though in rare
cases. Make sure you talk things out with your fellow appers, so that each prof is giving not
more than 2 recos in each university -- preferably just one.
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4.4. Suck Letters

Personally, I don't have much experience on the art of sucking, neither was I able to bear
fruits from whatever efforts I made :( Nonetheless, it remains an important aspect -- one
which has brought tremendous success to many people. Sucking basically means that before
you app to a university, you contact some faculty there who you would like to work with and
see how they respond. Many a times, a good suck letter may not even ensure admission, but
also aid. So, if you get lucky, you might be able to get a funded MS after all. The responses
you get might give you some kind of feedback on your prospects in a particular university.

A basic suck letter would start with your introduction, and then goes on to say that you
checked the professor's home page and are interested in his work and that you would really
like to work with him given a chance. It is a good idea to throw in some ideas about some
specific active project. Don't forget to include your resume (text format) or better yet, just the
URL of that website we talked about earlier.

These days people are getting increasingly more sensitive to spamming -- so DO NOT send
suck letters multiple times to the say guy, and not even to more than a few people in the same
department. Before you know it, you would be blocked on their mail server. Also, make sure
to check the home page of the faculty before sending out a suck mail -- some people are
extremely touchy about suck letters and may react very strongly to them.

After sending out the suck letters, keep your fingers crossed, and then wait. If you're lucky,
you will get responses within a week's time. If you don't get a response for like a month, then
you might want to send a reminder -- but then again, be careful.

5. After

This section covers things you need to look into after you have gotten your apping results.

5.1. Visa

The first and foremost requirement is of course the visa. If you're funded, then you needn't
worry much -- getting the visa should be a breeze. If you're not funded however, then you
better consult an agent and plan your documents very very carefully. One mistake could cost
you your visa -- especially post 9/11 the US embassy has become much more selective.

The procedure is quite simple -- just go to ttsvisas.com if you are in Delhi, Chennai or
Calcutta zone; and visa-services.com if you are in Mumbai zone. Schedule an appointment
online -- you will get a receipt with a date and time of your choice which you should print
out and keep with yourself in duplicate. But have no doubts, the time on the receipt is of no
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meaning (as I found out the hard way). Choose the date appropriately -- give atleast 1 week
after you've got your I-20. Since 2003, all information about student's and exchange visitors
is being managed through a central database called SEVIS. Make sure from your university
that your I-20 is SEVIS compatible.

Once you've scheduled your appointment, start preparing the documents. Its best to put
everything in a big folder with septors. If you're on university funding, you will need the
following documents:

• I-20 and offer letter

• Proof of property or some other fixed asset (to show binding ties)

• Your undergraduate degree and transcript

• GRE/TOEFL scores

• Responses from other universities (especially rejects)

• Visa forms -- DS156, DS157 and DS158 (for males)

Actually the only critical item is the I-20. But you don't want to take any chances, so carry all
possible documents -- leave nothing to chance. Its also a good idea to take some bank
statements etc to show some extra financial support. If you're not getting funded, then you
need a lot many documents -- mostly to establish financial ability. Its best to consult an agent
in this case.

The US INS has laid out very specific requirements for the photograph. You will find the
details on the printed receipt that you get -- basically its a 50mm x 50mm picture with white
background, head centered in frame measuring between 28mm and 35mm from hair to chin
etc etc. But you'll find most studios do such photos regularly, so it shouldn't be any problem.

5.2. Housing

Housing issues and requirements vary greatly from university to university. In places like
Texas, on campus housing is more expensive than off-campus, and people prefer to live off
campus. Whereas in states like California (where residential land is expensive), on campus
housing is much cheaper, but people are forced to live off campus since the wait list for on
campus housing runs into years at times!

The first thing you should do is find out who all are going to your university from India. Try
to get in touch with these people and get into a group of 2/3/4 so that you can share an
apartment when you get there. Next, get in touch with seniors or other acquaintances in your
university and talk to them about housing. See if they can make some temporary arrangement
for you so where you can stay while you look for a more permanent accommodation; or if
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they can do some permanent arrangement directly.

Most landlords will ask you to sign a contract/lease before you take the apartment. Typically,
you will have to deposit some security money and also pay 1-2 months' rent in advance. The
details may vary from state to state but that is the general idea.

5.3. Things to take

I have tried to exhaustively enumerate the things that you should be taking. Though I have
tried my best to include everything, the list is by no means complete. Please feel free to
suggest any additions.

Item Quantity Comments

Formals

Formal shirts 4

Blazer 1-2

Neck ties 2-3

Formal trousers 3

Formal belt 1

Casuals

Casual shirts 8

Casual pants and jeans 10

Shorts 4

Casual belt 1

Underwear 14 sets hold laundry for upto 2 weeks!

Linen

Bedsheets 2 Double/Queen bed size

Pillow covers 2

Light blanket 1

Footwear

Formal shoes 1
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Sport shoes 1

Casual shoes 1

Chappal/Sandal/Floaters 1

Bathroom slippers 1

Socks 1 dozen

Miscellaneous

Traditional Indian outfit 1-2 for festivev occasions

Handkerchiefs 1 dozen

Towels 2 big, 3 small

Wind cheater/light jacket 1

Winter clothing might be better off buying this
from US

Sweaters

Scarf/Muffler

Woolen cap

Table 1: Apparels and related
Scissors 2

Tape 1 cello tape, 1 packing tape

Markers 1 credit card, 2 permanent

Ball pens 6

Course notes and related
books

plan ahead, and pack in as
much as you can

Books for casual reading 2-3

Handbook for Indian students 1 Available from USEFI

Table 2: Stationary and related
Antiseptic 1 bottle

Bandaid 1 pack

Common medicines for cough, cold, diorrhoea,
constipation, fever etc

make sure you get a
prescription for as many
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medicines as possible

Deoderant, moisturizer, hair oil,
shampoo, after shave, shaving
cream and spare blades

enough to last a quarter

Table 3: Medicine and related
Passport with stamped Visa

All relevant correspondence
with the University

esp. letter of financial aid

I-20

Grade sheets and official
transcripts

10 sets

Test scores GRE/TOEFL/AGRE

Photocopies of all the above 3 sets leave 1 at home and carry 2
with you

Table 4: Documents and related

5.4. Travel

Since July-September is a rush season, make sure you book your tickets in advance. Most
airlines will allow you to block tickets much earlier and you can purchase them at a later date
when your plans have been finalized. Please don't try to do all this yourself -- go to a travel
agent. Believe me, they will save you a lot of money. Also, see if you can avail student's
concession. A form from your undergraduate college may help. You may also try using the
International Student's I-card. This can be made within a day at the International Youth
Hostel, New Delhi (somewhere in Chanakyapuri, pretty close to the US Embassy) for Rs.
200 and a photocopy of your college i-card.

Pack your baggage carefully. Most airlines will allow 2 pieces of 32 kgs each. There are also
usually dimensional restrictions (like L+B+H less than some constant). Try and stick to the
rules to avoid any unwanted hassle. If you are changing flights (as you most probably will),
make sure you book your luggage straight to the final destination -- of course, this is possible
only if you're flying the same airlines throughout. Don't carry any knives, scissors etc in your
hand luggage. If you have any doubts whatsoever, talk to your agent or someone
experienced.

Depending on whether you are going to the east coast or the west coast or somewhere in
between, the prices of the tickets may vary from route to route. For people on the east coast,
generally flying via Frankfurt-London will be cheaper. While for those on the west coast,
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flying via Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, Hong Kong etc might be cheaper. So be sure to check
out both routes. Flight tickets will typically cost between Rs. 35000 to Rs. 45000, subject to
airlines, availibility, route etc etc.

While booking tickets, do not try to act smart and do everything on your own. \emph{Go
through a travel agent!}. Strange as it may sound, but these people can actually save a lot of
money for you. If you book your tickets directly with the airline, it might cost you almost
twice as much!
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