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Preface

Psychology is consistently among the most popular college majors, with 
about  90,000 baccalaureate degrees awarded each year. Despite this, many 
students are unaware of the psychology major’s versatility and the wide range 
of skills that psychology majors develop. The Psychology Major’s Handbook 
fi lls the gap by providing an overview of the major, including the combination 
of liberal arts and scientific skills that psychology majors acquire, as well 
as career options at the undergraduate and graduate level. Perhaps more 
important, The Psychology Major’s Handbook provides practical information 
to help students make informed decisions about whether to pursue psychology 
as a major and career. Chapters discuss how to succeed in college, develop 
an active learning style, hone study skills, and become more self-aware. New 
college students often are surprised by the autonomy required of students. 
Perhaps the biggest difference between high school and college is that college 
requires students to take an active role in their education. The Psychology 
Major’s Handbook is intended to help students recognize their role in steering 
their own education. No book can replace the guidance of a faculty advisor, 
but The Psychology Major’s Handbook is a helpful resource for students who 
seek general assistance and it may serve as a springboard for student–advisor 
discussions as well. 

The third edition of The Psychology Major’s Handbook includes additional 
quizzes, exercises, and checklists to help readers employ the techniques 
described in this book and take an active role in their professional development. 
Each chapter includes at least two exercises and three prompts for journal 
writing, in-class assignments, or take-home essays. Other specific changes 
include adding the following discussions: ethics (Chapter 1), what students 
learn in college and what an education in psychology adds (Chapter 2), 
how to become active outside of the classroom through applied activities and 
participation in organizations (Chapter 3), and the value of considering careers 
by skills rather than simply by setting (Chapter 7). In addition, each chapter 
was reorganized and streamlined.  

This book is organized to accompany students on their journey from 
Introductory Psychology through the college years. Chapter 1 introduces 
students to the scope of psychology, including subspecialties, the wide 
range of places where psychologists work, and academic degrees. Chapter 
2 addresses the challenge of choosing a college major by becoming self-
aware through journal writing and self-assessment exercises. Readers are 
encouraged to consider their skills, abilities, and interests when determining 
whether psychology is the right choice. Each subsequent chapter closes with 
journal exercises that encourage readers to learn about themselves and apply 
the chapter material to their own lives.

xv
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xvi P R E F A C E  

Chapters 3 through 6 are intended to accompany students through the 
college years, serving as a resource to review periodically. Chapter 3 examines 
the skills that are honed in college and helps students identify and take 
advantage of the resources at their schools so that they can get the most from 
their college years. Specifi cally, the chapter covers how to develop relationships 
with faculty and how to get research and fi eld experience. The chapter also 
surveys the range of presentation and publication opportunities available to 
undergraduates in psychology. Chapter 4 emphasizes study skills as the key 
to success in college and provides detailed tips and strategies to improve 
time management, reading, note taking, studying, and test taking. Chapter 
5 examines the psychology term paper or literature review: how to choose a 
topic, narrow it, locate information, understand the format of research articles, 
take notes, avoid plagiarism, write the fi rst draft, and revise it. In Chapter 6, 
the empirical paper is demystifi ed. Readers learn about the structure of the 
empirical paper, what to include in each section, and APA style; a template 
illustrating APA style is provided at the end of the chapter. 

Chapters 7 through 10 offer specifi c information for psychology majors 
and students who are considering psychology as a major. Chapter 7 addresses 
the pervasive myth that there are no jobs available for psychology majors. 
Readers learn about the value of a liberal arts degree, what employers look 
for, how to acquire useful skills, and jobs for psychology majors in business, 
human resources, and social service fi elds. Learning about jobs is one thing; 
getting them is another. Chapter 8 provides advice on how to obtain a job after 
graduation: fi nding positions, completing applications, resumes, cover letters, 
and interviews. 

Chapter 9 provides information about careers that require a graduate 
degree, takes a close look at the master’s degree with specialties in psychology 
and related fi elds, and discusses the job outlook and salary prospects. Careers, 
employment settings, and salaries for doctoral degree-holders are presented, 
as well as the impact of managed care on psychologists. The final chapter, 
Chapter 10, provides advice for students who are interested in attending 
graduate school. Readers are encouraged to examine their reasons for 
applying to graduate school. Specifi c advice is provided on gathering program 
information, evaluating programs, preparing for the GRE, completing 
admissions essays, acquiring recommendation letters, and succeeding in 
interviews. Like earlier chapters, Chapter 10 presents exercises as a means for 
self-exploration and to help readers determine their priorities. 
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Dear Student,

Welcome to the world of psychology! The Psychology Major’s Handbook is in-
tended to accompany you on your journey through college. A comprehensive 
book such as this can sometimes be overwhelming, so here are some guide-
posts to help you fi nd your way:

If you’re wondering, “What’s psychology?” check out Chapter 1, which • 

explains the scope of psychology, including the many subspecialties and 
the wide range of places where psychologists work. 
Not sure what to major in or whether psychology is for you? In • 

Chapter 2, you’ll learn about yourself through journal exercises and 
activities that help you to identify your skills, abilities, and interests.
Ever wonder exactly what you’re getting out of college? Feeling confused • 

with the  lack of guidance? Chapter 3 explains the hidden curriculum in 
college: how you can take control of your education by getting involved 
with faculty, research, and fi eld experience.
Does it seem as if you study and study and still don’t get the grades you • 

want? In Chapter 4 you’ll learn about essential study skills, including 
time-management tips, suggestions on how to read more effectively, 
advice on note taking, study tips, and guidance for taking tests with ease. 
Have a big paper assignment and don’t know where to start? Turn to • 

Chapter 5 for tips on how to choose a paper topic, where to get ideas, 
and how to fi nd information, take notes, write the paper, and revise it. 
Taking Experimental Psychology or a laboratory class and don’t know • 

how to write a lab report? Chapter 6 demystifi es the empirical paper 
or research article. You’ll learn about the special structure of empirical 
articles, what to include in each section, and APA style. A template 
appears at the end to help you conquer APA style. 
Want to major in psychology but have no clue what to do after • 

graduation? Chapter 7 dispels the myth that psychology majors are 
unemployable. You’ll learn about the value of a liberal arts degree, what 
employers look for, how to acquire useful skills, and jobs for psychology 
majors in business, human resources, and social service fi elds. 
Getting close to graduation and want to fi nd a job? Turn to Chapter 8 • 

and learn how to obtain a job after graduation. Everything you need to 
know is covered, including how to fi nd positions, complete applications, 
prepare a resume, write cover letters, and ace interviews. 
Think you might want to continue your education but aren’t sure of the • 

choices? In Chapter 9 you’ll learn about graduate degrees in psychology 
and the variety of careers for graduate degree-holders in psychology. 
You’ll also have the opportunity to take a close look at the master’s 
degree: reasons for obtaining one, your choices of fi elds, and the job 

xviii
          Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or 
eChapter(s). Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights 
restrictions require it.



 D E A R  S T U D E N T    xix

outlook and salary information for master’s degree-holders. You’ll take 
a similar look at the doctoral degree and the differences among PhD, 
PsyD, and EdD degrees. Chapter 9 also covers careers, employment 
settings, and salaries for doctoral degree-holders, and the impact of 
managed care on psychologists. 
So you think graduate school is for you? Chapter 10 tells you how to • 

gather program information, evaluate programs, prepare for the GRE, 
complete admissions essays, acquire recommendation letters, and handle 
interviews.
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Close your eyes and envision a psychologist at work. What do you see? What is 
he or she doing? Does your image include any of the following?

Conducting research with monkeys• 

Monitoring a magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) machine to understand • 

what parts of the brain are active when people view pictures of various 
items and situations
Creating and administering a survey on employee perceptions of their • 

work environments
Developing and evaluating an intervention for families with a history of • 

domestic violence
Helping educators learn about how the mind works and how to teach • 

most effectively
Counseling a client who suffers from depression• 

Teaching physicians how to understand the emotions that accompany • 

 illness and to communicate more effectively with patients
Developing and implementing training programs for employees• 

Helping police departments by providing information about  criminal • 

 behavior, assisting offi cers in managing stress, or understanding the 
 limitations of eyewitness testimony

All of these activities are conducted by psychologists. Are you surprised? 
Although psychologists are most often portrayed in the media as therapists in 
private practice settings, psychologists do much more than provide therapy. In 
this chapter we discuss the broad range of activities and responsibilities that 
fall under the umbrella of psychology.

Psychology’s Breadth

A formal, though broad, definition of psychology is the scientific study of 
 behavior. Behavior refers to anything an animal or a person does, feels, or 
thinks. Many students are surprised to learn that some psychologists work with 
animals. Psychologists often study animal physiology and behavior to extend 
what they learn to humans. They apply scientifi c methods of observation, data 
collection, analysis, and interpretation to learn more about what makes people 
and animals behave like they do. Psychologists generate hypotheses, or edu-
cated guesses about what might cause a particular behavior or phenomenon, 
and conduct careful research to test those hypotheses. Psychologists also work 
directly with people. Psychologists who practice apply the fi ndings of research 
in their work with people.

Psychology examines the interactions among the brain, the environment, 
psychological functioning, and behavior. Topics of psychological study  include 
social relationships, the brain and the chemicals that influence it, vision, 
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human development, the causes of normative and atypical behavior, and much 
more. Psychologists conduct a variety of activities in many settings. You’re 
probably most aware of psychologists as service providers, providing psycho-
logical therapy and treatment to clients. However, less than one-half of new 
psychologists work in service provider roles (Wicherski, Michalski, & Kohout, 
2009). What do the rest do? Some psychologists are employed as professors at 
universities, community colleges, and high schools. Others work as research-
ers in university, hospital, corporate, and government settings. Psychologists 
work as administrators, managing hospitals, mental health clinics, nonprofi t 
organizations, government agencies, businesses, schools, and more. Most psy-
chologists perform in more than one of these roles. For example, a psycholo-
gist who works as a college professor might also have a private practice or 
conduct research with a social service agency.

A wide range of topics fall under the umbrella of psychology, and each topic 
is its own specialized fi eld of study. The following sections present the most 
common specialties within psychology. In each of these areas, some psycholo-
gists spend most of their time conducting research to expand the knowledge 
base, some practice or apply research fi ndings to help people and communi-
ties, and some do both, as scientist-practitioners. In addition, over one-third 
of psychologists teach and conduct research at colleges and universities.

Clinical Psychology
Clinical psychologists study, diagnose, and treat persons who experience 
emotional, behavioral, and psychological problems or disorders. Research-
ers in this area study questions like how to best treat a particular diagnosis 
(e.g., which therapy works best?). The problems may range from normative 
diffi culties like helping someone deal with grief or a crisis to more serious and 

 BOX

 1.1 PSYCHOLOGY STUDENT TIP

Many students find the Introductory or General Psychology course  challenging. 
There’s a good reason for that: Introductory Psychology  presents the entire 
field of psychology at a whirlwind and dizzying pace. As you learn, try to 
remember that each chapter of the book presents an entire subfield of 
 psychology—an area in which psychologists specialize and spend their entire 
lives working. If you find a particular chapter interesting, note that your college 
offers at least one and often more than one course in that area. If you find a 
chapter (and thus subfield) uninteresting, the good part about the Introductory 
Psychology course is that you’ll move on to a different chapter and different 
subfield in just a week or two. 
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chronic disorders like schizophrenia or mood disorders. The practitioner role 
of a clinical psychologist is commonly depicted on television.

Clinical psychologists work in universities as professors and researchers. 
They also work in health care settings including hospitals, mental health cen-
ters, and private practice. Some clinical psychologists specialize in particular 
populations, such as children or older adults. Others specialize in particular 
problems, such as depression or anxiety. Some psychologists are generalists 
and treat people of all ages and with all types of problems.

Counseling Psychology
Counseling psychologists engage in many of the same activities as clinical 
psychologists but focus their activities on normative functioning rather than 
psychological disorders. Counseling psychologists conduct research on how 
to help people manage everyday life issues and transitions, such as divorce, 
remarriage, career changes, and transitions to and from college. Practicing 
counseling psychologists help people adjust to life changes, and provide voca-
tional assessment and career guidance. Counseling psychologists are found in 
many of the same places as clinical psychologists. Many counseling psycholo-
gists work in academic settings as professors and researchers. Others work 
in community settings such as mental health clinics, halfway houses, college 
counseling centers, criminal justice settings, and social service agencies.

Developmental Psychology
Developmental psychologists study human development across the life span. 
In academic settings, developmental psychologists teach and conduct research 
on the emotional, intellectual, and physical development of children, adoles-
cents, and adults. Research topics include a diverse array of issues such as 
whether most adults experience a midlife crisis, how babies learn to crawl, or 
what factors infl uence adolescent drug use.

Developmental psychologists also work in applied settings, such as 
 pediatric hospitals, geriatric centers, and nonprofit organizations. They 
work as consultants for parenting magazines, toy companies, and children’s 
 television programs. Some developmental psychologists, known as applied 
developmental psychologists, engage in practice activities, such as conduct-
ing developmental assessments of children to ensure that they are timely in 
meeting developmental milestones. Developmental psychologists work with 
people in all phases of life. For example, a developmental psychologist might 
provide advice on how to design a nursing home that meets the needs of older 
adults or might develop and evaluate intervention programs like Head Start, a 
prominent child development and educational enrichment program for young 
children and their families that has existed since the mid 1960s.
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Educational Psychology
Educational psychologists study how people learn and apply that knowledge 
to educational settings. They develop methods and materials to increase the 
effi ciency and effectiveness of educational programs and curricula designed 
for people of all ages. Educational psychologists work in academic settings and 
conduct research on learning and instruction. Some study how people learn to 
read, or complete math problems. Others train teachers and develop methods 
of instruction to enhance the educational setting.

Experimental Psychology
Experimental psychologists conduct research and teach on a wide variety of 
topics including learning, sensation, perception, human performance, moti-
vation, memory, language, thinking, and communication. Many experimental 
psychologists study and specialize in specifi c aspects of human cognition: how 
we take in, store, retrieve, and apply knowledge. Other experimental psychol-
ogists study animals to apply what they learn to humans, or simply because 
animal behavior is interesting. Most experimental psychologists are employed 
in academic settings, teaching and conducting research. Others work as 
 researchers for businesses, corporations, and the government.

Forensic Psychology
Forensic psychologists study legal issues from a psychological perspective. 
They conduct research on topics such as the reliability of eyewitness  testimony, 
juror selection, and how to interview eyewitnesses without  contaminating 
their testimony. Forensic psychologists provide expert testimony on cases in 
 criminal, civil, and family courts. They may evaluate prisoners, assist in  making 
parole decisions, and assess defendants to determine whether they are com-
petent to provide testimony. Forensic psychologists work not only with law-
yers and judges but also with police departments to select, train, and evaluate 
police offi cers.

Health Psychology
Health psychologists study how psychological, biological, and social factors 
infl uence health and illness. They conduct research on health-related  topics, 
such as whether relaxation techniques and social support can help people 
 overcome illness more quickly, or how to change people’s attitudes about 
smoking. Health psychologists design, assess, and modify programs to pro-
mote health and wellness (e.g., stress management, smoking cessation, weight 
loss). They work in academic and research settings such as universities and 
medical schools, as well as in applied settings such as hospitals and clinics.
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Human Factors Psychology
Human factors or engineering psychologists study how people interact with 
machines, environments, and products. They conduct research on how 
 people understand and use machines to increase people’s safety,  effi ciency, 
and  productivity. Human factors psychologists might work on designing 
a  computer monitor to prevent user fatigue and eyestrain, or they might 
 arrange the  instruments on a car’s dashboard to enhance access and safety. 
Human  factors psychologists design, evaluate, and modify military equip-
ment,  airplanes, computer terminals, and consumer products. Most  human 
factors psychologists work in industry and government; some work in 
academic settings.

Industrial-Organizational Psychology
Industrial and organizational psychologists apply psychological principles to 
the workplace. They are concerned with the relation between people and 
work. Industrial and organizational psychologists often work for companies, 
corporations, and the government, studying how to recruit, select, train, and 
evaluate employees. They conduct applied research on questions like what 
personality factors make a good employee, how to improve worker produc-
tivity, and characteristics of effective leaders. Industrial and organizational 
psychologists develop programs to improve employee morale and make the 
workplace more effi cient and pleasant. Others teach and conduct research as 
members of academic departments in psychology and business.

Neuropsychology
Neuropsychologists examine the relation between the brain and behavior. 
How do neurotransmitters infl uence our behavior? What part of the brain is 
responsible for motivation, language, or emotion? Neuropsychologists con-
duct research to answer questions about how the brain infl uences our emo-
tions and behavior. They teach and conduct research in academic settings, 
as well as train neuropsychologists, medical doctors, and clinical psycholo-
gists. Some neuropsychologists assess and treat persons with brain injuries 
within neurology, neurosurgery, psychiatric, and pediatric units of hospitals, 
and in clinics.

Quantitative Psychology and Psychometrics
Quantitative psychologists study and develop new methods and techniques for 
acquiring, analyzing, and applying information. A psychometrician may create 
or revise psychological tests, intelligence tests, and aptitude tests. Quantitative 
psychologists help other researchers in designing, conducting, and interpreting 
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experiments. Quantitative psychologists and psychometricians primarily work 
in research and academic settings.

Social Psychology
Social psychologists study how people interact with each other and how they 
are influenced by the social environment. They conduct research on per-
sonality theories, attitude formation and change, persuasion and conformity, 
and how people relate to one another, including attraction, prejudice, group 
dynamics, teamwork, and aggression. Social psychologists work in academic 
settings as teachers and researchers, but they also work for corporations 
and advertising agencies, conducting marketing research and studying how 
 consumers view products.

School Psychology
School psychologists work to foster the intellectual, emotional, educational, 
and social development of children. They apply psychological principles to 
the school environment. School psychologists conduct research on educa-
tional topics such as how the classroom climate infl uences student learning, or 
how to promote appropriate behavior in the classroom. They work in schools 
to assess and counsel students, work with parents and teachers, and develop 
 behavioral interventions.

Clearly, psychology is diverse and entails much more than conducting 
therapy with patients relaxing on leather sofas. Instead, the fi eld of psychol-
ogy offers a variety of careers in direct service, academics, government, and 
business. Not all psychologists conduct therapy or even study people. What 
all of the subfi elds of psychology have in common, however, is a concern with 
understanding the causes of behavior. 

EXERCISE 1.1

Psychology in the Media

Locate a magazine article or Web site describing psychology research 
fi ndings.

 1. Provide a brief summary of the fi ndings.
 2. Explain what subfi eld of psychology the research represents.
 3. Identify one potential ethical issue related to the research topic.
 4.  Reconsider the fi ndings described in the article. What further questions 

do you have? What questions should be addressed next? If you were the 
researcher whose work was mentioned in article, what would you try to 
learn next? 
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Academic Degrees

Students major in psychology because they are interested in understand-
ing human behavior and often gravitate towards a particular psychological 
 subspecialty. One of the most important things that psychology majors must 
understand is that the bachelor’s degree in psychology does not prepare 
 graduates to be psychologists. Psychologists undergo many years of training 
after obtaining their bachelor’s degrees. A career in each of the subfi elds of 
psychology requires a graduate degree. What is a graduate degree? Let’s begin 
by considering the bachelor’s degree.

The bachelor’s degree, a bachelor of arts (BA) or bachelor of science 
(BS) degree, typically is the culmination of four years of undergraduate study. 
Whether a student earns a BA or BS often depends on the university they 
 attend; psychology students are awarded BA degrees in some universities and 
BS degrees in others. Most students who earn bachelor’s degrees enter the 
work world after graduation. Some enter graduate school to earn a master’s 
degree or doctorate degree.

The master’s degree is a graduate degree that typically requires two 
years of study. A far greater number of students pursue master’s degrees 
than  doctoral degrees in psychology. Can master’s trained individuals provide 
 effective therapy? Studies have shown that there are no convincing differences 
in therapeutic outcomes as a function of the practitioner’s level of training 
(Christensen & Jacobson, 1994; Seligman, 1995). There are many different 
types of master’s degrees, most commonly the MA (master of arts) and MS 
(master of science). Master’s degree programs last from one to three years, 
depending on the program. Requirements for service-oriented fi elds such as 
clinical, counseling, and school psychology usually include practical experi-
ence in an applied setting.

What can you do with a master’s degree? Depending on the program and 
curriculum, a master’s degree enables graduates to: (a) teach psychology in 
high school (other certifi cation may be needed); (b) become more competitive 
for jobs in government and industry; (c) obtain certifi cation as a counselor or 
marriage and family therapist and practice counseling; (d) obtain certifi cation 
to practice school psychology (depending on state); and (e) practice industrial/
organizational psychology in business settings.

A doctoral degree is an advanced graduate degree. A doctoral  degree pro-
vides a greater range of fl exibility and autonomy than the master’s degree, but 
it usually requires fi ve to seven years of graduate work to complete. In clinical 
or counseling psychology, the requirement for the doctoral degree generally 
includes a year or more of internship or supervised experience. A doctoral 
degree requires a great commitment of time.

Why do students seek doctoral degrees? Generally students pursue 
 doctoral degrees for any of the following reasons: (a) to teach college, (b) to 
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conduct research in a university or private organization in industry or busi-
ness, (c) to practice clinical psychology without supervision, or (d) to engage 
in a variety of consulting roles affording autonomy. There are several types of 
graduate degrees in psychology.

The PhD refers to the doctor of philosophy. Like the master’s degree, 
the PhD is awarded in many fi elds. It is a research degree that culminates 
in a dissertation based on original research. The PsyD refers to the doctor 
of  psychology. It is offered only in clinical and counseling psychology and is 
considered a professional degree, much like a JD (doctor of jurisprudence, a 
lawyer’s degree). The doctor of education (EdD), a third doctoral option for 
psychology students, is less common than the PhD and PsyD. The EdD is 
 offered in departments of education, rather than psychology.

In short, there are many levels of education in psychology and many 
 educational paths that will prepare you to work with people. Not all  psychology 
majors will become psychologists. In fact, the vast majority will not. Then why 
major in psychology if you will not become a psychologist? Psychology is a solid 
liberal arts major that teaches students how to think. In Chapter 2 we take a 
close look at the skills imparted by a liberal arts degree such as  psychology. 
So why choose psychology? Because it is interesting. A background in psychol-
ogy will change how you see your world. As you learn more about  psychology 
you will become able to see the world through a psychology lens, offering a 
unique perspective and understanding of people. Just because you’re not a 
psychologist doesn’t mean that you can’t learn psychological principles and 
 apply them in your day to day life. A psychological perspective can shape 
much of what you do. For example, the ethical guidelines that psychologists 
follow can  inform your behavior. Let’s consider the information about ethical 
issues and responsibilities of psychologists.

Ethics and Psychology

Psychologists affect people directly and indirectly through their work as 
 researchers, teachers, writers, and therapists. Psychologists have a respon-
sibility to act professionally and both protect and promote the welfare of 
 others. Therefore, psychologists’ attention to ethics, or principled conduct, 
is  paramount. The following section examines some of the ethical issues that 
psychologists face.

Ethical Dilemmas Experienced by Psychologists
Psychologists in all subfi elds confront ethical challenges each day. For exam-
ple, psychologists who provide therapy must balance challenging their client 
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to confront issues plaguing them with the need to protect the client from 
self harm. Establishing professional boundaries with clients is another chal-
lenge that practicing psychologists face; for example, is it ever appropriate to 
hug a client?

Psychologists in each of the subfi elds experience ethical issues that are 
unique to their field. For example, forensic psychologists might assess a 
 defendant to determine his or her capacity to stand trial. In this situation, who 
is the client? To whom is the forensic psychologist responsible (the court, the 
defendant, the prosecuting attorney)? Consider the industrial- organizational 
psychologist working in a business setting who must advise employers in 
 making decisions about whom to lay off. Should the psychologist consider the 
individual’s performance alone or also consider his or her personal life? Should 
the employee’s marital and family status infl uence the decision?

Psychologists who conduct research manage another set of ethical issues. 
How do psychologists balance the benefi ts of research against the possible 
harm that can occur to participants—the mental, emotional, and physical risks 
of research participation? One critical way in which participants’ rights are 
protected is the federal requirement that researchers seek informed consent 
from participants before conducting a study. Informed consent is a partici-
pant’s informed, rational, and voluntary agreement to participate. By informed, 
it must be made with knowledge of the risks and benefi ts of participation. 
 Researchers are obligated to explain the scope of the research and whether 
the potential for harm exists. By rational, it must be made by a person capable 
of making a reasoned decision. Parents provide parental permission for their 
minor children to participate because we assume that minors are not able to 
meet the rational criteria of informed consent. Finally, it must be voluntary, 
meaning that it must be made freely and without coercion.

Researchers’ responsibilities continue after the research is completed. 
Scientists’ work ultimately can impact society. In reporting results, a psy-
chologist should be mindful of the social and political implications of his or 
her work (Society for Research in Child Development, 1996). Researchers 
must consider how their findings will be portrayed in the media and must 
work to correct misinterpretations. Researchers must attempt to foresee the 
 inferences that people may draw about their fi ndings and prepare to correct 
misinterpretations.

Ethics and You
How do psychologists navigate the ethical issues that may arise in their work? 
The American Psychological Association, a professional organization of psy-
chologists, has published an Ethics Code (2002) that articulates psychologists’ 
responsibilities and ethical obligations. The basis for the Ethics Code is the 
following fi ve General Principles. Although intended for psychologists, the 
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General Principles outline a model of behavior that is applicable to all. What 
are the principles, and how might they apply to you?

Benefi cence and Nonmalefi cence Psychologists work to help oth-
ers, benefi t them, and not harm them. In addition, psychologists attempt 
to be aware of their own mental and physical health and how their health 
infl uences others. Psychology students can apply this principle to their own 
lives by seeking to help others—friends, family, and the community—with 
whom they come in contact and to do no harm. Our own functioning—
physical and mental—infl uences our interactions with others. An awareness 
of this can help us to make decisions and act in ways that help and do not 
hurt others.

Fidelity and Responsibility Psychologists are aware of their profes-
sional and scientifi c responsibilities to people, communities, and society at 
large. They uphold ethical standards, take responsibility for their actions, and 
are concerned about their colleagues’ behavior. Applying this principle as a 
student entails choosing a set of ethical principles by which to live. Become 
aware of your responsibilities to others—family, friends, pets, and more—and 
work to behave in accord with your principles. Finally, be aware of others’ 
behavior and show concern when friends, for example, show inappropriate 
behavior.

Integrity Psychologists are accurate and honest in their work as scientists, 
teachers, and practitioners. Psychologists do not lie, cheat, or steal, and they 
keep promises. Psychology students show integrity in much the same way 
as psychologists. They are honest in their work as students, but also in their 
 everyday nonacademic life. 

EXERCISE 1.2

Can You Identify Academic Dishonesty?

Circle the instances that exemplify academic dishonesty and inappropriate 
academic behavior.

 1. Copying a sentence from an article, noting the author but not enclosing 
the material in quotation marks.

 2. Listing facts, statistics, or other information without citing the source.
 3. Reviewing another student’s paper to learn about writing style and how to 

organize your paper on a different topic.
 4. Copying a graph from an article and listing the source and page number.
 5. Listing information and citing a reference that was not the source of the 

material.
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 6. Citing articles and books that were not read.
 7. Being unsure of the source of a particular piece of information, so listing 

a likely source.
 8. Changing the data in your study, by mathematically doubling the number 

of participants, for example, to improve your research fi ndings.
 9. Copying from another student’s test.
 10. Reading another student’s paper and rephrasing his or her responses in 

your own paper.
 11. Writing important points on your desk to use during an exam.
 12. Working with other students to complete a take-home exam despite the 

professor’s instructions to work independently.
 13. Copying a sentence from an article, enclosing the copied material in 

 quotation marks and listing the author.
 14. Submitting a paper that you wrote for one class as an assignment in a 

 different class.
 15. Writing a paper for someone else.
 16. Writing a paper by explaining ideas found in many articles and books and 

citing each.
 17. Explaining an idea or theory from a book in your own words, without 

 listing the source.
 18. Participating in an online class discussion as someone else.
 19. Cutting and pasting information from a Web site into your paper or 

 discussion post in an online class.
 20. Copying your tests from a particular instructor and class to share with 

friends who currently are enrolled in that class.

Answer: All but the following items are examples of academic 
 dishonesty: 3, 4, 13, 16

Justice Psychologists work to ensure that people they come into contact with 
are treated with fairness and justice, permitting them equal quality in services. 
Psychologists are aware of their own biases, competencies, and limitations and 
work to ensure that all people they come into contact with are treated fairly and 
equitably. Students treat others fairly. They are aware of their own perspectives 
and biases and how those might infl uence their interactions with others.

Respect for People’s Rights and Dignity Psychologists recognize and 
respect the inherent worth of all people and their rights to privacy and self 
 determination. They are aware of the role of individual differences, such as 
culture, ethnicity, gender, age, sexual orientation, and more, and consider them 
in their work with individuals. Psychologists attempt to be aware of their own 
biases, eliminate biases in their work, and do not condone biases in the work 
of others. Psychology students who respect the dignity and value of  others and 
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work to eliminate biases in their thought and behavior will grow into model 
citizens who can positively infl uence others around them. 

EXERCISE 1.3

Internet Scavenger Hunt 

Use the Internet to answer each of the following questions about specialties in 
psychology. Provide the search terms used, the Web site, and your response.

 1. In what states can psychologists prescribe medication?
 2. How is forensic psychology different from psychology and the law?
 3. What is a specialist degree in school psychology? Why earn one?
 4. During World War II, psychologists used their skills in new ways to help 

the war effort. In what ways did psychologists contribute? What fi eld of 
psychology developed from these contributions?

 5. What is Principle A of the American Psychological Association Ethics Code?
 6. What subfi eld(s) is (are) concerned with a biopsychosocial model? What 

is a biopsychosocial model?
 7. When was the PsyD born?
 8. Discuss two subfi elds of experimental psychology.
 9. Identify three ways in which psychologists can contribute to businesses 

and corporations.
 10. What is Eye on Psi Chi? What did it replace?

Overview of THE PSYCHOLOGY MAJOR’S HANDBOOK

Now that you have had an introduction to the fi eld of psychology, let’s talk 
about what you can expect from this book. Your fi rst step in choosing a  major 
and preparing for a career is to get to know yourself. Chapter 2 will  introduce 
you to new ways of understanding yourself. A major theme of this book is 
that you play a major role in determining your success in college and beyond. 
Chapter 3 will show you how to take an active role in your education and 
shape your own future. Regardless of your major, you’ll need to learn how to 
study and how to write papers. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 will introduce you to time 
management and study tips as well as specifi c information about how to write 
college papers—and specifi cally, psychology papers.

The remaining chapters of this book encourage you to look ahead and 
consider your future. What can you do with a bachelor’s degree in psychol-
ogy, and how do you look for a job after graduation? Chapters 7 and 8 address 
these questions. In Chapter 9 you’ll learn what careers are available with a 
graduate degree in psychology, and Chapter 10 provides an overview of how 
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to apply to graduate school. The college years offer opportunities and chal-
lenges. The Psychology Major’s Handbook will help you navigate these years 
and keep the big picture—your future—in mind. 

Suggested Readings

Kuther, T. L., & Morgan, R. D. (2010). Careers in psychology: Opportunities in a changing 
world. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Ruscio, J. (2005). Clear thinking with psychology: Separating sense from nonsense. 
 Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Smith, R. A. (2002). Challenging your preconceptions: Thinking critically about 
 psychology. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Stanovich, K. E. (2009). How to think straight about psychology. New York: Allyn & Bacon.

Internet Resources

About Psychology
http://psychology.about.com

Posts articles about all areas of psychology and the most up-to-date psychology links 
on the net.

Psychology: Scientifi c Problem Solvers . . . Careers for the 
Twenty-First Century
http://www.apa.org/careers/resources/guides/careers.pdf

This online brochure, from the American Psychological Association, provides an excellent 
overview of the diverse fi elds within psychology, complete with interviews from estab-
lished professionals in each fi eld.

Psych Web
http://www.psywww.com/index.html

This Web site is a portal to psychology-related material for students and professors. You’ll 
fi nd links to pages on careers in psychology, psychological classics on the Web, and a 
plethora of Web sites devoted to psychology.

Classics in the History of Psychology
http://psychclassics.yorku.ca/

One this Web site you’ll fi nd the full text of classic books in psychology, from Sigmund 
Freud to B. F. Skinner and more.
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Psi Chi: The International Honor Society in Psychology
http://www.psichi.org

The Psi Chi Web site offers a variety of resources for psychology students, including 
full-text access to all of the articles published in Eye on Psi Chi, the organization’s 
quarterly newsletter. Articles cover areas in psychology, career preparation, personal 
growth, and more. 
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What Do You Learn in 
College?
What a Liberal Arts Degree 
Imparts

Communication Skills
Reading Skills
Listening and Note-Taking Skills
Computer Literacy
Critical Thinking and Problem-
Solving Skills
Self-Management Skills

Why Major in Psychology?
Knowledge of Human Behavior
Information Acquisition and 
Synthesis Skills
Research Methods and Statistical 
Skills
Critical Thinking and Problem-
Solving Skills
Reading, Writing, and Speaking 
Skills
Interpersonal and Intrapersonal 
Skills

Computer Literacy
Adaptability

Choosing a Major
Become Informed

Speak with Current Students
Speak with Recent Graduates
Speak with a Career Professional
Speak with Professors

Know Yourself: Write
Why Write?
How to Begin Writing

Learn About Yourself Through 
Self-Assessment

Assess Your Personality and 
Attitudinal Traits

Exercise 2.1: Assess Your 
Personality Traits

Exercise 2.2: Identify Your 
Holland Personality Type

Exercise 2.3: Assess Your Skills

Chapter Outline

Choosing a Major: Is 
Psychology for You?
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Exercise 2.4: Values

Choosing Psychology

Suggested Readings

Internet Resources

Journal Exercises

One of the most diffi cult decisions that students face is choosing a college 
major. How do you decide what to do with your life? Selecting a major can be 
daunting if you believe that your undergraduate major determines your  career; 
fortunately, this is not true. Choosing a major is not the same as choosing a 
life-long career, yet this myth persists. For example, many people  assume that 
students who major in the arts, humanities, or social sciences (e.g., psychol-
ogy) are either not qualifi ed for any jobs or qualifi ed only for careers in those 
specifi c areas. However, students who earn undergraduate degrees in these 
fi elds fi nd jobs in business, research, human resources, teaching, the military, 
and a variety of other occupations (see Chapter 7 for more information about 
careers with a bachelor’s degree in psychology). Your major will not limit you 
to only one career choice.

Within ten years after graduation, most people work in careers that are 
not directly connected to their undergraduate majors. In addition, new types 
of jobs are emerging each year, and most of us have no way of knowing what 
those jobs will be or what type of education will be needed in order to qualify 
for them. For example, fi fteen years ago, most people had never heard of a 
Web designer (someone who creates Web pages and designs Internet sites). 
It’s likely that other careers will evolve over the coming years. Consequently, 
career counselors recommend that college students focus on developing 
 general transferable skills—including writing, speaking, computer literacy, 
problem solving, and team building—that employers want and that graduates 
will need in order to adjust to a rapidly changing world. Choose a major that 
refl ects your interests and abilities, and provides you with opportunities to 
 develop and hone skills that are useful for a variety of careers. The exercises in 
this chapter will help you to learn more about yourself; assess your interests, 
skills, and abilities; and determine which major is right for you.

What Do You Learn in College?

The liberal arts constitute a range of subjects including the humanities (such 
as history, literature, and philosophy), social sciences (such as psychology and 
sociology), and natural sciences (such as biology and physics). A liberal arts 
 degree is designed to impart broad general knowledge and intellectual skills 
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and expose students to a world of ideas, people, cultures, and history. The 
 liberal arts teach students how to consider multiple perspectives, examine 
ideas, explore possibilities, and challenge their own and others’ assumptions. 
Let’s take a closer look at what you may learn though a liberal arts education.

What a Liberal Arts Degree Imparts
No matter your major, you will learn from two sets of curricula during your 
college years. You will learn the specifi c content of your major, the material 
that’s printed in the course catalogue, including specifi c facts, concepts, and 
theories that college courses are designed to impart. However, you will learn 
much more than the content of your courses. College also entails a covert cur-
riculum, a subtle set of skills of which students often are not aware, such as 
how to acquire information, think, and learn—skills that are more important 
than any set of facts you might learn (Appleby, 2001). Liberal arts majors have 
the opportunity to develop the following competencies that will prepare them 
for their careers after graduation.

Communication Skills The ability to communicate in a clear, organized, 
and persuasive way is a skill that is useful to all careers and can be applied 
throughout life. All of your college courses provide opportunities to develop 
and strengthen your oral and written communication skills, but some courses, 
such as in English composition, public speaking, and writing, offer special-
ized practice. Many students approach writing and communications courses 
as simply requirements to complete. Instead, these courses are an important 
foundation for communication skills—the capacity to get a message out to the 
world and be heard. Savvy students take additional courses in writing or public 
speaking because no matter the career, the ability to be understood in a clear 
and persuasive way is invaluable throughout life. Remember that each course 
you take—communications or otherwise—contributes something unique to 
your education. No course is “a waste” or simply something to endure.

Reading Skills The ability to read complex material quickly, understand 
it, extract the relevant material, and use the information to solve problems 
are skills that students hone in college and will use in their careers (Appleby, 
2001). For example, employees in business, management, and advertising 
must keep abreast of the literature in their fi eld by reading books, magazines, 
and trade publications to help them to perform their jobs more effi ciently. 
Savvy students quickly recognize that they must adapt their reading to the 
content at hand and take a different approach when reading scientifi c articles 
as compared with reading fi ction. Students who recognize the covert curricu-
lum, the lifelong skills that they will develop in college, approach assignments 
as opportunities to learn and sharpen their reading comprehension skills, as 
well as adapt their reading styles to the material to be read.
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Listening and Note-Taking Skills The ability to take accurate notes 
and identify the arguments and important points that emerge from discus-
sion are just as important to success after graduation as they are in college. 
 Successful employees and graduate students have the ability to listen  carefully 
and  attentively and to understand and follow instructions. Lectures and 
class discussions offer valuable opportunities to develop active listening and 
 note-taking skills that stretch beyond the content of the course.

Computer Literacy Technology is an inevitable part of the workplace. All 
liberal arts majors have opportunities to learn basic computer skills, such as 
word processing and spreadsheet programs, as well as how to use databases 
and the Internet to fi nd information.

Critical Thinking and Problem-Solving Skills The most important 
skill that a college education imparts is the ability to think. Certainly, you’re 
able to think well before you enter college, but the quality of thinking im-
proves radically over the college years with practice analyzing complex prob-
lems, thinking critically, and constructing arguments that are supported by 
evidence. Critical thinking refers to the ability to gather, comprehend, ana-
lyze, evaluate, and apply information to solve problems. These thinking skills 
are essential to making wise decisions throughout life.

Self-Management Skills College is often the fi rst time that students are 
independent and responsible for their own behavior. At fi rst it is very  diffi cult. 
Students may be late for class, forget about assignments, or neglect to do 
their laundry. It is often mistakes that encourage learning. Successful students 
don’t dwell on mistakes, but rather, learn from them. With time,  students be-
come more independent, responsible for their actions and well-being, and 
more organized—all skills that prepare them for today’s demanding work 
environments. College students face multiple demands: classes, projects, 
outside  activities, meetings with professors, athletic practices and games, 
 socializing with friends, part-time work, and volunteer work, for example. 
Part of the  unwritten curriculum of college is learning to become more punc-
tual,  reliable, mature, and respectful—skills critical to a happy, healthy, and 
 productive adulthood (Appleby, 2001). The stresses that most college students 
 encounter—managing multiple commitments—aid them in developing skills 
in managing their emotions and behavior, essential self-management skills.

A liberal arts education provides the tools for students to learn how to 
think independently and critically, develop mature and reasoned decision 
 making, solve complex problems, effectively communicate their ideas with 
others, and exercise self control (Bare, 1988). Become engaged with your 
 education and you’ll develop thinking, analysis, and self-management abilities 
that last a  lifetime. This is true no matter your major. If you put in the time 
and hard work, you will receive a broad and fulfi lling education regardless of 
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your major, whether it’s in the humanities, social sciences, or  natural  sciences. 
Why choose a psychology major, then? What does a  psychology  major impart?

Why Major in Psychology?
The psychology major is a general liberal arts degree that prepares  graduates 
for “lifelong learning, thinking, and action” (McGovern, Furumoto,  Halpern, 
Kimble, & McKeachie, 1991, p. 600). Like other liberal arts majors, 
psychology students gain knowledge and skills that generalize to the world 
outside the classroom; however, the emphasis on learning and applying prin-
ciples of  psychology to understand human behavior makes the degree unique 
( McGovern et al., 1991; Dunn et al., 2007; Halpern, 2009).

Knowledge of Human Behavior Undergraduate education in psychol-
ogy is intended to expose students to the major facts, theories, and  issues in 
the discipline. Understanding human behavior entails learning about physiol-
ogy, perception, cognition, emotion, development, and more. Consequently, 
psychology majors construct a broad knowledge base that serves as the 
 conceptual framework for lifelong learning about human behavior as well as 
the capacity to apply their understanding in everyday situations.

Information Acquisition and Synthesis Skills The knowledge base 
of psychology is constantly expanding. Successful psychology students learn 
how to gather and synthesize information. Psychology students learn how 
to use a range of sources including the library, computerized databases, and 
the  Internet to gather information about an area of interest. More impor-
tant,  psychology students learn how to weigh and integrate information into a 
 coherent and persuasive argument. In addition, successful psychology  students 
apply their advanced understanding of cognition and memory to enhance their 
processing and recall of information.

Research Methods and Statistical Skills Psychology students learn 
how to apply the scientifi c method to address questions about human behav-
ior. They learn how to identify a problem, devise a hypothesis, choose and 
carry out scientifi c methods to gather information about the problem, conduct 
statistical analyses to evaluate a hypothesis, and interpret data summaries to 
devise a conclusion. In other words, psychology students become able to pose 
and answer questions about human behavior and experience.

Critical Thinking and Problem-Solving Skills Exposure to the diverse 
perspectives within psychology trains students to think fl exibly and to accept 
some ambiguity. Introductory psychology students often ask for the “right” 
 answer; they soon learn that answers often aren’t black or white, but many 
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shades of grey. Psychology students acquire skills in thinking critically about 
complex problems. They learn to weigh multiple sources of information, 
 determine the degree of support for each position, and make a reasoned deci-
sion about which position has more merit and how a problem is best solved.

Reading, Writing, and Speaking Skills Psychology students  develop read-
ing, writing, and presentation skills for effective oral and written  communication. 
They learn how to think critically about what they read, as well as comprehend 
and present arguments from a psychological standpoint. Moreover, their un-
derstanding of human behavior aids students in constructing arguments that 
are easily comprehended by others. Information derived from psychology re-
garding cognition, memory, listening, persuasion, and  communication enhances 
psychology majors’ ability to communicate orally and in writing.

Interpersonal and Intrapersonal Skills Psychology students develop 
the ability to communicate their ideas and use their knowledge of human be-
havior to devise persuasive arguments. Successful students are able to lead, 
collaborate with others, and work effectively in groups. Psychology students 
are primed to be effective communicators because they are trained to be sen-
sitive to issues of culture, race, class, and ethnicity. Students of psychology also 
develop intrapersonal awareness, or self-knowledge. They are able to monitor 
and manage their own behavior, which is critical in succeeding in academic 
and interpersonal tasks.

Computer Literacy Psychology students develop familiarity with  computers 
and understand how to use common statistical, word processing, and spread-
sheet programs. The capacity to use statistical software to analyze data makes 
psychology majors stand out from other liberal arts majors. They also under-
stand how to learn new software and computer programs, and they have  basic 
knowledge for using and accessing e-mail as well as browsing the Internet.

Adaptability Psychology students quickly learn that the perfect experiment 
is an unattainable goal toward which all researchers strive. Students learn how 
to design the best research studies possible, given limited resources. The 
 capacity to evaluate and adapt to changing circumstances is highly valued in 
today’s often volatile economy and workplace.

An undergraduate education in psychology will provide you with the 
 opportunity to develop these as well as many other skills. The combination of 
liberal education and training in human behavior makes the psychology degree 
very special. Education in statistical, thinking, research, writing, and interper-
sonal skills embodies the psychology major, supports the goals of a liberal arts 
education, and will help you to develop into a well rounded and well educated 
person who has skills applicable to a broad range of careers (Kierniesky, 1992). 

          Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or 
eChapter(s). Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights 
restrictions require it.



22 C H A P T E R  2

The psychology major satisfi es the objectives of a liberal arts education, which 
include developing critical, independent, and analytical thinking, leadership 
skills, communication skills, an understanding of how to learn, the ability to 
take multiple perspectives on an issue, and an understanding of human diver-
sity (Winter, McClelland, & Stewart, 1981). Training in research design and 
statistical analysis, as well as human behavior, is what makes the psychology 
major unique among liberal arts degrees.

Choosing a Major

As you begin the process of selecting a major, remember that there is no bad 
choice. Every college major provides opportunities to develop a unique blend 
of skills and competencies. Majors differ in the specific set of competen-
cies emphasized. The emphasis on scientifi c reasoning and problem solving, 
coupled with a focus on understanding how people think and behave, is what 
makes psychology unique among majors. Carefully consider your options, 
your skill set, and your interests when selecting a college major. At the end 
of this process you may fi nd that psychology is the major for you—or you may 
make another choice. Listen to yourself and make the decision that is right 
for you, but also recognize that many students change their major some time 
during their college years. Don’t let this choice paralyze you. It is not set in 
stone. Follow these steps to ensure that you’re true to yourself in choosing the 
college major that is right for you—and one that you’ll stick with throughout 
your college years.

Become Informed
The fi rst step in making any decision is to become informed of your options. 
What majors does your college offer? Some majors, including psychology, 
English, and economics, are available at all colleges and universities. Other 
majors, such as engineering, can be found only at some institutions. What 
options does your college offer? Flip through your college handbook and 
look at each department and each major. Take a moment to review each 
program, even if you think it isn’t interesting or right for you. Sometimes 
we have preconceived biases and incorrect information about a discipline 
or major. For each major, ask yourself the following questions and note your 
responses in writing so that you can easily revisit your work and compare 
majors later.

What is this fi eld? What does it study?• 

Do I have any experience in this area?• 

Have I taken a class in this area?• 
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If so, what was it like? (Remember that a professor can color your view • 

of a discipline. For example, a professor who you fi nd unappealing may 
make a subject that you’d otherwise fi nd interesting seem boring. Try to 
determine how much of your opinion is infl uenced by the subject matter 
and how much by the professor.)
What classes can I expect to take as a major?• 

It is likely that you will not fi nd answers to all of these questions in your 
college handbook. Examine the department Web site to fi nd information 
about the program, faculty (including their research interests and involve-
ment with students), and opportunities for graduates. Most department Web 
pages will provide answers for many of these questions. After completing 
this task, list all of the majors that sound interesting to you, without mak-
ing judgments. Then, for each major, gather information from a variety of 
sources.

Speak with Current Students Ask other students how they chose their 
major, why they think it’s a good choice, and what they think about the con-
tent, professors, and opportunities after graduation. What are the required 
courses like? Every major has its most challenging set of courses—what are 
those courses? Why are they considered challenging? What about the pro-
fessors? Do students have out-of-class interactions with faculty? What kind? 
What out-of-class experiences are available? Is there a student club?

Speak with Recent Graduates Ask recent graduates about their experi-
ences in college and afterwards. Ask them some or all of the questions you 
asked current students. Also ask about their experiences after graduating.

What was the job search like?• 

What kinds of jobs did they seek?• 

How were they received by potential employers?• 

Where were they hired?• 

How well does their job match their expectations?• 

What are the positive and negative features of their work?• 

What role, if any, did their major play in their job search and career?• 

If they could do it again, what major would they choose? Why?• 

If you don’t know any recent graduates, visit the department and/or your 
college’s career center. Most college career centers maintain databases of 
recent graduates; you can contact a few graduates to learn more about their 
work and career experiences.

Speak with a Career Professional Visit your college’s career center to 
seek advice. Tell the career counselor what you’ve learned about yourself in 
completing the exercises in this chapter, and he or she can help you narrow 
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your choice of majors. It is likely that your career counselor will present you 
with additional surveys and tasks to help you decide on a major and career.

Speak with Professors Don’t forget to talk with professors to learn more 
about potential majors. Visit the offi ce hours of a professor in whose class you 
are enrolled, or one who seems approachable or works in a fi eld of interest to 
you. Talk with him or her. Ask questions about the undergraduate major and 
what kinds of jobs recent graduates have obtained. Ask informed questions. 
For example, know a little bit about the major, basic course requirements, 
and, if possible, what courses the professor teaches. You might explain that 
you’re thinking about becoming a major in their fi eld and would like to know 
more about it.

What do graduates do?• 

Are there formal opportunities to work with faculty, such as research • 

courses with small enrollments?
Do many students interact with faculty outside of the classroom, for • 

 example, assisting with research?
Do students tend to participate in clubs and outside activities, such as • 

group trips to conferences?
Do students engage in applied activities like internships?• 

How did the professor choose his or her major?• 

What are the important attributes for a successful student?• 

Any advice on choosing a major?• 

Advice for students in the department?• 

There are multiple sources of information about any given major. 
 Approach the task as if you were solving a puzzle. Each source and person 
 provides a unique bit of information and perspective. Sources may disagree 
about  particular qualities or characteristics of a major. Compile all of the 
 information and weigh it based on the person’s perspective (student, graduate, 
or faculty, for example), perceived accuracy (Does the information seem accu-
rate? What is the source’s perspective?), and perceived similarity (How similar 
are your and the source’s views?).

Once you have gathered information and decided on several majors that 
may be a good fi t for you, it’s time to shift your attention inward and learn 
about yourself.

Know Yourself: Write
You may have noticed that keeping notes—writing—is a useful tool for or-
ganizing what you know about majors. Writing is also useful for learning and 
organizing what you know about yourself. Always good advice, understanding 
yourself is critical to choosing a major that will satisfy your intellectual curiosity 
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and fulfi ll your career goals. One of the best ways to learn about yourself and 
record what you learn is by writing. Consider keeping a journal, a record of 
self-refl ective writing. A journal is a collection of your creative activity and can 
take many forms: a notebook, computer fi le, iPhone or other smartphone fi le, 
or even a personal for-your-eyes-only blog. Your journal is a private learning 
space where you can refl ect upon yourself, your experiences, goals, dreams, 
and anxieties—learn more about who you are.

Why Write? Writing is a way to explore your thoughts about yourself and 
the world around you. Sometimes we’re not aware of our thoughts and feel-
ings until we capture them with the written word. Expressing your ideas and 
feelings in words forces you to focus your thoughts, identify your opinions and 
values, and clarify your sense of identity.

Write for therapy After a long day or a diffi cult experience, write to  refl ect. 
Writing offers a private opportunity to let out feelings of frustration, anger, or 
anxiety. Write about your deepest thoughts, but also everyday mundane mat-
ters, to help you fi gure out what you think or feel about a situation and to 
release stress. Don’t censor yourself; your journal will never say, “I told you 
so.” You’ll fi nd that you’re better able to concentrate after you’ve cleared your 
head by writing.

Write to get organized Perhaps the easiest way to begin keeping a journal 
is to use it as a place to record lists of immediate tasks to be accomplished. 
With regular use, writing becomes a habit and can grow beyond making lists 
to include self-refl ection, planning, and goal setting. You can write about your 
goals and document the steps needed to achieve them, as well as your prog-
ress. In this way, a journal can help to organize your daily life.

Write to solve problems Writing is an effective tool for problem solving 
because writing is thinking. The next time you fi nd yourself confronted with a 
problem or a big decision, try writing about it. Explain the problem in words: 
What do you know about it? Discuss your feelings about the problem and an-
alyze it. Writing may lead you to brainstorm potential solutions. Then your 
writing might shift towards analyzing each solution. Expressing ideas in writ-
ten form requires a different thought process from thinking. We think in new 
ways when we write. This allows us to conceptualize problems differently and 
come to solutions more quickly.

Write to enhance communication The more often you write, the more 
your writing will improve. Writing strengthens communication skills because 
it lets you practice identifying and expressing ideas, which is one of your major 
goals as a college student.
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Write to unleash your creativity Writing offers a creative outlet, a place 
to generate stories, essays, and poetry. If you’re having a tough time thinking 
up ideas for class papers or essays, your journal is the place to turn. Through 
writing, we become more creative. There are a variety of techniques and exer-
cises that can help you to fi nd your center of creativity and inspire new ways of 
thinking and expressing yourself. Check out the exercises in this chapter and 
throughout this book. Also take note of the Web resources at the end of this 
chapter for places to turn to learn how to record your ideas. 

Write to record your experience A journal provides a record of your life. 
Days, weeks, and months pass all too quickly. Memory is fallible. A journal 
helps you to remember events, experiences, feelings, and intentions. It  offers 
a place to record accomplishments, hopes, and dreams as well as to retain 
details that you would probably otherwise forget. From a therapeutic perspec-
tive, looking back over old journals allows the opportunity to refl ect on pat-
terns of experience, interaction, and emotion, providing insight into yourself 
and your perspective on life. How have you changed and grown? You can gain 
insight about yourself by reviewing your journal.

How to Begin Writing If you’re ready to start your own journal, simply 
begin. Your journal can take many forms. Some students prefer to keep their 
journal as a word processing fi le on their laptop. Others write in a bound com-
position book or simply keep a folder of loose papers. You might keep your 
journal on your PDA or smartphone or even create a blog, a private web log 
using an Internet service such as typepad.com (http://www.typepad.com), 
blogger.com (http://www.blogger.com), or a similar site. The cardinal rule of 
journal writing is to remember that your journal is for your eyes only. Don’t let 
spelling, handwriting, and grammar be major concerns. Get your feelings and 
experiences down in writing, any way that you can. No one else will review or 
grade it.

Just write Many students are puzzled: What to write about? There are no 
rules when it comes to journals. You can write about anything that comes to 
mind, like poetry, story ideas, and refl ections, as well as more everyday items 
such as lists of accomplishments and tasks to be completed. Even everyday 
frustrations can be topics for your writing. Take time to observe your life. If 
you’re having diffi culty, try writing about the trouble that you’re experiencing 
starting the journal. Write your thoughts as they come, even if you’re writ-
ing that you don’t know what to write. Try writing about events that are hap-
pening to you or around you, from a third-person perspective. For example, 
begin writing with the phrase, “It was a time when . . .,” and then describe 
the event in detail, using as many of your senses as possible. What were the 
sounds, smells, sights, and feelings that were present? Pretend that you’re an 
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outside observer and use pronouns like he and she. This exercise can help you 
to put things into perspective; it is especially effective when writing about life 
changes (like the transition to college), relationships (like that argument with 
your boyfriend or girlfriend), and events that you found upsetting (like fi nding 
out that you didn’t do so well on that test). Throughout this book, you’ll fi nd 
plenty of topics and ideas to write about in your journal, which will help you 
learn more about yourself and make plans for your future.

Write for brief periods, often The goal of keeping a journal is to catch 
your thoughts. The more often you write in your journal, the more you’ll learn 
about yourself. Take your journal with you. If you have fi fteen minutes  between 
classes, write in your journal. You might even write about what you’ve learned 
in your prior class and how it relates to your experience. Try writing at  bedtime 
or right after waking up. It doesn’t take much time. You’ll be  surprised at how 
much you can write in just a few minutes. The key is to keep from censor-
ing yourself. Allow yourself to be thoughtful and write what’s on your mind. 
Explore your thoughts about a specifi c topic or about life in general. Try to 
get into the habit of writing each day, even if it is just a short entry. Also try to 
write some longer entries because they will give you the  opportunity to fl esh 
out your thoughts and make insights about yourself.

Reading is optional It doesn’t matter if you read your journal. Some people 
return to their journals often, as chronicles of their lives. However, many peo-
ple rarely read their journals but instead use writing to process their thoughts. 
Remember that the information is always there should you choose to read it, 
but you don’t have to read it.

Set no expectations Your journal does not have to be fi lled with  descriptions 
of monumental experiences. Journal entries don’t have to be well written or 
scholarly. Don’t let these myths rob you of the chance to benefi t from journal 
writing.

Give journal writing a shot, in whatever format works for you— handwritten 
or electronic. Writing will help you to explore who you are and discover who 
you hope to become. Through writing and reflecting, the mundane can 
 become profound. Take a chance and explore yourself through writing.

Learn About Yourself Through Self-Assessment
Understanding yourself is critical to choosing a major that intrigues you. 
 Journal writing is an important start, but choosing a major requires a more 
thorough self-assessment. It sounds technical, but self-assessment is the 
 process by which you examine your skills, abilities, motivations, interests, 
values,  experience, and accomplishments. In other words, it’s how you learn 
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about yourself. Through self-assessment you’ll build a firm foundation of 
knowledge about yourself. You can then use this knowledge to make sound 
decisions about your major. The following exercises will help you to better 
understand yourself, but remember that self-awareness will not be achieved 
instantaneously. It takes hard work, soul-searching, and time.

Assess Your Personality and Attitudinal Traits Who are you? What 
personality characteristics best describe you? Understanding your unique 
 personality will help you to choose a major that is right for you. After you 
 graduate, knowledge about your personality traits will help you to find a 
 position or career that meshes with your characteristics and is rewarding and 
fulfilling. Exercise 2.1 will help you to get a better understanding of your 
personality, which is essential to choosing a major that you’ll be happy with. 
Consider writing in your journal about what you learn about yourself after 
completing Exercise 2.1. 

EXERCISE 2.1

Assess Your Personality Traits

Check off those traits that describe you. Include additional traits if needed. 
Take your time to think about each one, and be honest with yourself. Then 
complete the questions that follow.

Academic  ❑ Extroverted ❑ Practical ❑

Active ❑ Fair-minded ❑ Private ❑

Accurate ❑ Farsighted ❑ Productive ❑

Adaptable ❑ Feeling ❑ Progressive ❑

Adept ❑ Firm ❑ Protective ❑

Adventurous ❑ Flexible ❑ Prudent ❑

Affectionate ❑ Forceful ❑ Punctual ❑

Aggressive ❑ Formal ❑ Quick ❑

Alert ❑ Frank ❑ Quiet ❑

Ambitious ❑ Frugal ❑ Rational ❑

Analytical ❑ Future-oriented ❑ Realistic ❑

Appreciative ❑ Generous ❑ Receptive ❑

Articulate ❑ Gentle ❑ Refl ective ❑

Artistic ❑ Good natured ❑ Relaxed ❑

Assertive ❑ Gregarious ❑ Reliable ❑

Astute ❑ Hardy ❑ Reserved ❑

Athletic ❑ Helpful ❑ Resourceful ❑

Attentive ❑ Honest ❑ Responsible ❑

Balanced ❑ Hopeful ❑ Reverent ❑

Brave ❑ Humorous ❑ Risk-taker ❑

Broad-minded ❑ Idealistic ❑ Sedentary ❑
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Businesslike ❑ Imaginative ❑ Self-confi dent ❑

Calm ❑ Impersonal ❑ Self-controlled ❑

Candid ❑ Independent ❑ Self-disciplined ❑

Capable ❑ Individualistic ❑ Self-starter ❑

Caring ❑ Industrious ❑ Sensible ❑

Cautious ❑ Informal ❑ Sensitive ❑

Charitable ❑ Initiator ❑ Serious ❑

Cheerful ❑ Innovative ❑ Sincere ❑

Clean ❑ Intellectual ❑ Sociable ❑

Clear ❑ Intelligent ❑ Sophisticated ❑

Competent ❑ Introverted ❑ Stable ❑

Competitive ❑ Intuitive ❑ Strong ❑

Congenial ❑ Inventive ❑ Strong-minded ❑

Conscientious ❑ Jovial ❑ Structured ❑

Conservative ❑ Judicious ❑ Subjective ❑

Considerate ❑ Just ❑ Successful ❑

Consistent ❑ Kind ❑ Tactful ❑

Conventional ❑ Liberal ❑ Talented ❑

Cooperative ❑ Likable ❑ Tenacious ❑

Courageous ❑ Literary ❑ Thorough ❑

Creative ❑ Logical ❑ Thoughtful ❑

Critical ❑ Loyal ❑ Tolerant ❑

Curious ❑ Mature ❑ Trusting ❑

Daring ❑ Methodical ❑ Trustworthy ❑

Decisive ❑ Meticulous ❑ Truthful ❑

Deliberate ❑ Mistrustful ❑ Understanding ❑

Delicate ❑ Modest ❑ Unexcitable ❑

Democratic ❑ Motivated ❑ Uninhibited ❑

Dependable ❑ Nurturing ❑ Verbal ❑

Detail-oriented ❑ Objective ❑ Versatile ❑

Diligent ❑ Observant ❑ Vigorous ❑

Discreet ❑ Open-minded ❑ Warm ❑

Distinctive ❑ Opportunistic ❑ Wholesome ❑

Dominant ❑ Optimistic ❑ Wise ❑

Dynamic ❑ Orderly ❑

Eager ❑ Organized ❑

Easygoing ❑ Original ❑

Effective ❑ Outgoing ❑

Effi cient ❑ Patient ❑

Eloquent ❑ Peaceable ❑

Emotional ❑ Perceptive ❑

Empathetic ❑ Persistent ❑
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Refl ection 
Examine the list of personality descriptors that you have checked off. 
Carefully consider each. How well does each adjective describe you? Choose 
3–5 adjectives that you fi nd most important.

 1. Why do these words describe you? Provide examples from your 
 experience that illustrate how each word describes you.

 2. Think back to your childhood dreams. Do you remember talking to 
friends and family about what you wanted to “be” when you “grew 
up”? Write about your memories. What careers did you select as 
a child? Why?

 3. Do you still have the same career-related dreams? How have your views 
changed?

 4. Consider your personality traits listed in question 1. How do these traits 
compare with those needed for the career of your childhood dreams? 
How do they fi t with your revised, adult view?

A more precise way to use what you know about yourself to help you choose 
a major is to identify your Holland personality style. Your personality deter-
mines the work environment that you’ll fi nd most appealing.  Holland (1959) 
proposed that people’s personalities and their matching work  environments 
can be loosely categorized into six groups. Which of the following  personality 
types suits you best? After completing Exercise 2.2 you may fi nd that your 
personality is a combination of several types. 

EXERCISE 2.2

Identify Your Holland Personality Type (Holland, 1959) 

Realistic Investigative

I am mechanically inclined. ❑

I am athletically inclined. ❑

I like working outside with  ❑

tools, plants, or animals.

I like creating things with  ❑

my hands.

I am practical. ❑

I like to see direct results  ❑

of my work.

I am a nature lover. ❑

I am systematic. ❑

I like learning, observing, problem  ❑

solving, and working with information.

I like solving abstract, vague  ❑

problems.

I am curious. ❑

I am logical. ❑

I am reserved. ❑

I am introspective. ❑

I am independent. ❑

I am observant. ❑

I am interested in understanding the  ❑

physical world.
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Realistic Investigative

I am persistent. ❑

I am calm and reserved. ❑

I am independent. ❑

I dislike vagueness and  ❑

ambiguity.

I like working alone or in small groups. ❑

I like to be original and creative in  ❑

solving problems.

I enjoy intellectual challenges. ❑

Artistic Social

I am imaginative and creative. ❑

I like to express myself by  ❑

designing and producing.

I prefer unstructured  ❑

activities.

I am spontaneous. ❑

I am idealistic. ❑

I am unique. ❑

I am independent. ❑

I am expressive. ❑

I am unconventional. ❑

I am compassionate. ❑

I am bold. ❑

I prefer to work alone. ❑

I am compassionate. ❑

I like helping and training others. ❑

I am patient. ❑

I am dependable. ❑

I am supportive. ❑

I am understanding. ❑

I am perceptive. ❑

I am generous. ❑

I am idealistic. ❑

I am cheerful, well liked. ❑

I am people-oriented and friendly. ❑

I am concerned with the welfare  ❑

of others.

I am good at expressing myself and  ❑

getting along well with others.

Enterprising Conventional

I like to work with people. ❑

I like persuading people. ❑

I like managing situations. ❑

I like achieving organizational  ❑

or economic goals.

I am a leader. ❑

I am talkative. ❑

I am extroverted. ❑

I am optimistic. ❑

I am spontaneous and daring. ❑

I am assertive. ❑

I am good with numbers. ❑

I like to work with data and carry out  ❑

tasks in detail.

I am persistent. ❑

I am practical. ❑

I am conforming. ❑

I am precise. ❑

I am conscientious. ❑

I am meticulous. ❑

I am adept. ❑

I am practical. ❑

          Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or 
eChapter(s). Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights 
restrictions require it.



32 C H A P T E R  2

After considering Holland’s personality descriptions, you probably have 
a good idea of your interests. For a more formal assessment, consider tak-
ing the Self-Directed Search (Holland, 1994), a self-report questionnaire 
that  assesses your personality type according to Holland’s theory. Check 
with the career  development offi ce at your university to learn more about 
it; there’s even an online version, which you can take for a fee at http://www.
self- directed-search.com. Understanding your personality type may make it 
easier to choose a  major because some majors are better suited to particu-
lar personalities than are others. Table 2.1 lists college majors, organized by 
Holland personality type. Remember that this is simply a guide to careers. 
Not all possible careers are listed, and the categories are much more fl uid 
than they appear.

Notice that many college majors appear within more than one category. 
Use this exercise as a general guide; however, recognize that the characteris-
tics for success in various college majors often overlap to some degree.

Assess Your Skills, Interests, and Values In addition to understanding 
your personality, your choice of major should refl ect your skills and abilities. 
What are your skills? What activities do you do best? If you’re unsure, try 
writing an experiential diary to get a better grip on your skills. An experien-
tial diary lists all the jobs, leadership positions, and extracurricular activities 
that you’ve engaged in, and then lists all the tasks comprising each of these 
activities and jobs (DeGalan & Lambert, 1995). Once you’ve created a master 
list, write down all of the skills required to perform the tasks on your list. For 
example, if the task was answering the phone, it probably entailed the follow-
ing skills: communication skills (the effective use of language), problem solv-
ing, and the ability to direct inquiries. Also identify specifi c skills that you’ve 

Enterprising Conventional

I am energetic. ❑

I am good at communicating. ❑

I am good at selling and  ❑

persuading.

I prefer tasks that require  ❑

quick action.

I am frugal. ❑

I am stable and dependable. ❑

I am well controlled. ❑

I prefer tasks that are structured. ❑

I prefer to know what’s expected. ❑

I prefer a well defi ned chain of  ❑

command.

Count your checkmarks to determine which Holland descriptions match your 
personality characteristics. Most students fi nd that two or more descriptions 
of personality characteristics fi t them.
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 TABLE

 2.1 HOLLAND PERSONALITY TYPES AND COLLEGE MAJORS

Realistic Investigative Artistic

Agriculture/Forestry

Criminal Justice

Engineering

Health and Physical Education

Plant and Soil Sciences

Architecture

Recreation and Tourism 
Management

Environmental Studies

Geology

Medical Technology

Exercise Science

Sports Management

Engineering

Animal Science

Anthropology

Astronomy

Biochemistry

Biological Sciences

Chemistry

Computer Science

Engineering

Geography

Geology

Mathematics

Medical Technology

Medicine

Nursing

Nutrition

Pharmacy

Philosophy

Physical Therapy

Physics

Psychology

Sociology

Statistics

Advertising

Art History

Art Education

Architecture

Communications

English

Foreign Language

Graphic Design

History

Interior Design

Journalism

Music

Music Education

Speech/Drama

Social Enterprising Conventional

Audiology

Counseling

Criminal Justice

Elementary Education

History

Human Development

Library Sciences

Occupational Therapy

Nursing

Nutrition

Advertising

Broadcasting

Communications

Economics

Finance

Industrial Relations

Journalism

Law

Management

Marketing

Accounting

Business

Computer Science

Economics

Finance

Mathematics

Statistics

(Continued)
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EXERCISE 2.3

Assess Your Skills

Check all of the skills that apply to you, then complete the activity that follows. 

learned, like the ability to use computer programming languages or speak a 
foreign language. Even with an experiential diary, it is sometimes diffi cult to 
list and remember all of your skills and abilities. Exercise 2.3 will help you to 
better understand your skills.

 TABLE

 2.1 HOLLAND PERSONALITY TYPES AND COLLEGE MAJORS (CONTINUED)

Social Enterprising Conventional

Philosophy

Political Science

Physical Education

Psychology

Religious Studies

Sociology

Social Work

Special Education

Urban Planning

Political Science

Public Administration

Speech

Source: Adapted from Lock, 1988; University of Tennessee, n.d.

Acting or performing ❑

Administering ❑

Advising ❑

Analyzing Data ❑

Applying ❑

Arranging social functions ❑

Budgeting ❑

Calculating ❑

Checking for accuracy ❑

Coaching ❑

Collecting money ❑

Communicating ❑

Compiling statistics ❑

Conceptualizing ❑

Controlling ❑

Coordinating events ❑

Counseling ❑

Creating new ideas ❑

Decision making ❑

Designing ❑

Dispensing information ❑

Dramatizing ideas or problems ❑

Editing ❑

Entertaining people ❑

Evaluating ❑

Expressing feelings ❑

Finding information ❑

Fund raising ❑

Generalizing ❑

Goal setting ❑
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Handling complaints ❑

Identifying problems ❑

Illustrating ❑

Implementing ❑

Improving ❑

Initiating with strangers ❑

Innovating ❑

Interpreting ❑

Interviewing ❑

Investigating problems ❑

Judging ❑

Leading ❑

Listening to others ❑

Managing ❑

Measuring ❑

Mediating ❑

Motivating ❑

Navigating ❑

Negotiating ❑

Observing ❑

Organizing ❑

Painting ❑

Persuading ❑

Photographing ❑

Planning ❑

Problem solving ❑

Programming ❑

Promoting ❑

Proofreading ❑

Questioning ❑

Reading ❑

Reasoning ❑

Recording ❑

Record keeping ❑

Recruiting ❑

Researching ❑

Scheduling ❑

Selling ❑

Singing ❑

Sketching ❑

Speaking ❑

Supervising ❑

Synthesizing information ❑

Teaching or training ❑

Team building ❑

Thinking logically ❑

Tolerating ambiguity ❑

Translating ❑

Troubleshooting ❑

Visualizing ❑

Writing ❑

Refl ection 

 1. What skills did you check?
 2. Can you think of examples of how each skill has developed or how you’ve 

used it to achieve a goal?
 3. Based on your consideration, choose the top 3–5 skills and explain your 

choices. These skills are your strengths.
 4. Now look at all of the skills that you checked, including those for which 

you found it diffi cult to think of supporting examples.
 a. Do any of these skills need further development?
 b. Which of these skills do you prefer using? Why?
 c. Which are you interested in using in the future? Why?
 d. Which skills do you dislike? Why?

 5. Are there any skills that you don’t currently have, but would like to 
 develop? Explain.
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By now you realize that you already have an array of skills. Are you 
 interested in using and pursing those skills? We tend to like and be interested 
in things that we are good at. Is that true for you? You may not have skills in 
a particular area, but if you fi nd it interesting, you can seek the education and 
training to develop the necessary skills. Don’t let your current competence 
 levels dictate your choices. If you are willing to work, you can make great 
strides and meet many career goals.

The question that you must answer is: What interests you? The  happiest 
and most successful students choose majors that they fi nd engaging. Many 
students decide on a major before considering their interests and values. They 
take courses for a semester or two and then realize that they’ve chosen a major 
in which they have minimal interest. Identifying your interests early in your 
college career can save you from changing majors and wasting time. What 
 appeals to you?

An effective way of assessing your interests is to write about your personal 
history.

 1. In your journal, on scrap paper, or on a word processor, write about all 
of the times that you can think of when you have encountered a problem 
(regardless of its size) and have taken action to solve that problem. In 
other words, write about all of your accomplishments.

 2. List as many as you can. Don’t stop when it becomes diffi cult, but probe 
further. If you’re stumped, try free writing about your achievements. 
Free writing entails writing whatever comes to mind, without censoring 
or editing it. Keep the ideas fl owing, or even write about the diffi culty 
you’re experiencing in coming up with ideas. Eventually you’ll produce a 
number of interesting items to refl ect on.

 3. The accomplishments that you list need not be monumental. Accom-
plishments can be small, and they don’t have to be recognized by other 
people. Write about the achievements that are personally relevant to you 
and that you are proud of.

 4. Next examine your accomplishments carefully. Which have brought you 
the most satisfaction? Which do you value most highly? Why?

This exercise helps you to identify your strengths and is a fantastic self-
esteem builder because it illustrates your accomplishments—the things that 
make you special. By understanding which achievements you cherish, you’ll 
have a better idea of your interests and values, which is essential to choosing a 
major or career.

While choosing a major does not tie you to a particular career, it is use-
ful to consider what career you aspire to in order to choose a major and seek 
the educational experiences that will prepare you for it. What do you want 
out of life? How do you defi ne success? Would you rather live in a city or in a 
rural area? Is personal time and fl exibility important to you? Would you like a 
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EXERCISE 2.4

Values

Service Adventure Leadership

Active in community ❑

Help others ❑

Help society and the  ❑

world

Work with and help  ❑

people in meaningful 
way 

Excitement ❑

Risk taking ❑

Travel ❑

Drama ❑

Exciting tasks ❑

Good health ❑

Infl uence people  ❑

and opinions

Supervise others ❑

Power authority  ❑

and control

Make decisions ❑

Direct work of  ❑

others

Leadership ❑

Coordinate people,  ❑

data, and stuff

Hiring and fi ring  ❑

responsibility

 family (and if so, large or small)? Is fi nancial success important? Values are the 
things that are important to you, that you see as desirable in life. Spend time 
thinking through your priorities. Journal writing can help you to understand 
and clarify your values. Consider the following collection of values, catego-
rized by theme.

Creativity Relationships Financial Reward

Aesthetic  ❑

appreciation

Artistic creativity ❑

Creative expression ❑

Develop and express  ❑

new ideas

No routine ❑

Work on own or as  ❑

creative team

Flexible working  ❑

conditions

Recognition ❑

Status ❑

Organization  ❑

affi liation

Work friendships ❑

Family ❑

Work with  ❑

others—teamwork

Public contact ❑

Friendly work  ❑

atmosphere

Work with  ❑

people you like

Spirituality ❑

Personal fulfi llment ❑

High earnings ❑

Commission-based  ❑

work

Material possessions ❑

Very high salary ❑

Extra pay for extra  ❑

work

Long hours ❑

Changing work  ❑

responsibilities

Diversity of tasks ❑

New projects ❑
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Intellectual Challenge Productivity Advancement

Address challenging  ❑

problems

Pursue/obtain  ❑

knowledge

Constant updating  ❑

of information and 
ability to deal with 
new ideas

Work with creative  ❑

and intellectually 
stimulating people

Acknowledged  ❑

expert

Research and  ❑

development

Competent and  ❑

profi cient

Fast paced work ❑

Effi cient work  ❑

habits

Hard work is  ❑

rewarded

Quality and  ❑

productivity 
rewarded by rapid 
advancement

Promotions ❑

Work under  ❑

pressure

Competition ❑

Limited only  ❑

by energy and 
initiative

Prestige Meaning and Purpose Variety

Respect / stature ❑

Professional position ❑

Responsibility ❑

Responsibility and  ❑

pay are related 
to education and 
experience

Work related to  ❑

ideals

Make a difference ❑

Express inner  ❑

self in work

Integrate belief  ❑

system into work

Varied tasks ❑

Meet new people ❑

Range of settings  ❑

and situations

Security Independence Physical Activity

Stability ❑

Predictability ❑

Low pressure ❑

Job assurance ❑

Guaranteed annual  ❑

salary in secure, 
stable company

Retirement benefi ts ❑

Live in familiar  ❑

location

Time freedom ❑

Autonomy ❑

Set own pace and  ❑

working conditions, 
fl exible hours

Choose team or  ❑

work alone

Outdoor work ❑

Physical challenge ❑

Physical fi tness ❑

No desk job ❑
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Put It Together Now that you’re aware of your personality traits, skills, inter-
ests, and values, compile this information to get a comprehensive view of your-
self. Review the lists and descriptions of majors in your college  handbook. Do 
any seem to fi t your set of traits, skills, and interests? Some majors and  careers 
will match many of the personal traits and skills that you possess, and others will 
not match your self-description (DeGalan & Lambert, 1995). In your journal, list 
all of the majors that sound interesting and seem to fi t. Examine the course en-
tailed in each. Study your college handbook and the  department Web site to fi nd 
information about the programs and  opportunities for majors after graduation.

Once you have narrowed down your choice of majors to two (or even 
three), compare them with regard to the following:

 1. Your level of interest
 2. Curriculum (What kinds of classes are you required to take?)
 3. Your skills and abilities (Is the major too easy or too challenging for you?)
 4. Professors
 5. Motivation to study the subject
 6. Kinds of jobs that graduates hold (Is it likely that the major will prepare 

you for the kind of career you desire?)

In short, consider the pros and cons of each major.
Finally, once you have chosen a possible major, again reflect on your 

choice. Free write about the following questions to be sure that you’ve made 
the right choice for you.

 1. Do I enjoy this subject?
 2. Can I perform well in this subject?
 3. Do I tend to seek out other students and faculty in this department for 

discussions and other informal interactions?
 4. How will this major prepare me for graduate study or employment?

Choosing Psychology

If you choose to major in psychology, you will develop and expand your knowl-
edge of human behavior. You’ll become increasingly able to discriminate rel-
evant from trivial information. You’ll learn how to fi nd and pull together (or 

 1. What values did you check? Do your selected values cluster into a few 
areas?

 2. How have these values infl uenced your choices and behaviors? Consider 
your extracurricular activities and interests.

 3. How might these values inform your career choices?

Source: Adapted from Anderson, 2006
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synthesize, in “professor-speak”) information from a variety of sources. You’ll 
learn about psychological theories, concepts, and terms that will help you to 
understand and infl uence the world around you. If you study and take college 
seriously, you’ll develop advanced critical thinking, communication, and inter-
personal skills, which are valuable to all careers, regardless of whether they 
are directly related to psychology.

What, specifi cally, can you expect as a psychology major? As a psychology 
major you can expect to complete a range of courses required by the uni-
versity, often referred to as General Education requirements because they’re 
 intended to provide you with a broad education covering many subjects that 
are essential to a well rounded and capable thinker. Whereas the General 
 Education curriculum provides breadth of knowledge, your major is intended 
to provide depth of knowledge in a specifi c area. As a psychology major you 
can expect to learn about human behavior and the methods that psychologists 
use to study human behavior. Specifi c requirements may vary by university; 
however, you can expect to complete the following:

Introductory Psychology/General Psychology Your first course in 
psychology will provide a whirlwind tour of the fi eld and its dizzying array 
of subfi elds. Some students fi nd Introductory Psychology challenging, over-
whelming, or even boring because it is often a fast paced experience intended 
to provide an overview of the entire fi eld—all of the subdisciplines mentioned 
in Chapter 1—within a single semester. Every chapter in the textbook and 
every week in the course introduces a new subfi eld, and it is likely that the 

 TABLE

 2.2 REMINDERS FOR CHOOSING A MAJOR

Assess your personality and attitudinal traits ❑

Assess your skills and abilities ❑

Assess your values and life goals ❑

Research majors ❑

Explore courses ❑

Talk with other students and recent graduates ❑

Visit the career center ❑

Talk with professors ❑

Compare alternatives ❑

Reflect on your choice ❑

Remember that your major is not your career ❑
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Psychology Department at your college offers at least one course in each of 
those fi elds. Some students are put off by the fast pace—once they become 
interested in a topic, it’s time to move on to the next chapter and the next sub-
fi eld. Perhaps the most helpful way to consider the Introductory Psychology 
class is as a primer to the fi eld and a way to learn more about what areas you 
may want to pursue in the future.

Methodology and Statistics It is the methodology courses that will teach 
you how psychologists learn about human behavior—the methods we use to 
make discoveries. Schools vary in their methodology and statistics require-
ment. Students learn the research methods that psychologists use to ask and 
answer questions about human behavior. They also learn statistics and the 
methods psychologists use to compile and draw conclusions from the informa-
tion they collect. Finally, students gain experience in designing and carrying 
out research studies that give them practice in asking and answering questions 
about human behavior.

Breadth Courses Just as the college General Education curriculum is 
 designed to provide students with a broad knowledge base for a well rounded 
education, the Psychology breadth requirement imparts psychology majors 
with a well rounded education in human behavior. The particular sets of 
courses vary across schools, but all will require you to enroll in courses in the 
Developmental, Cognitive, Biological, and Social/Personality subfi elds. Others 
may include required courses in Clinical or Applied areas. Common courses 
offered by Psychology departments are listed in Table 2.3. 

Elective Courses You can expect to take several elective courses in your 
major—courses that are not required but are your choice. These courses are 
opportunities to explore your interests or gain knowledge and skills that you 
think will be helpful in the future.

Capstone Course The capstone course is intended to be the pinnacle of 
your education in psychology. It is an advanced course that is intended to help 
you tie it all together—bring together your knowledge about how to study 
psychology, how to ask questions, devise methods of addressing questions, 
and draw conclusions. You might conduct an independent research study or 
write a lengthy review paper or senior thesis. Talk to your professors to learn 
more about the capstone requirement and get advice so that you can plan 
ahead and take the courses that you believe will best prepare you for this 
experience.

Is psychology right for you? Only you can answer that question. 
 Psychology offers many opportunities, but other majors offer different sets of 
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opportunities. You are the only expert in choosing your major. No one else can 
do it for you, and no test provides all of the answers. While parents, friends, 
professors, and counselors might offer assistance and advice, ultimately this 
is your  decision. Your major will not lock you into one career path—there 
are many roads, and a psychology major can be the fi rst step toward a variety 
of careers. 

 TABLE

 2.3 COMMON PSYCHOLOGY COURSES

Applied Psychology History, Methods, and Statistics

Family Psychology

Health Psychology

Industrial Psychology

Organizational Psychology

Psychology and Law

Sports Psychology

Consumer Psychology

Biological and Neuropsychology

Physiological Psychology

Sensation and Perception

Psychopharmacology

Clinical Psychology

Clinical Psychology

Abnormal Psychology

School Psychology

Developmental Psychology

Adolescent Psychology

Adulthood and Aging

Life-Span Development

Developmental Psychopathology

Child Psychology

Research Methods

Experimental Psychology

Psychological Statistics

History of Psychology

Learning and Cognitive Psychology

Psychology of Learning

Psychology of Creativity

Educational Psychology

Behavior Modification

Cognitive Psychology

Cognitive Neuroscience

Personality, Social Processes, and 
Measurement

Group Dynamics

Social Psychology

Psychology of Motivation

Psychology of Personality

Psychological and Educational Testing

Psychology of Adjustment

Psychology of Gender

Psychology of Women

Cross-Cultural Psychology

The above courses may be grouped in several ways, depending on department. Some psychology courses are required for 

majors at nearly all schools, while others are electives found at only a handful of schools.
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Suggested Readings

Andrews, L. L. (2006). How to choose a college major. New York: McGraw Hill.

Johnston, S. M. (2005). The career adventure: Your guide to personal assessment, 
career exploration, and decision making. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice 
Hall.

Kuther, T. L., & Morgan, R. D. (2010). Careers in Psychology: Opportunities in a 
changing world. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Lock, R. D. (2005). Taking charge of your career direction: Career planning guide. 
 Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Lore, N. (2008). Now what? The young person’s guide to choosing the perfect career. 
New York: Fireside.

Internet Resources

Career Assessment
http://www.quintcareers.com/career_assessment.html

This is an excellent and comprehensive site with articles, tools, and other resources for 
 assessing your career interests.

Self-Directed Search
http://www.self-directed-search.com

Available for a fee, this self-report questionnaire assesses your personality type, according 
to Holland’s theory.

About Web Logs
http://weblogs.about.com/

As we discussed, your journal can take the form of a web log. This Web site provides 
 articles, tips, prompts, and resources for beginning and experienced web log 
writers.

Career Key
http://www.careerkey.org/english/

The Career Key is a free Web site with assessments to help you with career choices, career 
changes, and career planning, job search, and choosing a college major or training 
program.
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Journal Exercises

My Questions
This exercise helps you to identify unanswered questions and gives you 
prompts for future journal entries. Use your journal to formulate and record 
questions that you wonder about. What questions do you have about your 
schoolwork, personal life, values, or current events and items that you’ve read 
about in newspapers, magazines, or books? As a college student, what do you 
need to know? Don’t worry about the answers yet; just let your questions fl ow 
and create a list of questions to which you seek answers. Later on, weeks, 
months, or even years from now, when you’re looking for something new to 
write about, look over your list. If any of the questions strike you as compel-
ling, begin formulating an answer in your journal.

Journal Refl ection
Once you’ve amassed several weeks’ or months’ worth of journal entries, you 
might use your journal to refl ect on how you’re changing. Read over earlier 
journal entries. How have you changed? Do you have different ideas about 
the journal entry? Do you have new interpretations of events? Do you dis-
agree with an earlier entry? Try to understand how you think and track how 
your thinking is changing. Can you draw conclusions about yourself from what 
you’ve written?

Life’s Pleasures
What makes you happy? Record your favorite things and activities. What are 
you grateful for? This isn’t just a corny exercise. Writing about the good things 
in your life is a form of celebration that makes you a happier person. Stop and 
feel the moment. Find something beautiful in your immediate surroundings. 
Record all of your senses. What does it look like? Listen to it. Can you smell 
it? What does it feel like?

Why College?
Why did you decide to attend college? What did you hope to gain? What have 
you learned since beginning college? Do you still have the same reasons for 
attending?
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Get an Advisor and Mentor

Quiz 3.1: Do You Display 
Appropriate In- and Out-
of-Class Behavior?
Your Academic Advisor
Seek a Mentor

How Do You Find a Mentor?
What to Look for in a Mentor

Get Research Experience
Why Become a Research 
Assistant?
What Does a Research 
Assistant Do?
How Do You Become a Research 
Assistant?
Why Do Professors Seek 
Student Research Assistants?

Exercise 3.1: Seek Out-of-
Class Opportunities

Get Applied Experience
Get Teaching Experience
Get Field Experience

Why Seek Field Experience?
How Do You Get Field 
Experience?

Get Involved in the Field
Disseminate Research
Participate in Professional 
Organizations

Exercise 3.2: Academic and 
Professional Organizations

Suggested Readings

Internet Resources

Journal Exercises

Chapter Outline

Take an Active Role 
in Your Education
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One of the biggest differences between high school and college is that  college 
requires you to take an active role in your education. Whether you take  anything 
of substance away from your college years—whether you learn  anything—is up 
to you. Your own interest, motivation, and hard work will make or break your 
college years. Students often are surprised by this new level of autonomy and 
they often are unsure of how to take control of their education. This chapter 
will help you to take advantage of the resources in your department, college, 
and fi eld so that you can get the most from your college years.

Get an Advisor and Mentor

Many students don’t take advantage of their school’s most valuable resource: 
the faculty. Sure, they attend class, take notes, and learn the content of their 
discipline, but learning occurs in many places beyond the classroom. When 
students take an active role in their education, they soon realize that there is 
much to learn from professors, learning that can extend beyond mere content 
knowledge. Perhaps one of the most important pieces of advice in this book is 
to get to know your professors. Establish relationships with faculty.

Faculty help your professional development in more ways than lecturing, 
overseeing class discussions, and bestowing grades. Professors can also help 
you to enrich your college years through a variety of learning experiences 
 outside the classroom. For example, professors can involve students in their 
research, providing opportunities to assist them in making new  discoveries 
and generating new knowledge. Faculty aid students’ professional develop-
ment in other ways too, such as by introducing students to others who can 
help them to meet their goals (e.g., a professor in a graduate department 
to which you might apply). Professors also can help their students obtain 
special opportunities such as internships, summer positions, and teaching 
assistantships. Finally, job and graduate applications often require several 
letters of recommendation from faculty. Recommendation letters discuss 
more than just grades; they discuss students’ abilities and aptitudes from 
academic, motivational, and personal perspectives. Of course, persuasive 
recommendation letters should not be your only reason for developing rela-
tionships with faculty members, but helpful letters are an important motiva-
tor and reward.

If you would like to develop out-of-classroom professional relationships 
with faculty, note that professors want to work with students who are bright, 
motivated, committed, and enthusiastic. Your behavior both in and out of class 
can attract or deter a professor from developing a professional relationship 
with you. Do you display behaviors that faculty appreciate? Take Quiz 3.1 to 
assess your knowledge about appropriate in-class and out-of-class behavior. 
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Also examine Checklist 3.1 for a list of behaviors that professors clearly do not 
want to see in class. Some of the items may appear humorous, but (believe it 
or not) they are regularly seen in class. 

Quiz 3.1

Do You Display Appropriate In- and Out-of-Class Behavior?

Circle Yes or No for the following items. Be honest!

1. Yes No I attend presentations and activities sponsored by the 

department, such as Psi Chi or the psychology club.

2. Yes No During class, I often send e-mail or text.

3. Yes No I smile and say hello when I see professors.

4. Yes No I take more than one make-up exam.

5. Yes No I stop by during professors’ office hours to discuss something 

from class that sparked an interest or to seek assistance with 

class material.

6. Yes No I let my phone ring during class.

7. Yes No I help other students by sharing lecture notes and forming study 

groups.

8. Yes No I often leave class early without apparent reason.

9. Yes No I sit towards the front of class.

10. Yes No I often hand in assignments late.

11. Yes No I rarely miss class.

12. Yes No When the professor asks, “Are there any questions?” I often ask 

“Is this going to be on the test?”

13. Yes No When my professor gives a particularly interesting lecture, I often 

offer a compliment and ask additional questions afterward.

14. Yes No After each exam I often nitpick over test questions, trying to get 

additional points. 

15. Yes No I turn off my cell phone or turn the sound off and don’t answer it 

in class.

16. Yes No I often read other books or newspapers in class.

17. Yes No I prepare before class. 

18. Yes No I often leave class at break.

19. Yes No After missing class or arriving late, I often e-mail my professor with 

a request to e-mail the lecture or an explanation of what I missed.

20. Yes No I talk with my friends and catch up on gossip during class. 

21. Yes No I participate in class, but try not to dominate class discussions 

(i.e., I let others speak too).

22. Yes No I often interrupt my professor’s lecture with, “But you said. . .”

23. Yes No I try to show interest in the course and remain attentive during class.

24. Yes No I often arrive late to class.

25. Yes No I try to ask well-reasoned and well-formulated questions during class.

Scoring:

Add up the number of times you responded “yes” to odd items and “no” to even 

items. The higher your score, the greater number of appropriate behaviors you 

display and the more likely that professors view you favorably. 
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Reflection:

 1. Given your score, how favorably are professors likely to view you? Why?

 2. How might your in- and out-of-class behavior influence your ability to develop 

professional relationships with faculty?

 3. How can you improve your in- and out-of-class behavior? Discuss at least 

three ways in which you can improve your behavior.

CHECKLIST 3.1

What Not to Do: Behaviors That Most Faculty Abhor

Pass notes in class ❑

Chat in class ❑

Pack up books and notes before class is over ❑

Ask, “How many cuts are allowed?” ❑

Do homework in class ❑

Say, “I missed last class, did I miss anything important?” ❑

Near the end of class, close your books fi rmly and jingle you car keys to  ❑

help remind your professor that time is just about up
Attempt to make term papers look longer by adding blank pages after the  ❑

front and back pages, using large fonts and huge margins
Sit in the back of class when there are empty seats in the front ❑

Visit a professor’s offi ce for the fi rst time at the end of the semester, after  ❑

receiving a poor mark, to ask for extra credit
Roll your eyes at the professor’s lame jokes ❑

Be more interested in grades than learning ❑

Sleep in class ❑

Sneer when you don’t agree ❑

Read a book in class ❑

Text during class ❑

Balance your checkbook in class ❑

After an hour-long presentation on a topic not included in the required  ❑

reading, ask, “Is this going to be on the test?”
Keep your phone at high volume and let it ring during class ❑

Get up and leave during the middle of class ❑

Repeatedly interrupt your professor ❑

Take more than one make-up exam ❑

Hand in assignments late without explanation ❑

Miss classes repeatedly ❑

Arrive late to class repeatedly ❑

After missing class or arriving late, ask the professor to go over what you missed ❑

Repeatedly dominate offi ce time with personal needs and problems ❑

Nitpick over test questions after each exam ❑

Source: Adapted from Keith-Spiegel & Wiederman, 2000.

          Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or 
eChapter(s). Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights 
restrictions require it.



 T A K E  A N  A C T I V E  R O L E  I N  Y O U R  E D U C A T I O N  49

Your Academic Advisor
When students select a major, they are assigned an academic advisor. An aca-
demic advisor is a faculty member whose role is to help you select courses and 
other learning opportunities to provide you with a well-rounded education and 
prepare you for your chosen career. Your advisor may assist you with academic 
advising, which focuses on issues such as course scheduling and availability, 
meeting prerequisites, fostering academic success, and graduation requirements. 
He or she may also assist you with career advising, which emphasizes your short- 
and long-term career goals and will occur during multiple discussions over your 
years in college. The advisor–student relationship is a two-way street; you should 
come prepared to discuss your interests, needs, and goals. Your advisor may have 
as many as sixty other students to advise, so use your scheduled time with him or 
her wisely. Help your advisor to help you by following the tips in Checklist 3.2.

CHECKLIST 3.2

Advising Checklist

Know who your advisor is ❑

 Advisor name: 
 Location: 
 Phone number: 
 E-mail: 
 Offi ce hours: 

Schedule an appointment at least one week prior to your registration date. ❑

Study the university handbook to determine what courses are required of  ❑

your major.
Write down questions as they arise. ❑

List the courses that you have taken. Most departments have a worksheet  ❑

for majors to complete that lists all general education and major require-
ments. Complete this sheet and keep an up-to-date copy fi led away 
someplace safe.
Examine the registration booklet to choose potential courses. ❑

Prepare a tentative schedule with several course alternatives. ❑

Be prepared to explain how the courses you have selected fulfi ll the  ❑

 curricular requirements of your major.
Consider your ultimate career goals and write down any questions that  ❑

you have about your plans for after graduation.
Actively discuss your career goals with your advisor and seek advice as to  ❑

how to plan to meet them.

Your academic advisor likely is quite busy, but he or she has time for 
you. Consult with your advisor when you are having academic diffi culties, or 
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considering adding or dropping a course, changing your major, withdrawing 
from school, or transferring to another college. Stop by during offi ce hours 
to seek information on class registration, but if your questions are of a seri-
ous nature, such as whether to change your major, schedule an appointment 
so that you have the time to openly discuss your concerns. Your advisor has 
your best interests in mind and will provide you with the advice that you 
need to make sound decisions. When making big decisions such as whether 
to change your major, drop out of school, or go to graduate school, your 
advisor may suggest that you seek additional input and feedback from other 
sources such as other faculty, family, friends, and the counseling center. 
Your academic advisor is an important source of feedback and advice; take 
 advantage of this resource. But always remember that your academic and 
career decisions are your own. Seek advice and assistance in order to make 
informed decisions, but accept ultimate responsibility for the decisions that 
you make.

Seek a Mentor
Seek to develop a special relationship with a faculty mentor. A mentor is a 
person with expertise who takes a special interest in you; he or she may be a 
college professor; advisor; or job, research, or practicum supervisor.  Mentors 
provide their protégés with opportunities to learn, be advised, and obtain moral 
support (Keith-Spiegel & Wiederman, 2000). Seek a faculty mentor, and you’ll 
have opportunities for intellectual engagement that will enhance your college 
career. Note that mentors are more than academic advisors; your academic 
advisor may or may not also become your mentor. A mentor facilitates your 
undergraduate accomplishments, provides intellectual and emotional support, 
and helps you on the path toward your career.

How Do You Find a Mentor? Students who are motivated and visible in 
their departments and who seek to get involved in faculty research will  usually 
fi nd it easier to meet professors who are interested in developing professional 
working relationships. Seek opportunities and approach professors. It may 
seem scary and require initiative, but the rewards are immense. Tell profes-
sors that you’re looking to become involved in research. Explain that you hope 
to work closely with someone on their research and ask questions about their 
work. Demonstrate honest intellectual curiosity and motivation. If you are 
perceived well, word will get around that you’re an excellent student looking 
for research experience. Remember that classroom behavior is an important 
indicator of a student’s maturity and motivation that infl uences professors’ 
views of students.

If you do well in your courses and present yourself as competent, 
 motivated, wanting to get involved, and committed, you may even be 
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 approached by a faculty member who wants to mentor you. Students with 
excellent literature searching, critical analysis, and writing abilities are help-
ful assistants.  Students with expertise and interest in research and statistical 
analysis are  often  especially appealing to faculty because they require less 
 instruction—and therefore can become deeply immersed in research at a 
faster pace.

As you look for a mentor, remember that the most popular professors 
may have more students coming to them than they can mentor. Working 
closely with a student in a mentoring relationship entails a great deal of 
time,  attention, and intellectual focus; faculty can mentor only so many stu-
dents at once. Some  faculty may not be able to take on additional students. 
Remember that popularity—whether a particular professor is liked by the 
majority of students—should not be your main criterion for selecting a 
mentor. Look to faculty who are actively involved in research and whose 
interests parallel yours as closely as possible. Visit during offi ce hours to 
ask a question or two about graduate school or your career interests; get 
a feel for the professor’s approachability. If he or she seems interested in 
discussing these questions, express your desire to gain some experience in 
research. In the vast majority of cases, there is no pay involved for assisting 
professors with their research. Instead, you’ll get a free learning experience 
that will improve your skills and abilities as well as make you more appeal-
ing to graduate schools and employers. Sometimes you may earn course 
credit for your work. Finally, volunteer to work closely with a professor only 
if you have the time to commit. Remember that falling behind or dropping 
out will refl ect negatively on you—more so than if you hadn’t become in-
volved at all.

What to Look for in a Mentor The role of a mentor is to provide  guidance 
so that students are aware of resources and opportunities and  understand their 
options. Successful mentoring relationships are not an  accident.  Mentoring 
 relationships are most successful when students make careful and conscien-
tious efforts to fi nd mentors who possess certain  characteristics and who com-
plement their needs. A successful mentoring relationship requires chemistry, 
the ability to work together.

In order to fi nd a helpful mentor, be aware of your needs and career goals. 
Where are you now, in terms of skills? Who do you want to become? How 
must you grow and what skills and experiences must you obtain to do so? 
A well chosen mentor can help you to fi nd the answers to those questions, 
while a poorly chosen mentor might leave you hanging, frustrating you with 
more questions than answers. Some desirable characteristics to look for 
in mentors are listed in Checklist 3.3. No one person will have all of these 
 characteristics; you must decide which are most important to you and fi nd 
someone who  approximates them. 
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CHECKLIST 3.3

Choosing an Effective Mentor

Check off the characteristics that match the attributes of faculty members 
you are considering as mentors.

Effective mentors are interpersonally skilled. They are:
Responsive, warm, and encouraging ❑

Empathetic and nonjudgmental ❑

Helpful in promoting students’ positive self-concepts ❑

Promoting and sponsoring in that they help to open doors to careers and  ❑

graduate school opportunities by telling others of the positive aspects of 
their protégés
A source of emotional support ❑

Challenging and demanding, motivating students to attempt new tasks  ❑

that stretch their abilities
Unwilling to accept less than optimal performance ❑

Effective mentors have positive personal attributes. They are:
Mature and wise ❑

Providers of accurate and useful advice ❑

Friendly and optimistic in that they appear to enjoy mentoring ❑

Positive in their life outlook ❑

Admired and respected in that they possess characteristics that students  ❑

aspire to attain
Held in high regard by peers ❑

Trustworthy and dependable ❑

Ethical and have high moral standards ❑

Willing to provide assistance even under diffi cult circumstances ❑

Effective mentors have attained professional competency. They are:
Qualifi ed and competent; they are experienced ❑

Willing to provide advice ❑

Knowledgeable and informative (with up-to-date information) ❑

Able to communicate well ❑

Actively involved in professional or academic organizations ❑

Involved in research ❑

Interested in life-long learning ❑

Source: Adapted from Appleby, 1999.

As you consider potential mentors, ask yourself the following questions, or 
respond to them in your journal:

Is the professor in a position to share his or her time and advice?• 

Does he or she have a reputation for producing high-quality and timely • 

research?
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Is the professor interested in mentoring you?• 

Are you comfortable with the professor’s demeanor and personality? • 

Does it fi t your academic style and needs?
From your perspective, does the professor exhibit the ability to commu-• 

nicate openly and clearly?

Choose a mentor who you admire, with whom you can communicate, and 
whose interpersonal skills and interactional patterns work well with your own.

Get Research Experience

Taking an active role in your education entails looking for opportunities to 
learn and develop useful skills. Engaging in research promotes a host of abili-
ties and skills that employers and graduate programs seek. Make yourself more 
competitive by seeking opportunities to assist professors in their research and 
perhaps even carry out your own research studies under the guidance of a 
faculty mentor. A research assistantship is an opportunity for undergraduate 
students to assist a faculty member in his or her program of research. Assist-
ing a faculty member in research is an exciting opportunity to do the research 
rather than just read about it.

Why Become a Research Assistant?
Research generates new knowledge. When we engage in research, we make 
new discoveries and learn new things. Sure you read about psychology 
 research, but carrying it out is an altogether different animal that will help you 
learn more than you have in any class. It’s an opportunity to be on the  cutting 
edge of psychology. Aside from the thrill of generating new knowledge, as-
sisting a professor with research provides many other valuable opportunities, 
such as (Grover 2006; Landrum & Davis, 2010):

Gaining skills and knowledge that aren’t easily attained in the classroom • 

working one-on-one with a faculty member
Exposure to methodological techniques that will be helpful in completing • 

your senior thesis or, perhaps, graduate work
Practicing written and oral communication skills by learning how to • 

 express research fi ndings and preparing papers for submission to, and 
presenting at, professional conferences and journals
Developing a mentoring relationship with a faculty member• 

Obtaining experiences that will enhance your applications to employers • 

and graduate programs
Acquiring outstanding letters of recommendation, as faculty who work • 

closely with you can write more detailed letters that fully demonstrate 
your capacities and strengths
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Engaging in research is a worthwhile experience for all students because 
it provides opportunities to learn how to think, organize information, and solve 
problems, as well as demonstrates commitment to a project—all skills coveted 
by employers and graduate admissions committees (Sleigh & Ritzer, 2007). 
In fact, graduate school admissions committees rate research experience 
as a “very important” factor in the admissions process and more important 
than GPA (Keith-Spiegel & Wiederman, 2000; Mayne, et al., 1994; Walfi sh & 
Turner, 2006).

What Does a Research Assistant Do?
What will be expected of you as a research assistant? We cannot predict the 
specifi c tasks that you will be assigned, as a research assistant’s tasks will vary 
by faculty member, project, and area of psychology. Some might be involved 
in data collection by administering surveys, or maintaining and operating lab 
equipment. Others might code and enter data, make photocopies, or write 
 literature reviews. The following are some general tasks that research  assistants 
perform (Landrum & Davis, 2010).

Collect data by administering surveys, interviews, or running research • 

protocols.
Score, code, and enter data into a spreadsheet or statistical analysis • 

program.
Conduct library research including literature searches using databases • 

(e.g., PsycINFO, Social Sciences Citation Index, PsycARTICLES), 
 making copies of articles, and ordering unavailable articles and books 
through interlibrary loan.
Assist the faculty member to develop new research ideas.• 

Use computer skills such as word processing, spreadsheet, scheduling, • 

and statistical analysis programs.
Assist in preparing submissions for local or regional conferences and, • 

if  accepted, work on poster or oral presentations for professional 
conferences.
Assist faculty in preparing a manuscript to submit the results of • 

 collaborative research to a scientifi c journal.

Frequently students who work with faculty members as research assis-
tants develop their own ideas for research projects that stem from the faculty’s 
work. For example, one of my students worked with me on several related 
projects and developed her own hypothesis to extend my work by adding 
 additional variables. She carried out her project under my supervision as her 
senior thesis, presented it at a regional psychology conference, and together, 
we published it in a scholarly journal. Research assistantships provide substan-
tial educational and professional development opportunities.
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How Do You Become a Research Assistant?
First and foremost, you should perform well in class, and be motivated and 
visible in your department. Let faculty know that you’re interested in  getting 
involved in research, but do not send out a mass e-mail or a form e-mail 
 notifying them of your availability. Instead, approach professors during their 
offi ce hours and ask for leads on who might be looking for research  assistants. 
Before you approach a professor you would like to work with, learn about his 
or her work. Read some of the professor’s articles, especially the most recent 
ones. When you fi nd a professor who is looking for an assistant, carefully and 
honestly describe what you can offer (computer skills, Internet skills, statisti-
cal skills) and the number of hours per week you’re available. Let the faculty 
member know that you’re willing to work hard (be honest). Ask thoughtful 
questions, such as those in Table 3.1. Ask questions about the professor’s 
 expectations and how you will be evaluated. Professors are often vague in 
describing their expectations for students during the research assistantship 
as well as for the products of the collaboration (such as a paper) (Landrum, 
2008). Ask. The specifi c expectations will likely vary from project to project 
and from student to student, but a student might expect to be evaluated on at 
least some of the abilities listed in Table 3.2. 

It may be tempting to consider turning the professor down because the 
hours don’t fi t your schedule or the research isn’t interesting enough, but the 
opportunity to work as a research assistant is a coveted prize that will enhance 
your academic and professional development in many ways. Don’t be hasty in 
turning down such an important opportunity. You may not work on a project 
that you fi nd fascinating, but you will obtain excellent experience. Also, re-
search projects often become more interesting once you’re immersed in them. 
Your academic interests most likely will change as you gain more experience 
and education.

 TABLE

 3.1 QUESTIONS TO ASK ABOUT A RESEARCH ASSISTANTSHIP

Are the work hours set or is there some flexibility? Might I expect to sometimes work  ❑
overtime and other times finish early?

What will I do? What are specific kinds of examples? ❑

Will I be evaluated? How? ❑

Will I be asked to submit a paper or other project at the end of this experience? ❑

How long will the project last? ❑

How long is the commitment (full semester, part semester)? ❑
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 TABLE

 3.2 SAMPLE FACULTY EXPECTATIONS FOR RESEARCH ASSISTANTS 

Research Methods and Data Analysis

Generate research questions ❑

Determine ways to measure phenomena ❑

Create surveys ❑

Collect data ❑

Enter data into statistical software ❑

Use statistical software to analyze data ❑

Communication Skills

Conduct literature searches ❑

Manuscript preparation ❑

Prepare submission to conferences ❑

Present at conferences ❑

Preparation of tables, graphs ❑

Interpersonal Skills

Leadership ❑

Teamwork ❑

Communication skills ❑

Listening skills ❑

Relationship with faculty member ❑

Self Management

Time management ❑

Meet deadlines ❑

Ethical behavior ❑

Source: Adapted from Landrum, 2008.

Why Do Professors Seek Student Research Assistants?
You’re now aware that there are many benefi ts of getting involved in  research. 
Did you know that there are benefi ts for faculty too? They get a hard- working 
student to do some labor-intensive parts of research. Faculty, especially those 
at undergraduate institutions without graduate programs,  often depend 
on undergraduates to further their research programs (Landrum & Davis, 
2010). Many faculty members have ideas for studies that they don’t have time 
to conduct. Motivated students can help them to carry out these  studies. 
If you develop a relationship with a faculty member, you might be able to 
help him or her conduct a project that may otherwise remain shelved for 
lack of time.
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Involving undergraduates in research also offers the opportunity for fac-
ulty to develop a relationship with a student and witness his or her professional 
growth, which can be quite rewarding. There are other benefi ts for faculty 
who involve undergraduates in their research (Davis, 1995). They:

Remain current by conducting reviews of the current literature in a • 

 particular research area
Keep analytic skills active through the design and completion of research• 

Maintain and expand professional networks through attending conven-• 

tions to present research completed with students
Bring research into the classroom and enhance teaching effectiveness • 

through active involvement in research

Student–professor research relationships offer benefi ts to all involved; 
however, the commitment to become a research assistant is a big one. You 
will be given responsibility to ensure that aspects of the project get done. The 
faculty member will count on you to be responsible and  complete your as-
signments correctly. This includes asking questions and seeking  assistance if 
you don’t understand the task. Your performance as a  research assistant can 
give a professor many good things to write in a  letter of recommendation, in-
cluding specifi c examples of your skills, competencies, and personal charac-
teristics. If you complete tasks competently, you might be asked to take on 
more responsibility, and you will learn more as well as earn a reputation as an 
excellent student and potential future colleague (and thereby earn excellent 
letters of recommendation).  However, there is a positive payoff from conduct-
ing research with faculty only if you  consistently perform competent work. If 
you don’t take the  commitment seriously, are unreliable, or make repeated 
mistakes, your relationship with the professor will suffer (as will your standing 
in the eyes of other faculty because professors often share information about 
their experiences with students). If you decide to work with a faculty member 
on his or her research, treat it as a primary responsibility.

EXERCISE 3.1

Seek Out-of-Class Opportunities

Many students want to get involved in research and other psychology-related 
extracurricular activities. Some opportunities are highly visible, such as par-
ticipating in the psychology club. Others are much more subtle. Scout out the 
opportunities available to you in the Psychology Department.

 1. Is there a psychology-related student club?
 2. Is there a Psi Chi chapter? What are the requirements to join?
 3. How many faculty members are in the department? What are their 

 specialties (such as developmental, cognitive, clinical, etc.)?
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 4. Does the department schedule outside and in-house speakers regularly? 
Are any scheduled for this semester?

 5. Are there any department activities scheduled for this semester?
 6. Locate the department Web page. What information is provided 

about course scheduling? Research opportunities? Grad school prep? 
 Internship and practica opportunities? Tutoring?

 7. Do any professors have Web pages? Visit each Web page. Does the 
 professor explain his or her research? Are publications listed? Write a 
two-sentence summary of his or her area of expertise and research. In 
what ways is it interesting? Is there anything unappealing? Why?

 8. Are there formal classes designed to provide one-on-one interaction with 
a professor? For example, a guided readings course in which a student 
and professor jointly choose a collection of readings about a topic or an 
independent research study in which a student completes a project under 
the guidance of a faculty member. If so, what are the prerequisites and 
requirements to enroll? Do all faculty participate? If not, identify faculty 
who supervise students in one-on-one coursework. 

Get Applied Experience

Taking an active role in your education entails seeking opportunities for per-
sonal and professional development. As you consider your own academic and 
professional development, attempt to gain experiences that will round out 
your competencies. Research experience is an important contribution to your 
academic development, but applied experiences, such as working as a teach-
ing assistant or completing fi eld experiences such as internships or practica 
also build important competencies.

Get Teaching Experience
Although less common than research assistants, teaching assistants have 
 opportunities to learn a variety of skills. Many professors, myself included, 
 observe that teaching a topic helps students to develop a new, more complex 
understanding of that topic. Explaining material to another person helps you 
identify gaps in your own knowledge—and prompts learning.

What do undergraduate teaching assistants do? They work with a faculty for 
one semester, offering assistance with a specifi c course. They may help an instruc-
tor plan discussion questions or in-class group assignments, run discussion or lab-
oratory sessions, or serve as class assistants. More specifi cally, a teaching assistant 
might do any of the following, depending on the instructor and institution:

Attend lectures• 

Conduct review sessions for exams• 
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Facilitate discussions• 

Prepare lectures as needed• 

Request or acquire necessary equipment• 

Hold regular offi ce hours• 

Tutor students• 

Manage and respond to course-related e-mail• 

Update course Web pages• 

Participate in electronic bulletin boards and discussion lists• 

Grade assignments• 

Proctor exams• 

Maintain course attendance records• 

Attend instructor/TA meetings• 

Act as liaison/mediator between student and professor• 

Not every department and college offers teaching assistantships. Some 
departments have formal programs with application procedures that entail 
completing forms, submitting a statement of intent, and soliciting recom-
mendation letters. Others have no formal program, but students informally 
assist faculty as volunteers. Still others offer teaching assistant opportunities 
as an independent study course in which a student earns course credit for 
 working as a teaching assistant and completing an academic project, such 
as a paper examining his or her experiences. Ask your professors if teaching 
 assistant  opportunities exist. Ask even if no one you know has worked as a 
teaching  assistant. Sometimes opportunities exist, but they are largely unad-
vertised. Ask and you may be pleasantly surprised. At any rate, asking never 
hurts and will only make you appear motivated and eager to learn and gain 
experience.

Get Field Experience
Field experiences in the form of internships or practica involve students in 
relevant academic experiences and provide a useful service to agencies and 
communities (Jessen, 1988). Examples of fi eld placements include  being 
an intern at a social service agency (where you might observe or  assist in 
intake of clients, psychological testing, report writing, and behavior mod-
ifi cation) and working in a human services department of a company or 
business (where you might observe and learn to administer structured 
interviews, write performance appraisals, and coordinate special projects 
or programs). As an intern, you have a chance to get an idea of what it 
is like to work in a particular setting. For example, you might sit in on a 
group therapy or parent training session or help personnel plan sessions 
and analyze the outcomes of sessions. You may learn new skills and hone 
others—and come to recognize that you have skills to contribute to practi-
cal settings.
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Why Seek Field Experience? There are many benefi ts to participating 
in fi eld experience. If you hope to become a mental health professional and 
provide services to others, it is important to seek practice opportunities as an 
undergraduate in order to clarify your interests (Walter, 2007). It is not un-
common for a student to believe that clinical or counseling psychology is for 
them until they gain some experience and realize that they don’t like work-
ing with people. Therefore, one of the most important reasons for seeking 
fi eld experience is to become more certain of your career choice. Working in 
the fi eld helps you to identify not only what work-related outcomes you value 
(e.g., pay, autonomy, responsibility) but also what interests and abilities you 
need to be satisfi ed in that work (Taylor, 1988; LoCicero & Hancock, 2000). It 
is a job tryout. You’ll learn about a particular job environment, duties, and sup-
port. You’ll learn about typical clientele you might work with and what you can 
expect in terms of resources. If you choose to apply to graduate school, fi eld 
experiences will suit you well. Admissions committees and directors of applied 
subfi elds of psychology, such as clinical, counseling, or school psychology, look 
favorably on fi eld experience because it is a good indicator of a student’s inter-
est, motivation, and competence in applied settings.

Other benefi ts of fi eld experience include the opportunity to apply what is 
learned in class in a real-world setting, acquire knowledge and new skills, and 
learn about the practice of psychology (Jessen, 1988; LoCicero & Hancock, 
2000). Depending on the placement, you may learn more about psychologi-
cal problems, ways of helping, agency functioning, professional relationships, 
 interviewing techniques, psychological testing, report writing, consultation, 
behavior modifi cation, and group therapy. Field experience gives you a chance 
to develop useful skills that may be hard to practice and develop in class, and 
it helps you to integrate what you’ve learned. Personal benefi ts  include devel-
oping responsibility, maturity, and confi dence  (LoCicero & Hancock, 2000).

Aside from educational and personal benefits, field experience offers 
 professional benefi ts. These include gaining a realistic understanding of work 
environments, developing professional contacts, and enhancing your re-
sume (Landrum, et al., 2000; Jessen, 1988). Interns get formal and informal 
job sources and contacts, are evaluated positively by recruiters, earn higher 
 salaries in the workplace, and report greater satisfaction in jobs (Taylor, 1988). 
 Students who work as interns are more likely to be satisfi ed with their jobs after 
graduation. They also remain in their jobs longer than the students who do not 
obtain fi eld experience. Students who obtain fi eld experience are able to con-
sider the match between their academic preparation and work requirements 
(e.g., students are often poorly equipped for the stresses of work, including 
the realities of politics, diffi cult clients, and the confl ict between theory and 
application) while they’re still in school. Doing so gives students time to learn 
more and to resolve the confl icts early. Therefore it may not be surprising that 
after graduation, students who obtain fi eld experience often have a smoother, 
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easier transition to work, without the “reality shock” that other graduates often 
experience (Taylor, 1988).

How Do You Get Field Experience? The organization of field 
 experiences varies by institution and department. Many departments have 
a  faculty member who serves as a campus coordinator for fi eld experience 
and internship programs. He or she makes sure that internship sites are ap-
propriate,  develops a working relationship with them, and evaluates student 
 performance. Other departments may not have one coordinator; in some 
cases  different  faculty are responsible for each internship site, depending on 
their relationship with the site. Some colleges have an offi ce that specializes in 
 placing students in internships. Sometimes these offi ces and opportunities are 
referred to as co-operative education.

Your department may require that you obtain an internship through  the 
co-operative education offi ce. Sometimes a department may require a  student 
to fi nd his or her own practicum site. If you are in this position, begin at least 
two to three months early, as locating a site, making contact and meeting with 
the director, obtaining a faculty supervisor, and getting permission to proceed 
requires time. Look up the social service agencies in your area, such as wom-
en’s centers, shelters, and not-for-profi t agencies that help individuals and 
families. E-mail the director and explain that you are a student and looking 
to volunteer and perhaps get course credit for your work. Attach a resume. 
Alternatively you might call and ask if they’d like more information. Anticipate 
meeting and interviewing with the agency staff. Be prepared to have a faculty 
speak with the agency, vouching for you and taking responsibility of providing 
academic supervision. Field experience is a challenging experience that will 
test your knowledge and help you learn much about yourself.

Get Involved in the Field

Research, teaching, and fi eld work offer important educational opportuni-
ties, but there are many other ways to learn and advance your competencies. 
 Disseminating the results of research—formally telling others about what you 
have found—requires another set of competencies and offers many benefi ts. 
Another way of becoming active in the fi eld is to become active in a local or 
national psychology organization, as described in the following sections.

Disseminate Research
If you conduct research with a faculty member and the results of the research 
project turn out favorably, the next step in the project is to disseminate the 
results and tell the scholarly community about your fi ndings. Most commonly, 
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research results are disseminated through presentations at professional con-
ferences or articles in scholarly journals. Most students obtain their fi rst expe-
riences with research dissemination through presentations at local or regional 
professional conferences. Most professional organizations for psychologists 
host annual or biennial meetings where psychologists meet, present current 
research fi ndings, and network. Presenting research results at a conference is 
a wonderful learning opportunity that is an impressive addition to a resume or 
graduate school application.

Typically, conference presentations take two forms—papers and post-
ers. A paper is a 12- to 15-minute presentation made to an audience in which 
you describe your research concisely, with the aid of handouts, overheads, 
or slides. Checklist 3.4 offers suggestions for paper presentations. Posters 
are more common formats for student presentations. A poster presents your 
 research concisely on a 3-by-5- or 4-by-6-foot freestanding bulletin board. 
All posters are displayed in a large room for a period of time (usually 1½ to 
2 hours), and the audience wanders through, browsing posters of interest. 
A poster presentation offers opportunities for lots of one-on-one interaction, 
as audience members stop at posters of interest to them and ask questions 
about the project. Designing an effective poster isn’t easy; Checklist 3.5 offers 
some advice on how to create an informative poster.

CHECKLIST 3.4

Checklist for Preparing Effective Paper Presentations 

Preparation: Before Your Talk
Carefully plan your talk. Recognize that you can make a limited number  ❑

of points in your 12- to 15-minute time frame.
Be aware of your audience’s attention and comprehension limits; don’t  ❑

overwhelm them.
Consider the “big picture.” What are the main ideas and fi ndings of your  ❑

project?
Minimize the extraneous details. ❑

First, write out your presentation. Then look over your write-up and  ❑

 decide whether there are any details to be eliminated.
Using the write-up that you’ve prepared, create a detailed outline to  ❑

guide your talk.
Remember that your goal is to tell a coherent story about your data. State  ❑

the point of your research, what you found, and why it matters.
Practice giving your talk in front of a mirror, or videotape your practice  ❑

sessions.
Practice giving your talk to an audience, and accept their constructive  ❑

feedback.
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Prepare overheads, slides, or handouts to enhance the informational  ❑

value of your presentation.
Be sure to include identifi cation information on your handouts—your  ❑

name, the conference source reference, and whether the paper may be 
quoted.
Try to visit the room that you will be speaking in beforehand to familiar- ❑

ize yourself with its layout.
During Your Talk

Do not read your talk; use your outline as a guide. ❑

Speak loudly and clearly. ❑

Look out at the audience. ❑

Understand that there will be distractions, such as people getting up and  ❑

leaving or reading—don’t take it personally.
Try to be enthusiastic and focused; look away from distracting stimuli. ❑

End on time, and be prepared for questions if time permits. ❑

Bring copies of your paper and a sign-up sheet in case you run out of  ❑

copies.

Source: Adapted from Karlin, 2000.

CHECKLIST 3.5

Tips for Preparing Effective Poster Presentations

Consider the “big picture.” What are the main ideas and fi ndings of your  ❑

project?
Remember that your goal is to tell a coherent story about your data in  ❑

very limited space.
Your poster should reveal the point of your research, what you found,  ❑

and why it matters.
Present only what is necessary to tell your story—only essential details. ❑

Remember that you are there to answer readers’ questions. Your goal is  ❑

to engage the reader and have a conversation about the study.
The components of your poster should be clearly visible from three  ❑

feet away.
Include the title, authors, affi liation, and an abstract of the research. ❑

Use a large font (at least 18 point and preferably 24 point). ❑

Pictures, tables, and fi gures are helpful. ❑

If possible, use color in your fi gures and pictures. ❑

Bring thumbtacks and tape. ❑

Bring at least fi fty copies of a handout to provide additional information  ❑

about the study and contact information.
Be sure to include identifi cation information on your handouts: your name,  ❑

the conference source reference, and whether the paper may be quoted.
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Be on time. Often poster sessions are scheduled back to back, so it is  ❑

 important that you end on time and take your poster down because 
someone else will be waiting.
Never take your poster down early. ❑

Have your name badge prominently displayed, and be ready to answer  ❑

questions.

Source: Adapted from Karlin, 2000.

If the research that you are conducting with a faculty member turns 
out especially favorably, you might prepare the results for submission to a 
 scholarly journal. While professional journals in psychology abound, there are 
a handful of journals that specialize in publishing the work of undergradu-
ates. The most prestigious of the undergraduate journals is the Psi Chi  Journal 
of  Undergraduate Research, which is sponsored by Psi Chi and published 
 quarterly. Submissions to the Psi Chi Journal of Undergraduate Research are 
reviewed by three psychology professionals. Other undergraduate journals 
and criteria appear in Table 3.3.

If you decide to submit to a journal, recognize that it will take a great 
deal of time and effort. The time it takes to prepare a paper for submission 
is always longer than anticipated. Once the paper is submitted, there will 
be a long wait (typically several months) to hear from the publisher. Even if 
a paper is accepted, it is usually under the condition that further revisions 
be made. It is important to understand that not every paper submitted to 
a journal is  published. The standards for publication are much higher than 
those for  getting an A in a course. Journal editors expect articles to make 
a contribution to the literature, and “nonsignificant results are typically 
not a big contribution in their eyes” (Powell, 2000, p. 28). Despite these 
 cautions, the rewards of publishing are great. Publishing in a scholarly jour-
nal is a major achievement that employers and graduate schools look upon 
favorably.

However, not every student has research experiences that lend them-
selves to submitting to scholarly journals. Fortunately there are respectable 
non- refereed outlets for students to demonstrate initiative and writing skills. 
Newsletters published by psychology departments, student organizations, and 
other groups on campus offer opportunities to write about topics related to 
psychology. Professional organizations such as the American Psychological 
 Association (APA), the American Psychological Society (APS), and regional 
psychological associations (such as Eastern Psychological Association (EPA), 
New England Psychological Association (NEPA), and Western Psychologi-
cal Association (WPA) have student publications or member publications that 
are open to student writers. Finally, Psi Chi and Psi Beta offer opportuni-
ties for students to contribute to their newsletter magazines. Although these 
 publications are not peer reviewed, and the articles are not empirical, they 
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demonstrate  initiative, writing ability, and interest in psychology—all valued 
by employers and graduate admissions committees.

Participate in Professional Organizations
One of the simplest, most effective, yet underappreciated ways of forming an 
identity as a lifelong student of psychology is to get involved in  professional 
 organizations, on and off campus. Likely the most visible  resource for 
 psychology students on your campus is Psi Chi, the International Honor 
 Society in Psychology, a psychology organization designed for students. 
Founded in 1929, its purpose is to encourage, stimulate, and maintain excel-
lence in scholarship and to advance psychology as a science. Students enrolled 
at institutions that have a chapter must meet minimum qualifications and 
apply for membership to Psi Chi. Students at community colleges are eligible 
to apply to Psi Beta, the sister organization of Psi Chi.

Get involved in your institution’s chapter of Psi Chi, and you’ll have 
the opportunity to get to know other psychology students, develop leader-
ship skills, and get involved in departmental activities. Psi Chi also  offers 
 opportunities for students at the regional and national level. Psi Chi spon-
sors sessions at most regional and national conferences that promote the 
 research and scholarly achievements of undergraduate psychology students. 
In other words, Psi Chi sponsors opportunities for students to present their 
research. Psi Chi offers programming relevant to psychology students at 
these conferences, such as presentations on careers in psychology and how 
to apply to graduate school. Another important benefit of membership 
in Psi Chi is the quarterly magazine, Eye on Psi Chi. Each issue includes 
articles on psychology as well as practical advice on how to pursue a ca-
reer in psychology. The Psi Chi Journal of Undergraduate Research is also 
published by Psi Chi; it’s a national, peer-reviewed scholarly journal that is 
dedicated to research conducted by undergraduate students. Because there 
are so many benefi ts to becoming a member of Psi Chi, if your institution 
does not have a chapter, discuss with a faculty member the possibility of 
starting a chapter.

Another opportunity to get involved in psychology and promote a campus 
culture oriented towards psychology is to get involved with (or start) a psy-
chology club. Most psychology clubs are open to anyone with an interest in 
psychology, regardless of major. Many students who do not meet the academic 
criteria to join Psi Chi get involved in a school’s psychology club. Frequently 
the psychology club and Psi Chi work together to organize psychology-related 
activities for students.

When considering ways of getting involved in psychology-related activi-
ties, don’t forget to pay attention to what’s happening in your department. 
Departments often invite guest speakers to campus or faculty members give 
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presentations on their research interests. Attend these activities to support 
the department’s efforts and to demonstrate your interest and commitment to 
learning more about psychology.

Finally, two professional organizations for psychologists offer resources 
that are helpful to students: APA and APS. Both offer advice on entering the 
fi eld of psychology, and APA offers a student affi liate membership that per-
mits you to join for a reduced fee and obtain discounts on psychology journals 
and books. APA and APS sponsor annual conferences in which thousands of 
psychologist researchers and practitioners gather to learn about the latest re-
search, attend workshops, and network. Attend either of these conferences, or 
any of the conferences sponsored by regional psychological associations, for 
an amazing learning opportunity.

There are a variety of ways to take an active role in your education, 
but all involve stepping back and recognizing the covert—unstated—
college curriculum (Appleby, 2001); you can learn much more in college 
than just theories and facts. Taking an active role in your education means 
that you must seek out opportunities to learn and enhance your skills. It 
means that you must develop relationships with faculty and do more than 
just attend class. Though taking an active role in your education takes 
effort—it’s much easier to sit back and just attend class—the benefits are 
immense.

EXERCISE 3.2

Academic and Professional Organizations

Several professional organizations offer opportunities for students to learn 
about the field of psychology and make contacts with other students and 
professionals.

 1. Visit the Psi Chi Web site (http://psichi.org). What is the purpose of 
the organization? Under the publications link, what is Eye on Psi Chi? 
Browse the collection of articles organized by category. Read three 
 articles from three different categories (such as career preparation, fi elds 
of psychology, or promotion of research). Write a one- to two-sentence 
summary of each article.

 2. Visit the American Psychological Association Web site (http://apa.org). 
Locate the Students page. Identify two helpful resources. What are they? 
How are they helpful? Can students join APA? What are the benefi ts? 
How much does it cost?

 3. Visit the Association for Psychological Science Web site (http:// 
psychologicalscience.org). Locate the Students page. Can students join 
APS? What are the benefi ts? How much does it cost? Identify two ways 
of getting involved in APS. 
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Van Blerkom, D. L., & Mulcahy-Ernt, P. I. (2005). College reading and study strategies. 
Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.
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Internet Resources

Academic Skills Center
http://www.dartmouth.edu/~acskills/success/

At this Web site, you’ll fi nd everything you need to succeed in college. There are links to 
study tips and other information to get you motivated.

APS Observer Student Notebook
http://www.psychologicalscience.org/apssc/news.cfm

Monthly column written for graduate students in psychology, but valuable to 
 undergraduate students as well.

Psi Chi
http://www.psichi.org

International Honor Society in Psychology Web page. Review the Eye on Psi Chi articles 
for help with all aspects of student development (research, fi eld experiences,  graduate 
school, and more).

Becoming an Active Learner
http://www.lafayettehigh.org/Course%20Guide/becoming_an_active_learner.htm

Describes the benefi ts of active learning and presents concrete strategies for changing 
your learning style and becoming a more engaged learner.
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Journal Exercises

My Advisor
Who is your advisor? Write down the contact information for your advisor. 
Now refl ect on your meetings with him or her. Did you set up an appointment 
or just visit during offi ce hours? What kind of advice has he or she given you? 
Do you feel comfortable interacting with your advisor? Identify questions to 
ask during your next meeting.

Relationships with Faculty
Explore your feelings about interacting with faculty. How often do you inter-
act with professors? List the professors you interact with. Explore the context 
of your discussions. For example, is it after class or in the professor’s offi ce? 
Are your discussions focused on the course material or do you talk about other 
things, like life and career goals? What, if anything, is holding you back from 
interacting with professors? Explore your feelings. How can you overcome 
these obstacles?

Find a Mentor
This exercise helps you to gather information about faculty and use it to make 
decisions. First, write down the name of each faculty member in the depart-
ment. After you have listed everyone, begin gathering information on their 
research activities. Look at department bulletin boards, explore the depart-
ment and faculty Web sites, and use databases to fi nd information about each 
faculty member’s research interests and activities. Take a few minutes to speak 
with the faculty member about his or her research. In your journal, write your 
overall impressions: What type of work do they do? Do you fi nd it interest-
ing? Why or why not? How comfortable do you feel speaking with this faculty 
member? If you’re uncomfortable, try to identify why. Complete this process 
for each faculty member, and you’ll begin to get ideas about which faculty 
you’re more inclined to work with.

My College Career
An important part of taking an active role in your education is planning your 
course work. Look through your college handbook, and write down the require-
ments for your major. What courses are required? Are any other experiences 
required? Now list all the courses that you have taken. Make a list of all the 
courses that you need to take. In what ways have you been active in shaping your 
education to match your goals? What steps can you take to be more active?
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Come Prepared
Be Selective
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Have you ever spent hours studying for a test, only to get a mediocre grade? 
Meanwhile, your friend says he or she only studied for an hour and got an A. 
What’s the deal? Consider this scenario:

Tom gets home from his part-time job and fi xes himself a snack. It’s been a long 
day. It’s almost 6 p.m., and he knows that he has to start studying for tomorrow’s 
test. It’s been a rough semester, and he’s gone to all of his classes but doesn’t have 
a lot written in his notebooks. Tom fi nds that his mind wanders in class and it’s 
diffi cult to understand the point of the professors’ lectures. He usually doesn’t 
read before each class because it’s hard to keep up with fi ve classes while working 
over twenty hours a week. Tom decides to complete the reading tonight, hoping 
that he’ll remember some of it for tomorrow’s test. He brings his snack to the 
kitchen table and clears a space among the breakfast dishes piled on the table. 
He tries to read while eating his snack. He begins reading but fi nds it diffi cult to 
concentrate. “Those dishes!” Tom exclaims, “That’s why I can’t focus.” He takes a 
break to wash them. Twenty minutes later, after washing the dishes and clearing 
off the counters and stove, Tom sits down to read. Thirty minutes into his read-
ing, his roommate comes home and begins a long story about his horrendous day. 
Nearly an hour later, Tom realizes that his studying isn’t working, but he’s hungry, 
so he and his roommate order a pizza. He vows to study after dinner. “This will be 
an all-nighter,” he thinks to himself.

Sound familiar? Tom has good intentions and is motivated to study, but he’s 
developed poor study habits, such as cramming. He’s having trouble keeping 
up with his classes and is simply studying in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
Tom’s predicament is common, but don’t fall prey to this damaging cycle.

An important theme of this chapter is somewhat counterintuitive: Spend-
ing lots of time studying will not guarantee you good grades. Instead, it’s the 
quality of your studying that counts. It doesn’t do you much good to spend 
countless hours poring over your books if you don’t retain anything. Work 
hard, but also work smart. This chapter describes simple techniques to help 
you manage your time, get organized, and improve your study habits so that 
you don’t fi nd yourself in Tom’s shoes. Improving your study habits will take 
time and effort, but the work that you put in now will help you save time later. 
Learn to make the most constructive use of your time, and you will accom-
plish more in less time. With effort and consistent practice, you’ll fi nd that you 
can study more effi ciently and be more productive—in less time.

Preview Your Test: Read 
Everything
Multiple-Choice Tests
Essay Tests
General Suggestions for Test 
Taking

Learn from Returned Tests

Suggested Readings

Internet Resources

Journal Exercises
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Are You Prepared to Succeed?

Before you can improve your study skills you must take a hard look at yourself. 
Knowing yourself—your habits, skills, preferences, and needs—is critical to 
devising study strategies that work for you. In this chapter we discuss general 
strategies, but you will need to tailor these ideas and strategies to fi t your own 
needs and capacities. There is no right way to study; do what works for you, 
which means you must be self-aware.

Evaluate Your Skills
How do your study skills rate? If you’re like most students, they can use 
 improvement. Complete the study skills assessment in Exercise 4.1 to learn 
more about your study needs. 

EXERCISE 4.1

Study Skills Assessment

Use the following scale to respond to the study skills assessment below. Be honest!

1 = none of the time
2 = some of the time
3 = most of the time
4 = all of the time

How often do you:

  1.  Manage your time to meet school and job responsibilities, as well 
as relax

  2.  Set and monitor academic and personal goals
  3.  Read your textbooks before class
  4.  Understand how you learn
  5.  Maintain attention during classes
  6.  Use active listening strategies to get the most out of classes
  7.  Take effective notes that are useful for later studying
  8.  Study early and often for exams rather than cramming
  9.  Use a variety of strategies for recalling information
 10.  Test yourself to determine whether you understand the material
 11.  Have a well defi ned study space
 12.  Differentiate between essential and nonessential information in lectures
 13.  Differentiate between essential and nonessential information in readings
 14.  Take notes on readings
 15.  Vary your learning and study strategies according to the material 

at hand 

          Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or 
eChapter(s). Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights 
restrictions require it.



74 C H A P T E R  4

Scoring:
Add the points for each item. Higher scores indicate more effective use of 
study skills.

Refl ect:
 1. Consider your score. Identify the areas in which you can improve.
 2. Identify one area of strength. How can you take advantage of this study 

skill?
 3. Identify one area of weakness. How can you improve your skills in this area?

For a more detailed analysis of your skills and capacities, turn your atten-
tion inward and learn more about yourself by free writing—write whatever 
is on your mind without censoring or editing it. Later read what you’ve writ-
ten and consider what you have learned about yourself. To explore your study 
skills, preferences, and interests, free write about any or all of the following 
questions:

 1. Think back to a course in which you excelled. Describe the circum-
stances surrounding the course. What kinds of assignments were 
 required? Why do you think you did well?

 2. How do you learn best? Consider subject areas, course format, types of 
assignments, and personal factors.

 3. Under what conditions can you best concentrate? For example, do you 
require absolute silence to concentrate, or do you need some background 
noise?

 4. What are your academic strengths and weaknesses? Consider each of these 
areas: listening, speaking in class, memory, taking notes, and taking tests.

 5. Describe your study environment. Where, when, and how do you study?
 6. Do you know where your notes from last week are? How about last 

 semester? Do you feel organized? Where can you improve?
 7. Do you know what assignments are due next week? Are any major term 

papers due for any of your classes? Have you begun working on them? 
Why or why not? 

 8. Do you have a calendar or planner? How often do you use it?
 9. Have you forgotten an appointment or assignment recently?
 10. Do you feel overwhelmed with work? List all of the tasks of which you 

must keep track.

Carefully consider your answers and you may glean clues about where to 
focus your efforts to improve your studying. No one can do this part for you. 
You’ll need to develop your own formula for academic success based on your 
understanding of yourself. Once you understand how to focus your attention 
and concentration, you’ll increase your academic effi ciency and get more work 
done in less time.
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Understand Your Use of Time
At one time or another, most of us complain about feeling overwhelmed—like 
there is not enough time in the day to get it all done. Although you can’t add 
more hours to the day, you often have more free time than you realize. How 
do you fi nd those free hours and allocate them as you choose? Use time man-
agement strategies. The term time management sometimes turns students 
off because it sounds complex and formal. It isn’t. Time management simply 
 refers to planning your time—fi guring out what you need to do, how much 
time you have, and how you will spend your time.

Why Plan Your Time? Some students and faculty fear that planning 
their time by using time management strategies will rob them of fl exibility or 
 creativity (Fry, 1991). This is a myth. The philosophy behind time  management 
is that by controlling or planning part of your time you are able to be more 
fl exible with the rest of your time. There are concrete benefi ts to planning 
your time. Create a schedule to plan your time and you will:

Know when and where to begin When faced with multiple tasks and 
deadlines it’s easy to feel overwhelmed and not know where to begin—and 
therefore not begin. One of the primary benefi ts of creating a schedule is that 
you won’t waste time deciding what to do. You will have already planned how 
to spend your time and so your task becomes implementing that plan. Don’t 
underestimate the value of knowing exactly what you need to do and how you 
will spend your time. Removing the thought and planning can free your energy 
to actually complete what’s on your list and spend your time productively.

Be less likely to avoid distasteful tasks It’s human nature: we spend time 
on activities that we like and that we are good at. Many students put other 
tasks fi rst and fi nd that they’ve run out of time to study subjects that they dis-
like. A schedule prevents this type of forgetfulness.

Free your mind and reduce anxiety Recording your to-dos—tasks that 
you need to complete—relieves them from your mind. Once you’ve written an 
item down, there’s no need to worry about forgetting it, so you’re free to focus 
on other things. Seeing everything that you have to do on paper, with time 
allotted for each item, can help to alleviate anxiety and pressure because you 
have a concrete plan to get it all done.

Behave in line with your priorities What is important to you? Where 
does college fi t in your life? How important is each of the classes that you 
are taking to your academic standing and future plans? How many assign-
ments does each of your courses entail? What is the relative weight or value 
of each assignment? It’s easy to spend lots of time doing busy work that is not 
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worth much of your fi nal grade while not allocating enough time to study for 
a test or prepare a major paper. A schedule forces you to list all the tasks that 
must be done and prioritize them to ensure that the most important tasks are 
 completed—even if that means that you don’t get everything done.

Think about what you’re learning By scheduling regular periods to work, 
you will have regular periods to think about what you are learning rather than 
just simply prepare for looming deadlines. Without the pressure of cramming 
for an exam, you have time to think about what you’re studying. When you 
have the chance to think about a subject and how it fi ts with your experience 
and perspective, learning can become more interesting and enjoyable—and 
you retain the information.

Not overlook fun We need balanced lives to stay healthy. As the semester 
progresses and you get busier, it’s easy to forget to take care of your personal 
needs or, in turn, to avoid your academic duties because it seems that you can’t 
do it all. It’s important to have fun. You need to engage in physical and social 
recreation so that you maintain a balanced and less chaotic life. A schedule 
also can help you to enjoy leisure without feeling guilty that you’re not study-
ing. If you schedule time to do your work, you know that it will get done. Then 
you can enjoy “play time” without worrying or thinking about studying.

Learn how to study smarter, not harder By getting organized and in 
 control of your time and tasks, you’ll find that you can concentrate more 
 effectively and get more done in less time. Breaking a project or semester’s 
worth of reading into small, manageable, and regular blocks means that you 
will complete it at a more relaxed pace than many other students. You will also 
learn more. It’s easier to stay motivated when you make steady progress and 
can see the results of your work. A schedule also helps you stay aware of dead-
lines and keep the big picture in focus, allowing you to plan ahead so that busy 
weeks are in control and papers are done ahead of time.

How Do You Use Your Time? Before you can begin studying, you must 
gain control over your time: “Be the master of it instead of its slave” (Pauk & 
Fiore, 2000, p. 2). Most students could use some help in managing their time. 
The fi rst step toward gaining control over time is to understand how you use 
it. Take the time management quiz in Quiz 4.1 and see how you rate.

Quiz 4.1

Time Management Quiz

Respond Yes or No to each item.

 1. Do you use a weekly/daily calendar, a PDA, or a calendar on your PC?

 2. Do you ever feel that you can’t control your time?
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 3. Do you find yourself doing your coursework at the last minute?

 4. At this very moment, do you know what your priorities are?

 5. Do you ever struggle to begin unpleasant tasks?

 6. Is your workspace neat and tidy?

 7. Do you have a to-do list for today?

 8. Do you often find yourself daydreaming when you should be working?

 9. Do you feel like your friends are better organized than you?

 10. Do you tend to hand in coursework and papers late?

 11. Are you easily distracted?

 12. Do you put off things that require big blocks of time?

 13. Do you have a to-do list for this week?

 14. Do you know what time of day you work best?

 15. Do you check e-mail more than four times a day?

 16. Do you often feel overwhelmed with work?

 17. Do you know how long it takes for you to write a twenty-page paper for a 

course?

 18. Do you ever attend class/seminars/workshops unprepared or wishing that you 

had done the reading?

 19. Do you find yourself surfing the Web when you should be working?

 20. Do you have a wall chart showing the important deadlines for the semester 

and year?

 21. Do you prioritize your tasks and activities?

 22. Do you set aside time for relaxation and socializing?

 23. Do you put off things that are unpleasant?

 24. Are you usually in a panic to complete course, research, and lab assignments? 

Do you often lose important papers or articles?

 25. Do you often forget to complete important tasks?

 26. Do you feel in control of your time?

 27. Have you ever gone on a cleaning frenzy (i.e., cleaning your room or home) 

instead of working?

 28. Do friends often just drop by your office or home, interrupting your work 

time?

 29. Do you write down what you need to get done?

 30. Do you know any useful time management techniques that you are not using 

right now?

Scoring:

Give yourself one point for each Yes response for items 2, 3, 5, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 

15, 16, 18, 19, 23, 24, 25, 27, and 28; and one point for each No response for 

items 1, 4, 6, 7, 13, 14, 17, 20, 21, 22, 26, 29, and 30. The higher your score, the 

more help you need in managing your time.

Reflection:

 1. Consider your score. Consider each check mark. Why did you check it?

 2. Given your response to the first item, what aspects of time management are 

challenging for you?

 3. How can you improve your time management skills? Discuss three strategies 

for improving your time management skills. 
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There is more time available in the day than you realize. Take a look at 
your own use of time. For a few days or a week, keep track of how you spend 
the hours of your days. Each day record your activities for each hour of the 
day. You may fi nd it diffi cult to remember to record your activity. Do the best 
you can. You might even set an alarm for every thirty minutes or so to remind 
you to stop and record your activities. Be honest. We may not like to admit 
the amount of time that we spend on Facebook or playing video games, but 
it is important to construct an accurate picture of your time use so that you 
can identify areas to change (and those to keep). After a few days or a week, 
analyze your patterns of time use. Are you using your time most effi ciently? 
Where can you cut back? Are you spending enough time to complete your 
studying? Does your time use refl ect your priorities? You might be surprised 
at where all the time goes. That 10-minute coffee break might really be closer 
to 40 minutes! You may fi nd that there’s lots of lost time—time that you can 
fi nd and use if you manage it better. Once you understand your time-use pat-
terns, create a plan to use some of that “lost” time. In other words, create a 
schedule so that you can use the time that you usually waste.

Plan Your Time
Many of us let too much time slip through our fi ngers because we aren’t taught 
how to manage it. Some take a “natural” approach to time management, taking 
things as they come without a schedule or plan (Fry, 1991). Juggling school, a 
job, extracurricular activities, and a social life is diffi cult and nearly impossible 
to manage successfully without a plan. I often hear students say that if they just 
tried harder they’d be able to do it all. They resign themselves to all-nighters 
and walk around campus like zombies. This approach, trying to do everything 
without acquiring the skills to manage your time, will lead to burnout. Life 
may seem busy now, but it doesn’t suddenly get easier after graduation. In 
fact, demands on time often increase with career and family responsibilities. 
How do you take control of your time? Follow these principles.

List Your Activities If you’ve decided that you’re ready to get a handle on 
your time, the fi rst thing you must do is to write down all the demands on your 
time. Now, evaluate your list. Are you committing yourself to too many activi-
ties? Are you trying to do too much? You might love music, but can you juggle 
jazz band, a guitar trio, and an off-campus rock band? Can you write for the 
school paper and maintain several blogs and Web pages at once? Recognize 
that sometimes you can’t do it all. Decide what is important and what isn’t. 
Diffi cult as it might be, you must remove activities that aren’t meaningful to 
you in order to devote time to those that are. Don’t eliminate all fun activities, 
but prioritize them and make choices about what’s important to you and what 
will help you meet your goals. Make conscious choices about how to spend 
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your time so that you have more control over your days and your life, rather 
than running late on everything and constantly feeling harried and behind.

Now that you’ve listed all of your activities, you might realize that you are 
quite busy—and perhaps overextended. A schedule will help you to feel more 
in control. Where do you begin? Decide how you will record your schedule. 
Browse the offi ce supply store, and you’ll fi nd a myriad of calendars and time 
management tools. You might use a notebook, calendar, smartphone, or other 
method. Whatever format you choose, make sure that it works for you, is easy 
to use, and is always present so that you will be motivated to use it.

Create a Schedule As early as possible in the semester, preferably be-
fore school begins, create a schedule. Create a plan for the whole semester, 
so you can see all that needs to be done. As you receive each syllabus, write 
in all class assignments for the semester. This will permit you to consider your 
entire semester at once and will help keep you from spending too much time 
on a low-priority class that has regular assignments while falling behind in an 
important class with a major term paper. Write in all of your classes and regu-
lar commitments (e.g., part-time job). Include appointments, extracurricular 
activities, and other personal commitments. Enter time to study.

Examine each assignment and record reminders to yourself beforehand, 
making personal due dates for portions of each assignment. For example, sup-
pose you have a major term paper due at the end of the semester. During the 
second week of class, schedule time to search for topics. In later weeks, set 
aside time to go to the library, read articles, compose an outline, and write a 
fi rst draft. If each step for each assignment is recorded in your schedule, you’ll 
be more likely to stay on track and fi nish assignments on time (or early).

Use To-Do Lists Each week, create a to-do list of tasks that must be 
 accomplished. Rank their priority so that if you don’t have time for everything, 
you can at least fi nish the most important tasks. Look at your schedule and 
decide when you will work on each task. Each evening, plan your next day by 
listing what needs to be done and when you’ll do it. List the subjects you plan 
to study; your errands, appointments, and activities; and the time allotted for 
each. Schedule enough time for each task, including time to warm up and fi n-
ish. Don’t overdo it, but plan for rest breaks and fun. Use your schedule each 
day. The advantage of a daily schedule is that it forces you to break large tasks 
into small bites of time, making them seem easier and more manageable.

It’s important to make a to-do list each night so that you have a plan for 
the morning and so that you unclutter your mind. It requires only fi ve to ten 
 minutes but is especially valuable. The act of thinking through your day puts 
together a sort of psychological clock that helps to prepare you for the day. 
Make the day’s to-do list and schedule easily accessible by writing it on a 
3-by-5 card so that it’s handy and fi ts in your pocket.
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Tailor Your System The time management system that is best for you will 
be one that is tailor made to you. Make it work for you by altering and modify-
ing it as needed. Give your time management system a trial run and time to 
work. It’s hard at fi rst, but once you get the hang of it, you’ll fi nd that you don’t 
have to think about it. And it gets easier. Don’t be surprised at the initial effort 
that is required. It takes practice, but it is worth it. Below are some more tips 
for making the most of your time (Pauk & Fiore, 2000).

Plan blocks of time, preferably hour or half-hour blocks. Even twenty • 

minutes can be productive.
Schedule the most diffi cult tasks during daylight hours, when people tend • 

to be most alert and awake.
Avoid too much detail in your schedule. You don’t want to spend too • 

much time writing it, and you should also leave some fl exibility. Allow 
time for play; leave room for last-minute problems.
Allow time for sleep. You need at least eight hours of sleep each night • 

(this is supported by psychological research). Without sleep you are less 
likely to remember material, which means that you’re less likely to learn.
Schedule down time, exercise time, and social time. The only way to • 

 ensure that all of your needs are met consistently is to plan ahead. Care 
for yourself by setting aside time just for you.
Start big projects early. Most people tend to underestimate the time • 

needed to complete a hefty project. To avoid fi nding out that you can’t 
write a ten-page paper the night before it’s due, start early—even if it 
seems ridiculously early. For example, begin considering topics for your 
ten-page term paper during the second week of the semester so that 
you have enough time to get the needed articles and books, read and 
 comprehend them, and write the paper without feeling pressured.
Use “lost” time to think. Each day we lose time as we go about the tasks • 

of our day, such as walking from one place to another, waiting in line, 
and traveling. For example, while walking from class, try to think of the 
main points of the lecture and how they apply to what you know. While 
 exercising on the elliptical machine, brainstorm topics or titles for papers 
or think about how to organize papers.
Carry pocket work (reading, an article, fl ash cards) that you can do while • 

waiting in lines, at the bus stop, sitting, and so on. Ten minutes here, 
 fi fteen there, it all adds up. In addition, cognitive psychology and mem-
ory research has shown that we can recall more information if we study in 
short periods rather than long ones, so you just might learn more.
Know your sleep pattern and work with it. We all have a natural rhythm • 

of times in which we are alert and awake and times in which we are less 
alert. Arrange your study times around your natural rhythm. Study when 
you’re alert and sleep when you’re sleepy.
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Be Consistent The cardinal rule of time management is that you must 
write everything down—all of your plans. It’s diffi cult to make detailed plans 
far in advance if you don’t have a record of your activities and commitments. 
Keep a record of all your assignments and obligations in one place, includ-
ing class times, study times, project due dates, assignments, appointments, 
and social events. Consistently write everything down so that you don’t forget 
anything—and more importantly, so that you’re free to think without worry-
ing that you’ve forgotten something. Always carry your schedule and to-do 
list so that you can bring order to your life and have peace of mind. Make no 
mistake about it, this will take some time and practice; but creating a schedule 
produces important returns. You’ll feel like you have extra time. You’ll feel 
more in control.

Create a Study Environment
Improving your skills in time management means that you will set aside con-
sistent periods for reading, writing, and studying. Setting aside time is a big 
part of learning how to be a master student. Another part, however, is creating 
a place conducive to your work. It is one thing to set aside time, but you need 
to ensure that you will be productive during that time. As a psychology student 
you are likely aware of how our environment infl uences us. Take advantage of 
that knowledge and create a study environment that will support your work—
and encourage your work.

Become aware of your current study environment. Paying attention to 
where and when you study might seem overly conscientious, but it is sim-
ple advice that can help you to study more effi ciently. Create a place just 
for study. Why? We’re conditioned by our environment to behave in certain 
ways. The more we behave a certain way in a given environment, the stronger 
the tendency gets. This is a powerful principle of psychology that you can 
use to your advantage. Create a habit for yourself. Designate an area just for 
studying.

Choose a quiet place with adequate light. Make your study area pleasant 
and motivating. Avoid distractions; don’t set up a study area in a high-traffi c 
place (like the kitchen). If you are prone to distraction and procrastination, be 
sure to set up your study area away from the television or anything else that 
might distract you (e.g., a big window). Create a barrier between you and the 
world. If possible, shut the door or at least create an invisible barrier by facing 
the wall.

Your study area should be convenient—a place that’s easy to use, so you’ll 
use it often. Don’t underestimate the importance of a sturdy, comfortable 
chair. You’ll spend a great deal of time in this chair, so you want to be comfort-
able (though not so comfortable that you fall asleep). An uncomfortable chair 
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might make studying even less appealing and dampen any motivation that you 
muster up. Some students need light background noise to study—though be 
careful that it’s not distracting. Before you decide that you “need” background 
noise like the television or radio, try spending some time without any noise to 
see how it feels. If it’s tough, then try studying with a little background noise 
as a comparison. Depending on your schedule, you might consider studying 
in more than one place (e.g., at home and at school). Find other places, like a 
corner of the library, where you can study regularly. Is your study space con-
ducive to learning? Quiz 4.2 will help you to evaluate your study area and 
determine if it is conducive to work. 

Quiz 4.2

Study Environment Quiz

Check off items that you find are true for your study environment.

 ❑ Your desk is free of clutter, with space to spread out books and papers.

 ❑ Lighting is good.

 ❑ Desk is in a quiet area.

 ❑ There is no television nearby.

 ❑ The chair is sturdy and comfortable.

 ❑ Pencils, pens, paper, sharpener, and eraser are handy.

 ❑ Tape, scissors, stapler, calculator, and a wastebasket are handy.

 ❑ Desk is in a low-traffic area.

 ❑ Desk faces wall.

 ❑ Your calendar and schedule are handy.

 ❑ Your to-do lists are handy.

 ❑ Books, binders, and files are handy.

 ❑ Telephone answering machine is on, and the phone’s ringer is off.

 ❑ Area is clutter free.

 ❑ E-mail announcement is turned off.

 ❑ There are few distractions.

 ❑ There are few things here that have nothing to do with school work.

 ❑ I work well and feel that my studying is effective here.

Scoring:

Count your check marks. The higher your score is to 18, the better your study 

environment.

Reflection:

 1. How does your study space rate? Reflect on your score.

 2. In what ways might the quality of your workspace influence your learning and 

academic achievement?

 3. In what ways can you improve your study space to make it a place more 

conducive for working? Identify three strategies for improving your 

workspace.
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We’ve discussed the importance of creating a habit of studying by mon-
itoring the study place and atmosphere, but you should also pay attention 
to the time of day. Create a routine time to study—ideally when you’re at 
your best, when you’re awake and alert. Try to study at the same time each 
day. When you set a concrete period of time aside for studying each day, 
your mind gets used to the pattern. It becomes easier to work during that 
time. If you stick to a routine study time and place, psychological research 
suggests that you’ll spend less time warming up and more time studying 
effectively.

Be Organized
Studying is easier if you’re organized. Have you ever sat down to study only to 
realize that you needed materials from another room? Not having your mate-
rials together is a time trap because you’ll need to spend extra time gathering 
them and risk getting sidetracked and wasting time. Save time by keeping all 
your study materials in one place, near your desk.

Do you have a filing system? If you wanted to look at your notes from 
last month or last year, do you know where to look? One of the best ways 
to get organized is simple: Use a three-ring binder for your schoolwork. 
Keep lecture notes and handouts from each class together, marked by a 
tab. Use one large binder for all of your classes, separating each class with 
tabbed dividers. You can also add a section for other necessities such as 
calendars, weekly schedules, lists, and phone numbers. All that you have 
to carry around is a single binder—not five notebooks, folders, and many 
scraps of paper. You’re also less prone to losing handouts if they’re in your 
binder.

If your binder is full or gets too bulky, empty the contents into fi le fold-
ers marked for each class. Keep a small fi le holder near your desk to hold the 
semester’s work, or consider using a fi ling cabinet to keep all of your college 
work. This, of course, isn’t the only way to get organized. There are many ways 
to organize your study space and materials. The important thing is always to 
have everything handy when you study.

Organization is especially important if you plan to study in more than one 
place (e.g., at home and school). Each morning, be sure to look over your 
schedule and determine what you’ll need for the day. It might be easier to 
pack your book bag the night before, to avoid wasting time during the hectic 
morning and possibly forgetting something important.

Some students might choose to schedule the morning and afternoon, but 
keep evenings free, for example. Your time management system can be as 
fl exible as you choose. The best time management systems are simple guides 
(Fry, 1991).
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Reading: Tips for Improving Comprehension 
and Efficiency

Have you ever read a chapter yet were unable to remember much about it? 
Many students have diffi culty retaining what they read. Reading a scholarly 
book is very different from reading novels or magazines for pleasure, yet 
 students often attempt to read textbooks and other scholarly books as if they 
were novels. Reading a scholarly book requires a different set of strategies.

Preview the Text
Before beginning a scholarly book, preview it. It’s easy to get lost in the prose 
within and later find that you cannot explain the author’s perspective and 
 supporting points. Savvy readers learn about the author’s purpose and thesis 
before they read the book. It is counterintuitive but true: To get the most out 
of a book in the least amount of time possible, know what you’re getting into 
and what you’re looking for before you begin.

What is the book about? Read the back cover and book jacket. More 
importantly, read the preface. Most students skip the preface; however, the 
preface contains essential information for understanding the book’s thesis. 
The preface usually provides information about the author’s objective, the 
 organizational plan of the book, how the book is different from others on the 
market, and the author’s background and qualifi cations (Pauk & Fiore, 2000). 
Once you know the author’s objective or goal, it’s easier to see relationships 
among the facts presented. The organizational plan is like a road map explain-
ing where the author will take you. Reading the author’s view of what the book 
contributes to the fi eld and learning about his or her background and qualifi -
cations gives you more insight into his or her perspective, perhaps making it 
easier to comprehend the ideas that appear in the book.

In addition to (or sometimes in place of) a preface, most books begin 
with an introduction section or chapter. Read the introduction because it is 
a window into the book. It provides an overview to a text, making it easier 
to digest information in the subsequent chapters. The introduction usually is 
packed with facts and ideas so as to lay the foundation for the book (Pauk & 
Fiore, 2000).

Use the SQ3R Method
Particularly suited to reading dense college textbooks, the SQ3R method 
(Robinson, 1970) is designed to help students read faster and retain more. The 
name stands for the steps in reading: survey, question, read, recite,  review. 
Let’s examine each step of this technique.
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Survey Before reading a book chapter, quickly survey it to get an initial 
 impression of its contents. Glance through the topic headings to get an over-
view of the chapter. Skim the sections, and read the summary paragraphs to 
get an idea of where the chapter is going. Your survey should take only a few 
minutes, but it will highlight the main ideas of the chapter and provide an 
 initial orientation that will help you to organize the material as you read it. 
Surveying a chapter gives you background knowledge to link with other mate-
rial that you are learning and what you already know. Pauk and Fiore (2000) 
warn, “If you skip this step, you will lose time, not save time. If you burrow 
 directly into one paragraph after another, you’ll be unearthing one compart-
mentalized fact after another, but you won’t see how the facts relate to each 
other” (p. 71). Instead, you’ll develop tunnel vision and won’t be able to see 
the big picture. Surveying holds other benefi ts, such as warming up or limber-
ing the mind, and eases you into studying (Pauk & Fiore, 2000).

Question Look at the fi rst heading in the chapter. Turn it into a question. 
Your task in reading the following section is to gather information and an-
swer that question. Posing questions will help you remember information that 
you already know and arouse curiosity about the reading assignment, which 
will  increase your comprehension. This step requires conscious effort but 
is worth it because active reading is the best way to retain written material. 
For example, if the heading is “Prevalence of Substance Use and Abuse in 
 Adolescence,” you might ask, “How many adolescents use illegal drugs?” If 
the heading is “Multiple Personality Disorder,” you might ask, “What are the 
characteristics of multiple personality disorder?” Asking questions focuses 
your concentration. Take an active role in your reading. Don’t read passively: 
Interrogate the author.

Read Read to answer the questions you pose. Actively search for answers. 
If you fi nish the section and haven’t answered the question, reread it. Read 
refl ectively. Consider what the author is trying to say, and think about how you 
can use that information.

Recite Now that you’ve read enough to answer your question, look away and 
try to recite the answer to your question. Use your own words and  examples. If 
you can do this, it means that you understand the material. If you can’t, glance 
over the section again. Once you’ve said each answer, write it down. You might 
also reconsider your initial question, fi ne-tune it, write it in the margin of the 
text, and underline the key words that provide an answer (Pauk & Fiore, 2000).

Review Once you have read the entire chapter, test your memory by 
 asking yourself the questions that you’ve identifi ed. Review your notes and 
get a bird’s-eye view of the chapter. Consider how it fi ts with what you know 
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from the course, experience, and other classes. What is the signifi cance of the 
 material? What are the implications or applications of this material? What 
questions are you left with?

Whether or not you decide to employ the SQ3R method, you should  always 
preview the material to be read. Skim the table of contents, preface, headings, 
and conclusions. In addition to previewing the text, stop and think about the 
instructor’s purpose in making the assignment. What does your  professor want 
you to get out of this reading? How does this assignment contribute to the 
course content? Identify your purpose for reading: What can you gain from this 
reading assignment? The most obvious response might be, “an understanding 
of the course material,” but other responses might include, “a possible topic 
for my paper,” or simply, “learn something new and interesting.”

More Tips on Reading
By now you understand that reading for comprehension often requires more 
than one pass. It usually takes two, three, or even more readings to grasp dif-
fi cult concepts. Rereading takes time and may seem ineffi cient; however, thor-
oughly understanding what you have read and integrating it with your existing 
knowledge will save you time in the long run, when it is time to study for a 
test. It is easy to remember material that you understand, so you will spend 
less time studying. Here are some additional pointers:

Keep a dictionary nearby to look up unfamiliar words. If you don’t • 

 understand a word, stop and look it up in the dictionary. After looking up 
an unknown word, consider its meaning in the sentence.
Pace yourself. Note that diffi cult readings will require more than one • 

pass. Permit yourself the time to read such assignments over more than 
one session.
Read the chapter before attending the lecture so that you’re familiar • 

with the material beforehand. Note unanswered questions or particularly 
 diffi cult material, and seek answers during the lecture.
If you underline text, do so minimally and stay focused on the important • 

details. Avoid the temptation to highlight every line. Heavy highlighting 
is a procrastination technique because usually you’re marking what you 
should learn instead of focusing on learning it.
Instead of underlining or highlighting, take the briefest of notes while • 

reading by adding brackets in margins or underlining minimally. Note 
pages where you might want to take formal notes. After reading, take 
more extensive notes. Write the main points, in your own words.

As you fi nish each section, or even each paragraph when reading dense 
material, take a moment to write down what you’ve learned. Be sure to use 
your own words and not those of the author (to lift the author’s words is 
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 plagiarism, as we will see in Chapter 5). Your notes will be a valuable resource 
when it comes time to study. However, don’t write down concepts that you 
don’t understand. Reread the section until you understand the concept, or 
 explain as much of it as you can and indicate your questions so that you can 
ask your instructor for assistance. When reading and note taking are complete, 
reread all of your notes, think about what you’ve read, and add more notes 
based on your refl ections (Kahn, 1992).

Getting the Most Out of Lectures: 
Note-Taking Tips

If you expect to learn and retain information from lectures, you must take 
notes. Without notes, even professors fi nd it diffi cult to remember the main 
points of lectures. Your class notes are an important study resource, a sort 
of handwritten textbook that may contain information that is not available 
anywhere else. When you take notes, you listen more actively and are more 
involved in the subject, promoting learning and memory, and reducing bore-
dom. Note taking is a lifelong skill; most careers require at least some note 
taking (how else can you remember what happened in that staff meeting, for 
example). How can you improve your note-taking skills?

Come Prepared
Listening to a lecture, participating in class, and learning is easier if you are 
prepared. Professors assign reading prior to class to ensure that  students 
have the background knowledge needed to help them learn the day’s 
 material. Another way to become aware of main ideas and major points is 
to preview the material before coming to class. Read before class so that 
the lecture  material isn’t completely new. Reading beforehand will also help 
you to see how closely the instructor follows the textbook. The main benefi t 
of previewing the lecture material is that you’re on the same wavelength as 
the  instructor and can participate in discussions as well as answer questions. 
You’ll be able to recognize and organize the main ideas and terms more  easily 
(Kahn, 1992).

Be Selective
Don’t write everything the instructor says; just record the main points. Iden-
tifying the main points requires active listening. Beginning note takers often 
make the mistake of trying to write every word and become frustrated when 
they fi nd that it’s impossible. Instead, take notes in your own words. Listen 
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actively, that is, think about what you are hearing, evaluate it, determine your 
understanding, and make connections with what you already know. Your notes 
should include not only what the speaker said but also a critical response to 
what was said (clearly marked as your response to differentiate it from the 
professor’s; Kahn, 1992).

Determine the Main Points
“Easier said than done,” you’re probably thinking. How do you deter-
mine the main points? The instructor usually provides clues to what is 
important. One clue is repetition; material the instructor repeats is more 
 important. Notes written on the board or presented in PowerPoint slides 
offer other clues.  Remember that when you copy notes from the board or 
follow along with the PowerPoint slides, you will need to write more than 
the phrase or words  indicated. Also write an explanation. The instructor’s 
tone of voice might signify important information. Finally, instructors of-
ten highlight essential information by using specific phrases. Table 4.1 
lists signal phrases that instructors might use to draw attention to critical 
information.

Understand the Mechanics of Note Taking
Take class notes using a telegraphic style that includes only the essential 
 elements and leaves out unnecessary words. Forget grammar; grammatical 
sentences require more time than you have while taking notes. Instead, record 

 TABLE

 4.1 SIGNAL WORDS AND PHRASES

Listen For Type of Phrase

To illustrate, for example, for instance Examples to make a point more clear

Before, after, formerly, subsequently, prior, 
meanwhile, first, second, last

Time words to note the time relationships 
among ides or enumerate them

Furthermore, in addition, moreover, also Additional information to add to a list

Therefore, as a result, if...then, accordingly, 
thus, so

Suggests cause and effect

On the other hand, in contrast, conversely, 
pros and cons

Contrast words to discuss both sides of a 
controversy

More importantly, above all, remember Emphasize important information

In other words, in the vernacular, it simply 
means, that is, briefly, in essence

Repeats the information presented in a 
simpler form
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a streamlined version of the instructor’s lecture. Here are some other note-
taking tips:

Create your own abbreviations for common words used in class (just • 

be sure to record what each abbreviation stands for). For example, as a 
 student of developmental psychology, many of my lecture notes referred 
to “dev” instead of development and “C” for psychology.
If you have poor handwriting, do not write in script. Most students • 

should print their notes to ensure that they are legible. Many students 
plan to type their notes after class (and often do not get to it), but  unless 
a student’s handwriting is indecipherable, simply typing up notes is a 
waste of time. The typing itself takes too much concentration, robbing 
your learning and distracting you from comprehending and recalling the 
material. Instead, typing your notes in order to organize and  integrate 
them with prior lectures and readings is useful if you remember to 
focus on compiling information and creating links among sources of 
 information rather than simply typing it.
Consider using a loose-leaf binder for your notes so that you can • 

 rearrange the pages as needed, add handouts from class, and remove 
pages neatly. Write notes on only one side of each loose-leaf page, so that 
you can see all the information at once.
As you take notes, indent your paragraphs deeply to help you note the • 

organization of the lecture (like an informal outline) and to provide room 
for later notes and comments.
If you fi nd note taking particularly diffi cult in a class, leave extra blank • 

space at the end of each section or paragraph so that you can add more 
later after asking a question or reading the text.
Note specifi c examples the instructor uses.• 

Listen actively during class discussions. The instructor will comment on • 

important points and draw conclusions from the discussion. Record these.
Review your notes soon after class, making corrections or adding infor-• 

mation as needed. Identify follow-up questions to ask your professor.

One bad habit that many students fall prey to is relying too heavily on 
a  professor’s PowerPoint slides. Many professors use software such as 
 PowerPoint to create overheads and visual presentations to accompany their 
lectures. It is tempting to simply copy the information on the overhead slides, 
but professors require you to know much more than is on the slides. Likewise, 
many professors make PowerPoint slides available for students to download. 
Some students print the slides as a substitute for taking notes in class. This is 
not a good idea because professors explain much more than is on their slides. 
Use the slides as an outline of the professor’s lecture and add information to 
support each bullet point. Consider what the bullet point is saying. Listen to 
the professor’s explanation. Practice active listening and listen for information. 
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Try to pull out the main point. What information supports or refutes this 
point? How does it relate to theory?

Note taking is important not simply for recording information but for 
learning. Explaining ideas in your own words will ensure that you understand, 
recall, and apply it later to achieve your goals as a college student. The act of 
writing helps you retain material.

What If You Miss Class?
Regardless of how good a student you are, how detail-oriented, hard working, 
or diligent, you can be certain that you will miss a class at some point in your 
academic career. What do you do after missing class? Do you just show up at 
the next class and start fresh? What about material that you’ve missed? How 
do you get the notes and fi nd out what happened?

First, be aware of class attendance, late work, and make-up policies. This 
information is listed in your course syllabus. Some professors do not  accept 
late work or offer make-up exams, regardless of the reason. Others offer 
 opportunities to make up for lost work, but have very strict policies about 
when they will accept make-up work. Read the syllabus to ensure that you 
don’t miss any opportunities.

Try to e-mail your professor before missing class. Understand that most 
faculty do not consider family vacations, flying home early for break, or 
work obligations appropriate reasons for missing class. If you’re ill or have 
an  emergency, try to send an e-mail to inform the professor that you  cannot 
 attend class and, if you wish, provide an excuse. Be professional—offer a 
 concise explanation without going into personal details. If you cannot e-mail 
before class, do so afterwards. If possible, hand in assignments beforehand by 
e-mail (and offer to hand in a hard copy when you’re back on campus, but an 
e-mailed assignment shows that it’s completed on time).

Upon returning to class, never ask if you “missed anything important.” 
Most professors feel that class time itself is important. This is a surefi re way 
to make a professor’s eyes roll (maybe inwardly, at least!). Also do not ask the 
professor to “go over what you missed.” The professor lectured and discussed 
the material in class and likely will not do it for you now. Instead, demonstrate 
that you care and are willing to try by reading the course material and hand-
outs, and then asking questions about specifi c material that you don’t under-
stand. This is a more productive use of your (and the professor’s) time. It also 
demonstrates initiative.

Finally, turn to your classmates for information about what happened in 
class and ask whether they will share their notes. Be sure to read more than 
one student’s notes because different students have different perspectives and 
might miss some points. By reading notes from several students, you’re more 
likely to get a complete picture of what happened in class.
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Test-Taking Tips

We’ve discussed habits of studying, reading, and note taking that should keep 
you immersed in the subject matter of your courses. A test is on the horizon; 
how do you prepare?

Prepare Ahead of Time
Well ahead of the test, conduct an overview of all work that needs to be 
done. Make a list of tasks, and allocate time to complete them. If you’re 
behind on your reading, approach the unread material with a plan. What do 
you need to get from the readings? Decide how much time you have to catch 
up. Preview the reading, deciding which parts are most important to focus 
on and which can be omitted. Use the reading techniques described earlier 
in this chapter.

Create Study Sheets As you conduct your overview, list all the major 
 topics covered in the course. Create a series of study sheets that summa-
rize important information for each major topic. The study sheet should list 
 relevant factual information, vocabulary, and theories relating to the topic. 
Note similarities and differences among the ideas, facts, theories, and other 
observations presented in the course.

Anticipate Test Questions Ask yourself, “If I were making up this test, 
given what we’ve focused on in class and the readings, I would probably ask 
my students . . . ,” and then answer the questions. How do you anticipate 
questions? Think about how the various course topics relate to one another. 
Are there any repeated themes? Examine your notes and readings to deter-
mine how the course content supports the major themes of the course (you 
can often fi nd these in the syllabus, fi rst few lectures, and fi rst chapter of the 
text). Note that in class, instructors often use cues to communicate content 
that is important and that may appear on a test. What kinds of cues do you 
look for?

Repetition• 

Repeated use of examples• 

Changes in the tone of the voice• 

Pauses when speaking to permit students to take notes• 

Writes on the board or emphasizes a point on an overhead• 

Stops pacing and makes eye contact with the class• 

You have more power than you think when it comes to test taking. The 
trick is to determine the importance of material as it is presented in class and 
in reading assignments.
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Rehearse Practice the activities that encompass the test. If you will be solv-
ing problems, then solve problems while you study. If you will be conjugating 
French verbs, then write (and say) them. If you will be writing essays, then 
anticipate potential questions and write out answers. Rehearsal will make you 
more comfortable with the test-taking situation, reduce anxiety, and improve 
your performance.

Use Your Memory How do you ensure that you’ll remember what you 
study? Become personally invested in the material. Care about and be in-
terested in what you’re studying. In other words, fi nd something interesting 
about the material. Identify how it is relevant to your life. How does it fi t with 
what you already know? Associate what you want to learn with something that 
you already know, and intend to remember it. Tell yourself, “I will remember 
this because . . .” (Kahn, 1992).

Review and recite the information to be remembered by recalling it 
 often. Use short 15- to 20-minute review sessions, spaced out over several 
days (Kahn, 1992). In addition, try to recite the information at odd  moments 
(say them in the shower or while walking to your car). By verbalizing the 
material you’ll get an idea of how well you know it and where your weak-
nesses lie.

Use cumulative review. Contrary to popular belief, long study periods 
(e.g., four to six hours) aren’t effective. The best way to retain knowledge and 
prepare for exams is to squeeze in short review periods throughout your day. 
Distributing four 30-minute sessions throughout the day is less fatiguing and 
more effective than a single two-hour session (Pauk & Fiore, 2000). Why? The 
more often that you encounter material, the more likely you are to remember 
it. By distributing your learning sessions over the semester, you’ll fi nd that you 
learn more and don’t need to cram.

An essential element to performing well on tests is preparation; how-
ever, preparation is not always enough to perform at your best. Test-taking 
skills also count. Students who excel understand how to take tests. They 
tailor their strategies to the type of test (e.g., multiple choice or essay) and 
know how to prepare themselves emotionally. Let’s examine test taking in 
detail.

Preview Your Test: Read Everything
The fi rst step after receiving any test is to read the directions carefully. This is 
true even if it is a multiple-choice test. For example, some instructors might 
require that you choose the best answer, while others might require you to 
mark all correct answers. If you are asked to choose the best answer and you 
mark more than one response, you’ll lose credit. On the other hand, if you 
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are asked to mark all correct answers, you may lose credit if you don’t choose 
more than one answer. So read the directions carefully; if they are not clear, 
ask your instructor to explain them.

Once you have carefully read the directions, preview the entire test. Check 
to be sure that your test has no missing or duplicate pages. Read through the 
test and decide how to allocate your time. If your head is swimming with in-
formation that you’re afraid you’ll forget, jot it down quickly. The following 
sections present strategies for taking multiple-choice tests and essay tests, as 
well as for test preparation in general.

Multiple-Choice Tests
When answering a multiple-choice test, begin each item by reading the 
 question. Then read all of the options. Don’t rush, but take your time to read 
the question and each option completely. If the question is diffi cult, cross out 
any options that don’t fi t. In other words, eliminate distracters. If you can elim-
inate all of the distracters, you’ll have the correct answer. How do you identify 
distracters? Combine the question and each option into a complete statement. 
If the resulting statement is false, you’ve found a distracter. Stick with the sub-
ject matter of the course. If an option includes terms that seem out of place or 
that you don’t recognize, it’s probably a distracter (Pauk & Fiore, 2000). Other 
tips include:

If one of the options is “all of the above,” all that you need to do is • 

 determine whether two of the other options are correct. If so, then “all of 
the above” is your answer.
Multiple-choice tests often include options that look alike; two options • 

might be identical except for one or two words. It’s logical to assume that 
one of the pair is correct (Pauk & Fiore, 2000).
Note that correct answers are often longer and more inclusive than • 

distracters.
Tests often give away relevant information for one question in another • 

question.
After you have selected your answer, read the entire statement to be sure • 

that it makes sense.
Don’t waste time on diffi cult questions. Eliminate as many distracters as • 

possible. If you still don’t know the answer, guess, mark the question, and 
return to it later.
Don’t leave any items blank.• 

Sometimes questions are simple. Don’t read into questions. Don’t make • 

the question more complex than it is intended to be.
Because your fi rst choice is usually correct, change your answers only if • 

you are certain of the correction.
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Essay Tests
Your fi rst step in taking an essay test is to read all of the questions thor-
oughly. Jot down any ideas and examples that come to you so they don’t clut-
ter your mind. Consider the diffi culty of each question, and answer them 
in a strategic order. Complete the easy questions fi rst to reduce anxiety and 
facilitate clear thinking. After completing the easy questions, move on to 
those with the highest point value. The last questions you answer should 
be the most diffi cult, take the greatest amount of writing, or have the least 
point value.

As you consider each essay question, determine what is being asked. What 
do you know that is related to the question? Take a moment and organize your 
essay. Jot some notes or an outline of points that you want to make. Once you 
have a list of points or a basic structure, start writing. Don’t meander, but get 
right to the point. Use your fi rst paragraph to provide an overview of your 
essay. Be sure to state your main point within the fi rst paragraph. Use the 
rest of your essay to discuss your points in more detail. Back up each point 
with specifi c information, examples, or quotations from the class readings and 
notes. Leave space at the end of each paragraph to allow you to add further 
information, if needed, as you proofread. Write on every other line and on just 
one side of the page, not only to allow space for adding information but also to 
make the answers easier for your instructor to read.

Budget your time for each essay question. When you reach the end of 
your allotted time for a given question, list your remaining points, leave extra 
space, and move on to the next item. Partially answering all questions (es-
pecially by listing all of the points that you want to make) is better than fully 
answering only a few questions and skipping others. You won’t earn credit for 
the questions that you skip. After you’ve completed the rest of the test, return 
to items that are incomplete.

Once you’re done with the test, proofread your answers. Modify them for 
clarity, adding details, if needed, to make your answer complete. Check for 
spelling, grammar, and punctuation errors. Remember that students tend to 
lose points on essay tests because they fail to answer the question asked, don’t 
provide examples or evidence to support their statements, don’t write enough, 
are disorganized, or don’t follow directions. Finally, avoid the “kitchen sink” 
method of answering essays—writing all that you know about a subject, hop-
ing that the answer is somewhere in your essay (Landrum & Davis, 2010).

General Suggestions for Test Taking
Test-taking skills are important, but they may not be enough to perform at 
your best. Take care of your physical and emotional needs too. Get a good 
night’s sleep. Set your alarm a little bit early, and take the time to have break-
fast.  Arrive early for your test, allowing time to acclimate yourself, relax, and 
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prepare. Bring all the materials you will need for the test, including pencils 
and pens, a calculator, and a watch. Having all the materials necessary and 
arriving early will help you focus on the task at hand. Choose a seat that is 
well lit,  located where you can’t see many other students (and can’t be easily 
distracted).

Don’t let yourself become anxious. Try not to talk to other students  before 
a test because their anxiety can be highly contagious. If you feel anxious, 
take some slow, deep breaths to relax, and use positive self-talk to raise your 
 confi dence. Research shows that students who are anxious tend to engage in 
negative self-talk (e.g., “Everyone in this class is smarter than I am,” “I always 
screw up on tests,” and “If I don’t do well on this exam, I’ll fl unk the course”). 
Negative self-talk just brings you down and increases your stress level. When 
you fi nd yourself engaging in negative self-talk, catch it and stop. Try to en-
courage yourself as you would a friend. Repeat positive statements to yourself 
in place of the negative. Remind yourself that you are well prepared for the 
test, and believe that you are going to do well.

If you feel the tension rising, try using progressive relaxation techniques 
to help reduce your muscle tension. Breathe in deeply and flex your toes. 
 Release and breathe out. Do the same for your calves, then your thighs, but-
tocks, stomach, chest, arms, shoulders, and neck. Repeatedly tense and release 
your major muscle groups; it takes only a moment and produces big results. 
You’ll feel more relaxed and able to concentrate.

Learn from Returned Tests
Think that your learning is over once the test is? Not! There’s a lot you can 
learn from returned tests, so don’t fall into the trap of checking your grade 
without reviewing the test. When you get a test back, you should examine 
it carefully and consider your errors. Why was the correct answer correct? 
 Identify why you missed a question. Did you read it correctly? What do you 
need to learn to fi ll in these gaps in your knowledge?

Get clues for the next test. Look for the origin of each question (text, 
 lectures, labs, supplementary readings, discussions). Check the level of detail 
and skill of the test. Were most of the questions about vocabulary, or did they 
ask for precise details and facts? Were the questions about main ideas, prin-
ciples, applications, or all of these?

Decide which strategies worked and which didn’t. Were you prepared for 
the test? Did you run out of time? How might you have better allocated your 
time? Identify those strategies that didn’t work well and replace them. Use 
your tests to review when studying for fi nal exams. Did you have any problems 
with anxiety or blocking during the test? Did you really know the answer to a 
question, but fail to read it carefully enough to recognize it?

Academic success requires work; it’s an active process. Practice the tips in 
this chapter and refi ne them based on your needs. Not everyone studies in the 

          Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or 
eChapter(s). Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights 
restrictions require it.



96 C H A P T E R  4

same way. Be fl exible in your study habits, and do what works for you. Above 
all, remember that a little work on getting organized, creating a schedule, and 
staying on top of your reading can save you from cramming later. Perhaps 
even better is knowing that you’ll retain what you’ve learned well beyond the 
test, the course, and college.

Suggested Readings
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New York: St. Martin’s Press.
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Longman, D. G., & Atkinson, R. H. (2005). CLASS: College learning and study skills. 
 Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Tyler, S. (2001). Been there, should’ve done that: More tips for making the most of college. 
Lansing, MI: Front Porch Press.

Van Blerkom, D. L. (2008). College study skills: Becoming a strategic learner. Belmont, 
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Internet Resources

Study Tips
http://www.utexas.edu/student/utlc/learning_resources/

At this site, you’ll fi nd a collection of handouts addressing common problems like 
 motivation, time management, reading tips, and more.

Interactive Study Tips
http://studytips.admsrv.ohio.edu/studytips/

Quizzes and interactive exercises on time management, memory, reading, notes, exam 
preparation, and more make this site an essential stop on your next trip online.

How to Study
http://www.howtostudy.org/resources.php

This site organizes a collection of links for all aspects of study skills.

Learning Strategies: Maximizing Your Academic Experience
http://www.dartmouth.edu/~acskills/success/index.html

The pages on this site provide a variety of suggestions and resources for maximizing your 
academic experience. View an online video, read about helpful strategies, or  download 
a handout. In-depth tips for time management, reading, studying, and more.
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Journal Exercises

I’m at My Best When . . .
When are you at your best? When do you fi nd it easiest to concentrate on dif-
fi cult tasks? Are you a morning person—someone who accomplishes the most 
in the early morning? Do you work better at night? Why do you think you 
have these working patterns? What are the implications for scheduling classes 
and studying? How can you use this knowledge to help yourself?

Analyzing My Time
List all of the demands on your time. What are your responsibilities? What 
takes up your time (e.g., family, classes, research, meetings, social life, activi-
ties)? Are you doing too much? Identify places where you can cut back. What 
can you not do? Choose two places to cut back.

Ideal Day
Suppose that you managed your time well. What would an ideal day look 
like? Write about it—realistically. Deal with life as it is now, not as a fantasy. 
What would you do; how would you handle yourself in all situations? What 
two things would you do to bring yourself closer to that ideal? Suppose 
you suddenly had an extra two hours each day. How would you spend the 
time? Why?

Evaluating Time Management Strategies
After you’ve had a chance to try the time management strategies described in 
this chapter, free write about your experience. Which strategies worked well? 
How might you modify them to fi t your style and needs?
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It’s the first day of class, and the professor has just handed out the course 
 syllabus, which includes a 15- to 20-page paper on a topic of your choice. 
 “Fifteen pages! How am I supposed to know what I want to write fi fteen pages 
about before taking the class? How can I write a paper on anything without 
knowing a little about it fi rst?” Sound familiar? Don’t know where to begin? 
The typical ambiguous term paper assignment makes even the best students 
feel queasy. Don’t stress. Take control of your academic destiny by beginning 
your paper immediately. It’s tempting to put off challenging or work-intensive 
assignments, but waiting until the last minute to write your paper will only 
 increase your stress and make writing even more diffi cult. This chapter will 
walk you through the steps in writing a literature review, from selecting a topic 
to proofreading the fi nal draft.

What Is a Literature Review?

The term paper assigned by most professors usually is more appropriately 
called a literature review because it is intended to present and critically evalu-
ate the literature on a given topic. The purpose is to discuss current and/or 
historical research on a topic, organizing your presentation by theme, such 
as research objective, thesis, problem, or issue. Writing an effective review 
of the literature entails choosing a method to organize the studies that you 
will discuss in your paper (such as by thesis, methodology, or theoretical 
 approach) and then identifying, synthesizing, and evaluating the published 
work relevant to your topic. Your paper should present literature in a way 
that tells a story about your topic, such as how theoretical perspectives on 
your topic have changed over the decades, supporting and leading readers to 
your main point. Another way of thinking about the literature review is that 
it answers a question. What’s the question you’d like to answer? Pose your 
question and then synthesize an answer, using your research to support the 
answer. Ultimately your paper will give readers a detailed summary of the 
existing knowledge base regarding your topic as well as your informed evalu-
ation of the literature. 

At this point most students wonder, “Is my instructor a masochist? Why 
assign such a diffi cult project?” The answer is that writing is an integral part of 
learning psychology. It’s an opportunity to learn about a topic of interest and 
acquire a host of skills, such as:

Collecting information• 

Reading and understanding scientifi c studies of psychology• 

Evaluating an author’s claims• 

Integrating ideas from multiple sources to support your ideas• 
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Developing writing skills and vocabulary, enabling more effective • 

communication
Exploring new topics and subjects within psychology• 

Thinking and writing like a psychologist• 

You’ll use information seeking and critical thinking skills to complete 
your paper. Information seeking skills enable you to fi nd useful research 
articles and other materials and to scan the literature effi ciently. Critical 
thinking skills entail applying principles of analysis to identify appropriate 
research studies; evaluating the literature; and organizing your review in 
sections that identify themes, major issues, or trends. Your job in writing 
a literature review is not to list as many research articles as possible, but 
rather to present a comprehensive discussion about what has been pub-
lished on your topic. A literature review should accomplish the following 
objectives:

Discuss the major fi ndings relating to your topic.• 

Summarize what is and is not known about the topic.• 

Evaluate the existing research, identifying controversy when it appears in • 

the literature.
Discuss further questions for research (e.g., identify gaps in the knowl-• 

edge base: What questions remain? What direction should further 
 research take?). 

As you might imagine, constructing a quality literature review takes work 
and insight. The degree of diffi culty entailed in writing your paper is directly 
infl uenced by the topic you choose. 

Select a Topic

Choosing a topic is one of the most important tasks in writing a paper because 
“the paper can be no better than the topic” (Sternberg, 1993, p. 17). How 
can you choose a topic that is well researched and will sustain your (and your 
reader’s) interest? Plan ahead, and pay attention to the tips discussed in the 
following sections.

To write a good paper, you must begin to think about it early—when you 
receive the assignment. Don’t underestimate the amount of time that it will 
take for you to decide on a topic for your paper. Choosing a topic obviously 
requires thinking, but students are sometimes surprised to discover that it also 
requires reading. How are you to decide what to write about without knowing 
a little about the course and the topic fi rst? How can you choose a topic when 
you don’t know much about the literature? You cannot. Scan the literature and 
learn a little bit about each topic to inform your decision. 
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Sources of Ideas for Paper Topics
It may not feel like it, but, believe it or not, you’re surrounded by ideas for 
papers. Paper topics might come from watching television, reading magazines 
and books, observing people, or observing yourself. Pay attention to the social 
world around you, observe people’s behavior, and ask, “Why?” You’ll never be 
at a loss for ideas. You may also fi nd ideas by using the following resources, 
which are often overlooked.

Your Textbook Leaf through your class textbook and carefully scan the 
table of contents, which lists all of the topics covered in the text. Once you 
fi nd a topic that sounds interesting, turn to that section of the text and skim 
through it. Textbook chapters usually provide short overviews of topics that 
condense broad areas of theory and research into a few pages. If you’re still 
interested after reading more, you’ve found a potential paper topic. You may 
have to read several sections of the text to get to this point, so it’s important to 
start early in the semester and try not to get discouraged. Once you’ve found a 
topic of interest, use the material in your text as a starting point to expand the 
topic into a paper. Read the appropriate sections of your text, and take note of 
any references that look promising.

Encyclopedias and Dictionaries The reference section of most libraries 
contains behavioral science dictionaries and encyclopedias, in which you’ll fi nd 
overviews of specifi c areas. Table 5.1 lists commonly available psychology ref-
erence books. These resources can often help you in selecting and  narrowing 
a topic, but remember that they are only a starting point. Also realize that the 
more recently the book was published, the more useful it will be in guiding 

 TABLE

 5.1 PSYCHOLOGY DICTIONARIES AND ENCYCLOPEDIAS

Colman, A. M. (2009). A dictionary of psychology. Cambridge, MA: Oxford University Press.

Fundukian, L. J. & Wilson, J. (2007). The Gale encyclopedia of mental health. New York: 
Gale. 

 Kazdin, A. E. (2000). Encyclopedia of psychology. Washington, DC: American 
Psychological Association.

Matsumo, D. (2009). The Cambridge dictionary of psychology. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge 
University Press.

Reber, A S. & Reber, E. S. (2009). Penguin dictionary of psychology. New York: Penguin. 

Vandenbos, G. R. The APA dictionary of psychology. Washington, DC: APA. 

Weiner, I. B. & Craighead, W. E. (2010). The Corsini encyclopedia of psychology and 
behavioral science, Vols. 1–4. New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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your research. In most cases you will not cite the encyclopedia in your paper, 
but will use it to develop an initial understanding of the breadth and depth of 
the topic at hand. 

Psychology Journals For a paper in an Introductory Psychology course, 
look through general psychology journals that have articles spanning all of the 
fi elds within psychology. This will help you to get a feel for the wide range 
of psychological topics that you have to choose from. For example, Current 
Directions in Psychological Science publishes short, review-type articles (in 
a student-friendly writing style) that may spark some ideas. Also take a look 
at American Psychologist and Psi Chi Journal of Undergraduate Research. 
If you’re writing a paper for a class in a particular subfi eld, such as Devel-
opmental Psychology, look through more specialized psychology journals to 
fi nd recent articles and get ideas. For example, if you’re searching for a topic 
for your Adolescent Psychology paper, leaf through recent issues of journals 
 specializing in adolescent development (e.g., Journal of Research on Adoles-
cence, Journal of Adolescence, Journal of Adolescent Research, Adolescence). 
Once you fi nd an article that’s interesting, read it carefully and examine the 
reference section to fi nd related articles.

Professors If your professor has provided a list of suggested topics, give 
them serious consideration. Recognize that your professor can be an impor-
tant source of information and ideas. However, professors are more likely 
to offer you help if you’ve done some work fi rst. Approach your professor 
for feedback, but understand that you should come with several ideas and 
ask for advice. Don’t expect your professor to provide you with a topic for 
your paper.

Media Television, magazines, and newspapers can offer ideas for papers. 
For example, each Tuesday, The New York Times newspaper includes a  science 
section that usually has at least one article about psychology. These articles are 
a fantastic source of information and ideas. As you read or watch television, 
stop and consider the topic of the program or article. Ask why: Why does the 
problem occur? How can it be prevented? What do we know about it? Ideas 
are everywhere; fi nding them requires an enquiring mind. 

The Internet The World Wide Web offers an overwhelming array of 
 resources for learning about psychology and coming up with ideas for research 
papers. Where do you start? Try these specialized psychology search engines 
and lists of resources. 

PsychWeb—http://www.psychwww.com/• 

AmoebaWeb—• http://www.vanguard.edu/faculty/ddegelman/amoebaweb/
Encyclopedia of Psychology—• http://www.psychology.org/ 
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American Psychological Association—• http://www.apa.org
American Psychological Society—• http://www.psychologicalscience.org
Psych Wurld Megapsych—http://www.tulsa.oklahoma.net/~jnichols/• 

bookmarks.html

Browse these resources, and when you find something interesting, 
try searching for more material. Use synonyms for your topic to get the 
most  information possible. Remember that you’ll have to go beyond Web 
searches when it comes time to fi nd resources for your paper. Most instruc-
tors  require the use of articles from psychology journals as references for 
student  papers. Internet links can provide a start but cannot serve as the 
basis of your  paper, and many professors prohibit Internet articles as refer-
ences for student papers. 

Narrow Your Topic
By now you should have one or two topics in mind. Review the literature—
research articles from psychology journals—for each topic to determine if it 
is appropriate for your paper assignment. Is the topic well researched? Is the 
topic narrow enough? Is the topic too narrow? You won’t be able to deter-
mine the answers to these questions without searching and reading through 
some of the literature.

How do you locate additional readings to narrow your topic and get 
started? First, check your textbook to see if additional readings are listed. 
Frequently, the fi nal page of each chapter lists additional resources that can 
serve as a useful starting point. You might also look up the references cited 
in parentheses throughout the text (you can fi nd the full references for this 
text in the References section at the back of the book). The next step is to 
search for other sources of information. As you begin your search, remem-
ber that the Internet is a valuable tool for locating information, but it cannot 
replace a trip to the library. A literature review is a scholarly paper that inte-
grates information from reputable sources—academic journals and scholarly 
texts—which are often not available through the Internet. In addition, most 
professors will require that you use only scholarly sources and none from the 
Internet. 

Consult the Reference Librarian Your best source of information 
about the library resources and holdings is the reference librarian. Discuss 
your paper with him or her, and explain what you’re looking for (that’s why it’s 
important to have selected a preliminary topic beforehand). Ask the librarian 
to suggest sources of information. He or she can help you to devise specifi c 
search strategies to help you fi nd what you need more quickly and effi ciently; 
however, you must approach him or her with one or more topics in mind. Do 
not expect the reference librarian to give you a paper topic. 
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Locate Psychological Research The American Psychological  Association 
publishes an important resource for locating journal articles: PsycINFO. 
PsycINFO is a Web database of abstracts from journal articles, book chapters, 
books, and dissertations published in psychology and the behavioral sciences. 
Each article entry includes bibliographic information (which helps you locate 
the article) and an abstract (which provides summary information to help you 
decide if the article is useful for your paper). PsycINFO is updated frequently 
and indexes articles from 1887 to the present, permitting a thorough search 
of the literature. Most institutions maintain a subscription to PsycINFO and 
some also have a subscription to PsycARTICLES, a service that provides full-
text articles from journals published by the American Psychological  Association 
from 1894 to the present. 

PsycINFO and other reference databases make it easy to conduct a 
thorough literature search, saving you lots of time in your research, if you 
know how to use them effectively. Skill, fl exibility, and creativity are re-
quired to get the most from computerized reference databases. Sometimes 
the search for a topic yields few results because the wrong search words 
are used.

How do you determine the appropriate search terms? The Thesaurus of 
Psychological Index Terms, published by the American Psychological Associa-
tion and linked to PsycINFO, can help you select search terms as it lists all 
descriptors or index terms (called key terms) that are used for PsycINFO. Use 
the Thesaurus before beginning your search to brainstorm the most appropri-
ate descriptors, and you’ll save time and hassle. Also, after locating an article 
that is useful to your paper, look for the key terms under which the article is 
labeled. Use these key terms to fi nd additional articles. 

Additional features that make PsycINFO especially useful are the tools 
for refi ning searches; you can combine the results of several searches and 
limit the results of a search. Table 5.2 illustrates the steps in using an elec-
tronic database, including how to combine the results of several searches 
and how to limit the results of a search. Finally, note that if your institution 
does not subscribe to PsycINFO, you can access it online for free through 
the American Psychological Association Web site (http://www.apa.org). You’ll 
have to obtain the articles through your school (or purchase them for a fee 
online), but this online resource permits you to do a great deal of research 
at home. 

Determine If There Is Enough Research Once you have an initial 
idea for a topic, you’re not yet ready to begin writing your paper. Before 
committing yourself to a topic, be sure that there is adequate literature on 
it. Can you fi nd articles that address your topic, or do you fi nd too many? 
The most common mistake that students make in choosing a paper topic 
is to choose one that is too broad. A literature review, by its very nature, 
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 TABLE

 5.2 CONDUCTING A LITERATURE SEARCH WITH PSYCINFO

Before beginning your search, remember that you won’t find everything in one pass. Instead, 
you’ll need to refine your searching strategies and, depending on your topic, you may 
conduct several searches. For example, consider a paper on the influence of parents and 
peers on early adolescent drinking. 

1. Run the Initial Search

To gather articles about alcohol use, I typed in “alcohol or drinking” as keywords and found 
that over 8,000 articles have “alcohol or drinking” in their title, abstract, or subject. 

2. Narrow the Search

Because the paper is for a course in adolescence, I decided that I would limit my findings 
to only those that examine adolescence. This required a two-step process. First, I typed 
“adolescent or adolescents or adolescence or teen” as search terms and found nearly 
15,000 results. Next I combined this search with my initial search (see step 1) to narrow 
down the number of articles to a little over 1,100. That’s still too many references for my 
paper! 

3. Combine with “And”

Because my paper will examine parental and peer influences on adolescent alcohol use, 
I limited my search to those articles that discuss parents or peers. I entered “parents” as 
a keyword and got 12,000 references. I then entered “peers” as a keyword and got over 
2,800 results. The third step required combining the results of the two searches. I combined 
the searches by using “and” to get all the references that examine both parents and peers, 
and found nearly 600 references. Finally, I combined this search with my initial search on 
adolescent alcohol use (see step 1) and narrowed the results to 25, a manageable number. 

4. Combine with “Or”

Alternatively, I might search for articles that examine parents or peers. If I combine the 
“parent” search with the “peer” search using “or,” I get 14,000 articles. After combining 
this search with the initial search on adolescent alcohol use (see step 1), I get over 250 
references that examine adolescent alcohol use and either parents or peers. If I limit the 
results to journal articles published within the past five years, I get 182 results.

provides comprehensive coverage of a topic. In order to provide comprehen-
sive coverage, you’ll need to choose a narrow topic (otherwise you’re writing 
a book, not a class paper). Table 5.3 provides an example of how to narrow 
and broaden your topic when searching PsycINFO and other computerized 
databases. 

Narrowing your topic means that you’ll target your paper to a specific 
line of research or aspect of your topic. Unless you are already knowledgeable 
about the research area, you can’t preselect a topic that is narrow enough. This 
is another reason why you shouldn’t procrastinate because choosing an appro-
priately narrow topic requires reading and getting a handle on the literature. 
Once you have tentatively chosen a topic, scan the literature (using the tech-
niques described earlier in this chapter) to determine how well researched it 
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is and narrow your topic, if necessary. This is a good time to visit your profes-
sor or teaching assistant to get some feedback on your choice. Think you have 
a good understanding of how to use PsycINFO to locate articles as well as 
broaden and narrow searches? Try Exercise 5.1 to test your competence. 

EXERCISE 5.1

Using PsycINFO

Choose an area of research in which you are interested (e.g., the effects of 
child abuse on development). Be specifi c in order to narrow the results of 
your PsycINFO search to yield a manageable number of articles. For  example, 

 TABLE

 5.3 NARROWING AND BROADENING A TOPIC

1. Initial Topic: Violence

A search on PsycINFO revealed over 10,000 sources. This topic is way too broad.

2. Narrowed: Child Abuse, Spouse Abuse, School Violence, Community Violence, Dating 
Violence, Bullying

Even these topics are too broad for an assignment calling for a 10-page paper. For example, 
consider child abuse; it yielded nearly 10,000 sources on PsycINFO. 

3. How to Narrow a Topic

Consider the problem more specifically. Ask who, what, when, where, how? For example, 
consider child abuse. 

Who? What population are you researching? 

What? Are you interested in causes of abuse? Prevention? Treatment programs? 

When? Historical ? Recent trends? 

Where? The entire world? United States? Urban? Suburban? 

How?  How does the abuse take place? What form of abuse? Physical? Sexual? 
Emotional? Neglect?

4. Sample Narrowed Topic: Child Abuse

Who? Infants

What? Causes

When? Recent 

Where? United States

What? Physical abuse

After entering each of these terms into PsycINFO, I have 0 results.

5. Broaden the Topic

Broaden the topic by deleting some terms. When I delete “Infants, Recent, and United 
States,” my search yields 56 results.
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 instead of examining child abuse on development, use more narrow terms such as 
abuse in infancy; rather than development, use more narrow terms such as cogni-
tive development, or memory development. 

 1. What is your research question?
 2. Write the search terms that you will use.
 3. Enter your search terms into PsycINFO. How many results did you get? 

Were your terms too narrow or too broad? Print out the fi rst page of your 
results.

 4. Try narrowing your topic. Write down the search terms used. How many 
results did you get? Print out the fi rst page of your results.

 5. Take a closer look at the results from the fi rst page of your narrowed 
search. How do these results differ from those in your fi rst search? 
 Discuss any patterns that you notice in article titles.  

 6. Try broadening your topic. Write down the search terms used. How many 
results did you get? Print out the fi rst page of your results.

 7. Take a closer look at the results from the fi rst page of your broadened 
search. How do these results differ from those in your narrowed search? 
Discuss any patterns that you notice in article titles.  

 8. Return to the results page of your narrowed topic search. Choose one 
article that is particularly interesting. Retrieve the fi rst page of that article 
using your library’s full-text and print resources. The reference librarian 
can assist you if you’re experiencing diffi culty. Print the fi rst page of the 
article.

Choose an Appropriate Match to Your Abilities
Try not to choose a topic that is too easy or “safe” for you; try also to avoid 
choosing a topic that’s too diffi cult (Sternberg, 1993). The purpose of writing 
your paper is to learn something about a subject. Choose a topic that you’re 
relatively unfamiliar with, to maximize the learning opportunity. Choosing 
a safe topic (e.g., one you’ve already written papers on) deprives you of the 
 opportunity and challenge of gaining competence in a new area. 

The opposite is also true; try not to choose a topic that is too diffi cult. 
Scan the abstracts of articles in your topic to be sure that you can understand 
the purposes and the underlying concepts and ideas. Avoid topics that you 
can’t adequately present and evaluate from the information presented in 
 articles. In other words, be “certain that the topic you choose does not require 
an  understanding of concepts that your background does not permit you to 
grasp” (Sternberg, 1993, p. 18).

Begin considering your paper early so that you have time to select a topic 
that will maintain your interest. Allow yourself the opportunity to consider 
several topics, and choose the one that appeals most to you. In other words, 
don’t procrastinate. Too often, students wait until the last possible moment 
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to select a topic. Then they choose hastily and end up with a topic they are 
only marginally interested in. Be nice to yourself by taking the time to fi nd an 
 interesting topic. Few scholarly tasks are worse than working on an uninter-
esting paper.

Collect and Read Your Research Material

The primary sources that you will use in writing your paper will be published 
articles from psychological journals. Journal articles are the most important 
sources for current findings in psychology. Most professors prefer journal 
 articles as sources over books because scholarly journals are published more 
frequently and have a more rigorous review and acceptance process than do 
books. As a psychology major, you will need to become familiar with journal 
articles—if you aren’t already. 

What Are Refereed Articles?
How are journal articles different from magazine articles? Magazines pay 
writers, whereas journals do not pay their authors. Magazine articles might 
be checked for accuracy, but they do not undergo peer review and are not 
 scrutinized to the same extent as journal articles. Journal articles more 
 extensively document the sources of ideas and evidence; magazines are rarely 
as extensively documented. Most importantly, journal articles in psychology 
are refereed, or published after a process of peer review, whereby  several 
 professionals review article submissions before an acceptance decision is made. 
When an author submits a manuscript to a journal, the editor sends copies of 
it out for review by the author’s peers. This means that other  psychologists are 
asked to read the article and determine whether it is suitable for publication. 
The peers who do the review are called referees. Sometimes peer-reviewed 
journals are referred to as refereed journals. 

How do referees evaluate manuscripts? Although each reviewer may use 
slightly different criteria, manuscripts are reviewed based on scholarship. 
A scholarly manuscript offers an important contribution to the fi eld of psy-
chology and includes a comprehensive review of the literature, concise writ-
ing, appropriate methodology and statistical analyses, and an understanding of 
the audience (Landrum & Davis, 2010). Once the editor has received the re-
views, a decision is made whether to reject the paper, accept it, or suggest that 
the author make some changes and resubmit. As you might imagine, this is a 
long and tedious process, but it ensures that the articles appearing in scholarly 
 journals have scholarly merit.

Even those who are unfamiliar with journal articles quickly see that 
 research articles have a specifi c format and layout. Understanding the layout 
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will make articles more comprehensible. An empirical article consists of 
 several sections: the abstract, introduction, method, results, discussion, and 
references. Each section has a specifi c purpose. The abstract (usually located 
underneath the article title and before the text of the article) briefl y summa-
rizes the study. The introduction is the fi rst section of an article. It provides 
an overview of the research question, reviews the literature, and identifi es the 
purpose of the study (the specifi c purpose and hypotheses are usually found 
at the very end of the introduction section). The method section explains 
how the research was conducted; it describes the participants, measures, 
 instruments and equipment, and procedure. The results section presents sta-
tistical analyses that address the research questions. Here, the study fi ndings 
are presented, with information displayed in graphs and tables. In the discus-
sion section, the author examines the signifi cance of the study’s fi ndings in 
light of prior  research, discusses limitations of the study, and offers sugges-
tions for further research. For more information about empirical articles, see 
Chapter 6.

How to Read Scholarly Articles
Thoroughly reading an article requires several passes. Your fi rst pass should 
be an initial scan to determine whether the study is essential for your paper. 
Reading and taking notes is time consuming; therefore, you want to be sure 
that the article will suit your needs before you spend a great deal of time 
on it. During your initial scan of the article, determine the research ques-
tion, specifi c hypotheses, fi ndings, and interpretation. After you’ve scanned 
for this material, stop and consider whether the article fi ts with the purpose 
of your paper. Is it relevant? How does the article apply to your paper? How 
will you use it?

If you’ve decided that the article is relevant to your paper, your next task 
is to read for depth. What is the problem or issue addressed? Discern the 
theories tested and the methods used. Who were the participants, and how 
were they tested? How were the fi ndings interpreted? Consider the following 
questions:

Is the author’s hypothesis ambiguous or clearly articulated? • 

What is the author’s research orientation and theoretical framework? • 

What are the author’s underlying assumptions? From what theoretical 
framework does the author address the problem? (You can fi nd clues in 
the author’s choice of citations and how often particular references are 
cited.)
Could the problem have been approached more effectively from another • 

perspective? 
Has the author evaluated the literature relevant to the issue? Were any • 

areas of literature excluded from the author’s review?
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Does the author take a balanced perspective and include articles that • 

take contrary positions?
Is the sample large and representative of the population the author • 

wishes to address? How were participants selected?
What measures were used? Are the instruments’ psychometric properties • 

presented? How valid are the instruments? Do you think the instruments 
measure the intended constructs?
Were the data analyzed properly? What are the fi ndings? Are the fi ndings • 

meaningful? Sometimes researchers fi nd differences between variables 
that are statistically signifi cant, but small; these differences may not be 
meaningful when applied. 
How are the fi ndings interpreted? Do you agree with the interpretation? • 

What are the strengths and weaknesses of the study? Every study has • 

strengths and weaknesses.
Do the fi ndings have applied or policy implications?• 

As you read, remember that journal articles can lead you to other articles 
and sources for your research. When you fi nd a current article that is espe-
cially useful, examine the references and you’ll fi nd other sources that are rel-
evant to your paper. If you examine the reference list for each article that you 
cite in your paper, you’ll fi nd that a great deal of your research is complete. 
However, it is important not to rely on this as your only strategy for locating 
articles because you may end up with a distorted view of the literature. Some 
authors may not cite other seminal works because of differences of opinion 
and bias. If you obtain all of your sources from the references of other articles, 
you might miss some important pieces of research, and you will certainly miss 
out on new research.

How to Read Scholarly Books
When you consider books as sources for your paper, understand that the more 
recently a book was published, the more likely it is to contain current theory 
and methodology (Scott, Koch, Scott, & Garrison, 1999). Edited books, which 
contain chapters written by many different authors, are often good sources of 
information. Because each chapter is written by a different author, it usually 
presents a different view of your topic. 

Before you spend a great deal of time searching for books, be famil-
iar with your professor’s recommended and required resources. Some 
professors advise their students not to use books as sources because 
they’re too long for student papers. In addition, many books are not 
scholarly. Many popular self-help books, for example, are of question-
able scientific value. Therefore, some professors discourage students 
from using books as sources because it can be difficult to evaluate their 
scholarly value. 
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If you decide to use books as source material for your paper, examine 
each one carefully. How do you determine the academic trustworthiness of a 
book?

Examine the author’s background. What are the author’s academic • 

 credentials and experience?
Examine the reference section because the number and type of • 

 references can indicate how well the book has been researched. 
How many of the references are the author’s? 
How sound are its facts, methodologies, and fi ndings? • 

Does the book have an index? Scott et al. (1999) suggest that “in  addition • 

to making your search for relevant material easier, an index suggests 
a certain amount of professionalism on the part of the authors. Also, 
 browsing through an index can give you a feel for the book’s level of 
 professionalism” (p. 109).
Skim the introduction, preface, forward, or fi rst chapter to fi nd clues • 

about the book’s purpose, intended audience, and scholarly quality. 

As your mass of journal articles and other research sources grows, you 
may feel a sense of unease and wonder how you will sift through the pages 
and pages of information. Reading the articles and synthesizing the ideas into 
a cohesive paper may seem like a daunting task, but break it down into smaller 
pieces and it will seem more manageable. If you’ve taken your time in choos-
ing a topic and narrowed it down appropriately, you’ve already begun reading 
some of the literature, or at least scanned some of it, and you have a better 
sense of how to organize your paper than you think. 

Defi ne Your Purpose
Once you begin reading, it’s easy to forget the purpose of your paper. Instead, 
you may fi nd yourself describing every detail of each article. Stay focused. 
 Before you begin reading and taking notes, clarify the purpose of your paper. 
Remain focused as you read and consider articles, and your paper will seem 
more manageable. Consider your thesis, problem, or research question. What 
is your angle? Are you considering issues of theory, methodology, or policy? 
What is the scope of the review? How have you limited the literature? For 
example, a student might limit the scope of a paper about conduct disorder to 
examining evaluations of behavioral interventions. Defi ning the scope of the 
review involves restating your narrow topic and setting rules for including or 
excluding articles. Write down your ideas about the purpose, angle, and scope 
of your paper. Write the purpose on a note card or sticky note and keep it near 
you. Refer to it often to remember and focus. 

At fi rst, concentrate on reading the abstracts for the articles that you’ve 
chosen. If you’ve defi ned your purpose well, you may fi nd that after reading 
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only the abstracts, you can eliminate some articles from consideration because 
they’re not relevant to your paper. As you read, take occasional breaks to re-
read your stated purpose. Consider whether what you’ve read is within the 
scope that you delineated for your paper. Perhaps your reading has suggested 
that you change your focus or narrow your paper. Realize that your ideas about 
your paper will change and become more refi ned with your reading. Be open 
to change, and take notes on how you might refocus your paper. 

The most important tip about reading is to begin early. Notice a trend? 
Lots of time and effort will be spent before you begin to write, but ultimately 
you will write your paper more quickly. You’ll need plenty of time to think 
about your paper, collect articles, and read them before any writing occurs. 
Reading for your paper is a process of information gathering and synthesis. As 
you read, you might encounter references that seem important. Return to the 
library to gather these new sources. 

When do you stop reading and taking notes? One clue that you have done 
a thorough review is when you notice that article authors cite studies that you 
have already reviewed. But this doesn’t mean that you’re ready to write the 
paper. Understand your sources, take notes, and think carefully about their 
implications before beginning to write. Consider how the articles fi t together 
and how you might organize your review. 

Record Your Research: Take Notes

As you read, summarize the main fi ndings and methods of each study that 
you think are important enough to include in your paper. If you consistently 
take the time to write a brief summary of each article that you plan to in-
clude, your literature review will be largely done by the time you sit down 
to  formally write. Summarize each article in a page or less. Don’t write 
down everything. Avoid copying word for word from a source; doing so 
makes it too easy to  commit plagiarism without realizing it (we’ll talk more 
about plagiarism later). Instead, explain the concept in your own words. 
Note taking is a skill; it  requires critical thinking and evaluation to record 
only the most essential  features of a study (purpose, method, fi ndings, and 
interpretation). 

Take Notes
The method that you use to take notes is a personal choice. Some experts 
(e.g., Landrum & Davis, 2010; Sternberg, 1993) suggest using a note-card sys-
tem. Use 5-by-7-inch cards, organized by topic. Use a separate card for each 
article. Write the APA style reference on the back of the card and your notes 
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on the front (if you’re not sure what an APA style reference is, see Chapter 6 
for a discussion of APA style). Note cards allow you to physically organize in-
formation and sort it into topical categories that will help you to organize the 
outline of your paper. Note cards travel well and offer a handy way of arrang-
ing and rearranging information. 

I prefer to take notes in my word processing program. If you take notes 
on a computer, clearly mark each reference and the notes associated with it, 
and print out a hard copy. You’ll fi nd that most of the notes that will become 
the prose of your fi rst draft are already typed. You can then edit them, adding 
transitions, analysis, and interpretation (after making a “safe copy”). You can 
also cut and paste the material to organize it, making writing a lot easier. If you 
choose to take notes in a word processor, it is essential that you take care in 
summarizing the article in your own words. 

Whatever method you choose, remember that good notes concisely and 
accurately summarize the main points of a source. Be precise in indicating 
paraphrases and direct quotes. It’s also essential that you take the time to 
record the reference, using correct APA style. Take it from my own experi-
ence, hunting for an unrecorded reference is very frustrating! It can some-
times take hours to locate a source once you’ve begun writing whereas it 
takes only a few minutes to record the information properly while you’re 
 taking notes. Also, take special care to note any information that you quote or 
copy  verbatim. Sometimes students forget that a sentence or two was copied 
from a source—and is not their own summary—and inadvertently commit 
 plagiarism. Regardless of whether intended, plagiarism is a serious breech of 
academic honesty. 

Avoid Plagiarism 
Plagiarism means using another person’s work (i.e., ideas, research, writ-
ing, Web sites, charts, data, or other original work) without giving credit and 
without clearly acknowledging its source. The rules of plagiarism apply to 
all sources, both published (books, magazines, newspapers, Web sites, and 
 textbooks) and unpublished (class lectures, notes, handouts, speeches, and 
student papers). To avoid plagiarizing, writers must give credit any time they 
use information from a source. Citations giving the source of information must 
accompany: (1) discussions of another person’s ideas, arguments, or theory; 
(2) facts that are not common knowledge; (3) direct quotations of a person’s 
spoken or written words; and (4) paraphrases of another person’s spoken or 
written words.

How can you avoid plagiarism? By using your own words to express the 
ideas of others, and then giving credit to the originators of those ideas. Try 
to convey the author’s main idea without using his or her words or sentence 
structure. Always cite information and ideas that are learned through your 
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research, no matter where you fi nd them (even if it is on the Internet or in 
an encyclopedia). Common knowledge is not cited, but be careful of what 
you consider to be common knowledge. Examples of common knowledge are 
well-known dates and familiar sayings. Generally, information that could be 
found in a number of general sources (e.g., popular magazines) may not have 
to be cited. Whenever in doubt, cite. It is better to be safe and over cite your 
sources than to accidentally plagiarize. 

Appropriate Use of Quotations When you repeat an author’s exact 
words, you must indicate that the material is a direct quote and give its source. 
APA style requires that you enclose the material in quotation marks and cite 
the author’s last name, year, and the page number for the quote (American 
Psychological Association, 2010). Here is an example of a short quotation, 
given in text:

Bornstein and Arterberry (1999) argued that “perception begins our experience 
and interpretation of the world, and is crucial to the growth of thought” (p. 231). 
This is … .

If the quotation contains forty or more words, it should be displayed as a free-
standing block, with the quotation marks omitted:

Bornstein and Arterberry (1999) argued that 

Perception begins our experience and interpretation of the world, and is crucial 
to the growth of thought, to the regulation of emotions, to interaction in social 
 relationships, and to progress in most aspects of our development. The input, 
translation, and encoding of sensory information in perception is requisite to 
 refl ection and action. (p. 231)

In summary, it is permissible to include a direct quote in your paper as 
long as it is appropriately documented. Enclose the material in quotation 
marks, and cite the authors, year of publication, and page numbers. Quoting 
a source without providing documentation is plagiarism. That said, check with 
your instructor, as some professors prefer that students not use direct quota-
tions in their papers.

Now that you’ve reviewed the appropriate use of quotes, be aware that it’s 
best not to use too many of them in your paper. A paper represents the synthe-
sis and analysis of what you’ve read. When you use direct quotes too often, the 
resulting paper is just a string of other people’s words and ideas, rather than 
your own analysis, interpretation, and expression of their ideas. Be  careful not 
to quote because of laziness; it is much easier to use direct quotes than it is to 
paraphrase. Quote directly from a source only when you cannot capture the 
original ideas in your own words. Use quotes only when the  author’s  language 
is distinctive and enhances your argument. In other words, record quota-
tions only when “(1) the language of the original was especially important or 
vivid and therefore worth preserving, and (2) when you wanted to invoke the 
 authority of your source” (Meyer, 1985, p. 78).
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Appropriate Paraphrasing Paraphrasing refers to restating an author’s 
ideas or information in your own words. Even though you are using your 
own words, you must cite the source of your information. In APA style, ap-
propriate citation of paraphrases includes the author’s last name and year of 
publication; you are encouraged but not required to provide a page number. 
Note that you are required to provide the page number when quoting di-
rectly from a source. For example, a paraphrase of the text quoted earlier 
might read as follows:

Perception is essential to cognitive, emotional, and social development because it 
determines how we interpret and react to the sensory world around us (Bornstein & 
Arterberry, 1999, p. 170). 

As you can see, the paraphrase concisely restates the main idea of the  passage, 
using different words and sentence structure. 

How do you paraphrase? First, be sure that you understand the 
 information you wish to paraphrase. Your goal is to restate the idea and  convey 
the same meaning, so it is essential that you understand the original passage 
before  trying to paraphrase it. Realize that you may have to edit your para-
phrase  several times. Write your paraphrase, then reread the original passage 
to check for accuracy and to be sure that you haven’t borrowed language or 
structure. Revise your paraphrase as needed. Remember to use your own 
grammatical structure, restate the material in your own words, and cite the 
source. Pretend to explain the idea to a friend—then write what you say. 
 Practice is important because appropriate paraphrasing is diffi cult. Paraphras-
ing allows you to summarize an author’s main points concisely and in your 
own writing style, contributing to the “fl ow” of your paper. Test your ability to 
quote and paraphrase as well as learn about how your institution views plagia-
rism and its consequences by completing Exercise 5.2. 

EXERCISE 5.2

Understanding and Avoiding Plagiarism

 1. Identify an interesting passage from your textbook. Write a short 
 paragraph about the topic, including the quotation, using appropriate 
APA style to indicate that it is a quotation and not your own words. 

 2. Now write a short paragraph that paraphrases instead of quotes the 
passage. Note that paraphrasing entails more than using a thesaurus to 
replace a few words. Appropriate paraphrasing requires conveying the 
ideas in an entirely new set of words and sentence structure from the 
original.

 3. Refl ect on the process of paraphrasing. Was it challenging? Why? 
How might you gain experience and become more comfortable with this 
new skill?
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 4. Identify reasons why students might plagiarize.
 5. Look up your institution’s defi nitions and policies about plagiarism. What 

are the consequences of plagiarism at your institution?

Frequently students commit plagiarism without realizing it, by incorrectly 
quoting and paraphrasing material. Remember that ignorance of the rules—or 
laziness—is no excuse for plagiarism. Many professors don’t provide a “get out 
of jail free card.” In other words, if you inadvertently plagiarize, you might 
fi nd yourself with an F or a zero on an assignment and no way to make it up. 

Avoid the Easy (Dishonest) Way Out
Writing papers is difficult. It is tempting to take shortcuts. Some of these 
shortcuts may seem harmless, but all are forms of academic dishonesty:

Recycling an old paper used in a prior class• 

Buying a paper online• 

Downloading a paper online• 

Cutting and pasting from Internet pages• 

Using a service that writes papers for students• 

Asking someone else to write a paper• 

Using a sibling’s, parent’s, or friend’s paper• 

Recognize that these are dishonest and unethical ways of completing paper 
assignments. You’ll cheat yourself of the learning and skills that are developed by 
researching and writing papers. Professors also have ways of discovering the use of 
these techniques, so success with these devious methods is unlikely. Do you want 
to be marked as a dishonest, lazy student? A cheat? A liar? This is not an exaggera-
tion. Plagiarism is a serious offense that marks offenders as unethical. For more 
information and resources to help you understand the scope of plagiarism as well 
as quizzes to determine if you really understand acceptable use of information and 
how to appropriately cite material, see the Web sites at the end of this chapter. 

Write Your Paper

Now that you’ve read your articles, taken notes, and spent time thinking about 
the articles, it is time to organize and write your paper. Where do you begin?

Prepare an Outline
Before you begin writing, prepare an outline. It’s much easier to prepare an 
outline once you’ve read and taken notes, so save this step until you have a set 
of notes from your reading, have had time to think about the reading, and have 
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made lists of the material that you think is important to include in your paper. 
Consider the theme, issue, or research question that you plan to explore in 
your paper. What have you learned so far? Outlining helps you to get a bet-
ter understanding of your paper because it forces you to list your ideas and to 
arrange them logically. Perhaps most important, an outline is a concrete plan 
for your writing. It will not only help you to stay on track (i.e., keep you from 
introducing irrelevant topics) but also keep you from leaving important mate-
rial out of your paper. You’ll fi nd that you can write your paper more quickly 
because you’ll know exactly what to put in each section. An outline doesn’t 
have to be fancy. Just jot down the points you want to make and then order 
them so that they make sense. It’s easier to do this with a computer, using a 
word processing program to cut and paste your ideas as you wish. 

Some students and professors dislike using outlines and think they are a 
waste of time. Typically, if you are experiencing diffi culty structuring your out-
line, it means that your ideas are too vague and fuzzy. Read and think about 
your project, and organizational themes will emerge. Outlining is a valuable 
skill; but if you really can’t write an outline, then just begin writing. Some 
authors prefer to write a rough draft of their paper, allowing thoughts and 
creativity to fl ow freely. Once you’ve written a rough draft, read through it 
and outline what you’ve written. The resulting outline will help you to see the 
structure of your argument. You can then reorder the outline as needed to 
make sense and present your argument skillfully. 

All good literature reviews can be outlined easily. The fi rst sentence of 
each paragraph should provide an overview of the paragraph. Therefore by 
examining the fi rst sentence of each paragraph, one can compile an outline 
of the structure of the paper. Once you have done so, examine the structure. 
First, ask yourself whether each paragraph has a purpose. Then examine the 
ordering of paragraphs. What idea is expressed in each paragraph? Are the 
ideas ordered in a logical fashion? Reorder as needed. 

Write
Students often worry about how to start writing, and then don’t begin. A simple 
list of points to address helps prevent writer’s block. Once you have an out-
line, your paper is organized, and you can work on fi lling in the outline. Don’t 
worry about starting at the beginning. Don’t get stuck on a fi rst sentence or 
paragraph. Just start anywhere. Write with a word processing  program on the 
computer, which allows you to cut and paste your writing into endless  patterns. 
Take advantage of this technological capability and begin writing whatever 
part of your paper fl ows most naturally. You can arrange and rearrange your 
writing later. 

Ultimately your paper will be organized into several sections. The fi rst 
section of your paper, the introduction, establishes the research question and 
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explains why it is worth examining. The last paragraph of the introduction sec-
tion should outline the organization of the paper. In the body of the  paper you 
will present evidence from research studies to support your points.  Describe 
and evaluate each study, and make comparisons among the studies. Compare 
studies based on assumptions, theories tested, hypotheses, research designs, 
methods, fi ndings, and interpretations. How do the studies support the theme 
of your paper? In the fi nal section of the paper, draw conclusions, discuss 
 implications, and suggest avenues for further research. Based on the stud-
ies reviewed and the comparisons and evaluations made, what conclusions do 
you draw? What research is left to be done? Recommend future studies. By 
now you should have a list of all the important ideas you hope to convey in 
your paper. 

As you begin to write, remember that this is only your fi rst draft. Not  every 
word will stay, and not every word has to be perfect. Don’t worry about errors. 
Just get the ideas out; you’ll catch the errors later as you edit. Write anything 
that appears relevant, and think about where to put it and how to reorganize 
it later. Regularly save your work on the internal hard drive and a fl ash drive 
or other external storage so that your work is protected in the event of a com-
puter catastrophe. Print a hard copy at the end of each writing session, and 
preferably more often (e.g., after completing two or three pages, or an hour’s 
worth of work). 

Begin working early, to give yourself time to write and rewrite. Time is 
essential to writing a comprehensive review of the literature; time to read, let 
ideas simmer, write, gain perspective on what you’ve written, and revise. As 
you write, you may fi nd that some elements of your research are incomplete. 
Go back to the library and gather additional resources to fi ll in any gaps in 
your research or argument.

Revise
The most important part of writing is rewriting, so be prepared for lots of 
editing and rewrites. Many students neglect this part of the writing process 
and instead print out a paper and submit it right away. The best papers fer-
ment over time. Once you have a draft, spend at least twenty-four hours away 
from it. Let it sit for a day or two, and you’ll be able to approach it with fresh 
eyes. With time, you’ll fi nd it easier to separate yourself from your work and 
become more objective. 

Before you begin the editing and revising process, make a “safe” copy 
of your paper in case you decide to undo some of your revisions. Read through 
your draft and note what needs to be done. Is the organization consistent with 
your outline? Are you happy with the outline, or should it be modifi ed based 
on your paper? As you read, you might want to list gaps in the paper’s orga-
nization that need to be fi lled, missing details to provide, and other tasks to 
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complete, such as checking spelling and grammar or tracking down an errant 
reference. Recognize that you will revise the paper several times; don’t feel 
the need to complete the fi nal draft right away. 

Read your paper aloud. Reorganize sections, edit them, or even delete 
them if you deem them unnecessary. Examine the order of sentences and 
paragraphs. Sometimes moving a sentence up in a paragraph (or even deleting 
it) makes a world of difference. As you revise your paper, consider whether 
you’ve left anything out. Can anything be deleted? Are there  extraneous 
 details or sections? Are the paragraphs and sections coherent and logical? 
Have you used transitions between paragraphs and sections so that the  paper 
fl ows? Have you used a consistent style throughout? Have you used the proper 
guidelines, as stipulated by your instructor or APA style? (See Chapter 6 for 
more on APA style.) 

Think you’re done? Print out your final draft and proofread it aloud. 
Check for the placement of commas and your use of grammar. You might be 
surprised by the errors that you fi nd. Take your fi nal draft to the writing center 
at your college or university. You’ll get an extra pair of eyes to read your work 
and some helpful feedback on how to improve your paper. Now make your 
corrections and print out your fi nal draft.

Remember that good writing is the result of practice. The process gets 
easier with experience, but we all begin a paper with at least a little trepida-
tion. Start early and take time to read and mull over your articles. Revise 
your paper several times, waiting a day or two between each draft, to gain 
distance. Use the literature review checklist in Checklist 5.1 as a guide to 
writing your literature review. Finally, don’t procrastinate or let fear stop you 
from writing.

CHECKLIST 5.1

Literature Review Checklist 

Is the topic appropriate (e.g., is it a topic within the fi eld of psychology)?  ❑

Does the title of your paper describe the topic of your review? ❑

Does your review include an introduction section that defi nes the  ❑

 purpose of the review and its signifi cance? 
Does the introduction section explain the organization of the literature  ❑

review? 
Does your review include journal articles as sources?  ❑

Does your review include the most current (and appropriate) articles as  ❑

sources? 
Does your review discuss the major fi ndings relating to your topic?  ❑

Does your review evaluate existing research?  ❑

Have you explained why particular studies and sets of fi ndings are  ❑

strong? 
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Have you explained why particular studies and sets of fi ndings are  ❑

weak? 
Have you included enough detail about each study to help the reader  ❑

 determine the signifi cance of each article? 
Have you described relationships between studies?  ❑

Have gaps in the literature been noted and explained?  ❑

Have any controversies in the fi eld been described?  ❑

Have you chosen a method of organizing the literature reviewed in your  ❑

paper?
Have you outlined your paper after writing it to examine its organization? ❑

Does your literature review answer an identifi able question?  ❑

Does each study you reviewed correspond with a specifi c part of your  ❑

topic outline? 
Have you deleted studies that do not relate to your purpose or  ❑

argument? 
Does each part of your review fl ow logically from the preceding part?  ❑

Do you use transitions between paragraphs to indicate the fl ow of major  ❑

points in your outline? 
Does your review include a conclusion section?  ❑

Does your review discuss further questions for research?  ❑

Does your conclusion address the purpose identifi ed in the introduction?  ❑

Did you revise your manuscript several times?  ❑

Did you spell check the manuscript?  ❑

Are quotations used only when needed?  ❑

Are quotations appropriately cited? Can any quotations be paraphrased?  ❑

Are all paraphrases appropriately cited?  ❑

Have you avoided the use of slang, abbreviations, and contractions?  ❑

Have you used the past tense to refer to research studies? ❑

Suggested Readings

Beins, B. & Beins, A. (2008). Effective writing in psychology: Papers, posters, and 
 presentations. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley. 

Lipson, C. (2008). Doing honest work in college: How to prepare citations, avoid 
 plagiarism, and achieve real academic success. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 

Mitchell, H. L. & Jolley, J. M. (2009). Writing for psychology. Belmont, CA: 
Wadsworth.

Rosnow, R. L. & Rosnow, M. (2008). Writing papers in psychology. Belmont, CA: 
Wadsworth.

Scott, J. M., Koch, R. E., Scott, G. M., & Garrison, S. M. (1999). The psychology student 
writer’s manual. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. 
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Internet Resources

A Guide to Writing in Psychology
http://psychology.gmu.edu/writing/

This Web site contains an excellent guide to all forms of writing in psychology. Essential 
reading!

Writing the Literature Review
http://www2.smumn.edu/deptpages/~tcwritingcenter/Forms_of_Writing/LitReview.htm

A collection of Web sites and resources. 

Writing a Psychology Literature Review
http://depts.washington.edu/psywc/handouts/pdf/litrev.pdf

Excellent handout describes the steps in writing a literature review paper and provides 
helpful advice for student writers. 

PsycINFO Guide
http://www.library.auckland.ac.nz/docs/helpsheets/psycinfoguide.pdf

Everything you need to know about using PsycINFO is in this handy guide. A must-read 
that will make fi nding relevant articles much easier.

Plagiarism Tutorial
http://www.lib.usm.edu/research/plag/plagiarismtutorial.php

Excellent site with several lessons and two quizzes to assess your understanding of 
plagiarism. 

Journal Exercises

How I Feel About Writing
How do you feel about writing? Imagine receiving a paper assignment 
in class. What are your initial thoughts and emotions? Would you like to 
change any of these reactions? Which ones? How would you prefer to react? 
What small steps can you take to make it easier to react in a more satisfac-
tory way?
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What I Like to Write
Which writing experiences do you fi nd fun? Do you prefer free writing, or do 
you like writing papers, essays, or creative pieces? How are these different 
for you, and what do you prefer about each? What topics do you most prefer 
 writing about? Why?

My Habits
What are your habits and typical ways of completing a writing assignment? Do 
you fi nd that you procrastinate? How? Is there any way that you can prevent 
this? How can using some of the techniques described in this chapter make 
the writing task quicker and easier?
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6

APA Style: The PUBLICATION 
MANUAL OF THE AMERICAN 
PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION

Structure of the Empirical 
Paper
Title Page
Abstract
Introduction

Introductory Paragraphs
Review of the Relevant Literature
Purpose and Rationale

Method
Participants
Apparatus, Materials, or Measures
Procedure

Results
Discussion 

Exercise 6.1: Test Your 
Understanding of Journal 
Articles
References

Exercise 6.2: Practice 
Preparing Reference Lists

Suggested Readings

Internet Resources

Journal Exercises

Chapter Outline

Writing an Empirical 
Paper
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The ability to write empirical papers is a critical skill for success as a psychol-
ogy major. Unlike many other majors, psychology students must learn how to 
report the results of empirical work, that is, research studies. Psychology is a 
science and, as a major, you must learn how to read and understand scientifi c 
literature, and contribute to the literature by writing empirical  papers and lab 
reports. All colleges and universities require psychology majors to complete at 
least one or two courses in research methodology in which  students must con-
duct research studies and write empirical papers to describe their research. 
Specifi cally, these papers discuss the question under study, the methods used 
to gather information about the question, and the fi ndings and their impli-
cations. Understanding how to write an empirical paper is  essential to your 
academic success. In this chapter we discuss the mechanics of the empirical 
paper. After a brief discussion of the Publication Manual of the American Psy-
chological Association (2010), we will examine each section of an empirical 
paper. The chapter closes with a sample template for your empirical paper.

APA Style: The PUBLICATION MANUAL OF 
THE AMERICAN PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION

While reading journal articles, you’ve probably noticed the distinct style of sci-
entifi c writing. Why is the style so structured? Consider the purpose of written 
reports: communication—to tell readers about your research and explain what 
you did and what you found. Excellent scientific communication provides 
readers with enough information to enable them to evaluate critically the pro-
cedures, judge the quality of the research, and replicate (or reproduce) the 
results. Scientifi c writing is fi lled with facts that are appropriately paraphrased 
and documented. Because publication space in scholarly journals is limited, 
authors attempt to provide complete information in as few words as possible. 
Each word is carefully chosen for its precision. Scientifi c writing promotes 
clear communication, but it is very different from other types of writing and 
often requires more practice to master.

In psychology, authors are expected to follow the standard format speci-
fi ed by the sixth edition of the Publication Manual of the American Psycho-
logical Association (2010). Although learning the format known as APA style 
is challenging, ultimately a standard style of scientifi c communication makes 
it easier for researchers to report findings and for readers to comprehend 
them. This chapter provides a brief overview of APA style and the structure of 
 research reports. Remember that this presentation is brief and cannot replace 
the Publication Manual, which is nearly 300 pages long. If you have questions 
about specifi c issues, consult the Publication Manual and your professor.
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Structure of the Empirical Paper

As we’ve discussed, an empirical paper or research article is a highly 
 structured, concise, professional way of communicating the results of a re-
search study. It consists of several sections, each with a specifi c purpose. The 
title page communicates the title, the authors, and the authors’ institutional 
affi liations. The abstract provides a brief summary of the study. The introduc-
tion is the fi rst section of an article. It gives an overview of the research ques-
tion, discusses the relevant literature, and identifi es the purpose of the study. 
The method section explains how the research was conducted; it includes a 
description of the participants, measures, instruments and equipment, and 
procedure. The results section presents statistical analyses that address the 
research questions, with information displayed in graphs and tables. The 
discussion section explores the implications of the study’s fi ndings in light of 
prior research, limitations of the study, and suggestions for further research. 
Last but not least is the reference section, which provides accurate references 
for all material that was cited in the paper. Now let’s examine each section of 
the empirical paper. 

Title Page
Don’t underestimate the importance of a title. The title gives readers a 
 mini-introduction to your paper and helps them to decide if they want to 
read the abstract and paper. The title should offer a concise summary of the 
paper——the topic, variables, and theoretical issue under study——all in no 
more than twelve words. According to the Publication Manual, “a title should 
be fully explanatory when standing alone” (APA, 2010, p. 23). A good title is 
hard to write; plan to spend some time on it. It’s often easier to write the title 
once the paper is complete. 

The paper title is written in uppercase and lowercase letters, positioned • 

in the upper half of the fi rst page, and centered between the right and 
left margin. 
Center the author’s name, written in uppercase and lowercase letters, on • 

the line below the title. 
The institutional affi liation appears in uppercase and lowercase letters, • 

centered on the line below the author’s. 
The running head is a short version of your title that appears at the top of • 

the pages of a paper or published article. The running head is typed fl ush 
left (all uppercase) following “Running head:” on the fi rst page, then 
 appears on its own (without the “Running head” label) on all subsequent 
pages. The running head should not exceed fi fty characters, including 
punctuation and spacing. Using most word processors, the running head 
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and page number can be inserted into a header, which then automatically 
appears on all pages.
The page number appears in the top right-hand corner. • 

Similar to the entire paper, the title page is double spaced, in 12-point • 

font, with 1-inch margins. 
The title is not in bold type, italics, or underlined. • 

For a sample title page, see the sample template at the end of this • 

chapter.
Note that you may decide to change your title as you complete your • 

 research study. Your title is not set in stone; revise it, if needed, to refl ect 
the fi ndings and the content of your paper. 

Abstract
Like the title, the abstract gives readers a glimpse into your paper. The 
abstract provides a brief comprehensive overview of your study, including 
enough information for readers to decide if they want to read the article 
itself (that is, determine whether the article is likely to provide informa-
tion to address their questions). Write the abstract after you’ve completed 
your paper and have a fi rm perspective of the fi ndings and their importance. 
 Describe the problem under investigation, presenting the major hypotheses, 
participants, materials, and procedure. Summarize the results and conclu-
sions, indicating the implications or applications. A good abstract interests 
readers and convinces them that the study is worth reading. An abstract 
should be self-explanatory and range from 150 to 250 words. Adhering to 
the word count is very diffi cult, but well-written shorter abstracts are best. 
Most writers begin by composing a longer summary and slowly pare down 
unneeded words. 

Introduction
The title of the paper appears on the fi rst line of page 3, centered and typed in up-
percase and lowercase letters. The introduction begins on line 2, flush 
with the left margin and indented. The introduction is your opportu-
nity to introduce readers to your research question, what is known about the 
topic, why the topic is important, and how your study contributes to what 
is already known. Consider the introduction as three separate sections. The 
fi rst section, a paragraph or two in length, introduces the problem: What is 
the topic under study, and how will it be approached? Why is it important? 
The second section of the introduction provides a review of relevant litera-
ture to explain what is known about the specifi c question under study (review 
Chapter 5 for suggestions on how to conduct a literature review). Be specifi c 
and present only research that is directly relevant to the research question. 
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What has prior research shown? What are limitations in prior research? How 
is your study an extension of prior research? The third section of the intro-
duction states the purpose and rationale of the research study, and provides a 
brief overview of your study. Now, let’s consider each part of the introduction 
in more depth.

Introductory Paragraphs The introductory paragraphs lure readers into 
your paper. These paragraphs often are the most diffi cult to write, so consider 
saving them for later, after you’ve written the rest of the paper. Use the funnel 
approach to structure the introduction. Begin with a general statement (the 
wide opening of the funnel) and get more specifi c (narrow the funnel) with 
each sentence, until the fi nal sentence introduces the purpose of your study. 
An additional introductory paragraph may explain why the research question 
addressed by your study is important. Your goal is to make readers see the 
point of your study and to convince them that your project tackles an impor-
tant question or issue.

Review of the Relevant Literature The next component of the intro-
duction reviews the literature relevant to your study. It typically is several 
pages long, and cites theory and research that expand and support the ra-
tionale for your study. The literature searching and summarizing strategies 
discussed in Chapter 5 illustrate how to search the literature, take notes, and 
organize a literature review. Your goal is to inform readers of the published 
literature on your problem, demonstrate the importance of the question, and 
justify the rationale for your methods (Scott et al., 1999). As you review the 
literature, it is important to remain focused on your research topic. Discuss 
only research that is pertinent to your project. The review is selective and 
should “avoid nonessential details; instead emphasize pertinent findings, 
relevant methodological issues, and major conclusions” (American Psycho-
logical Association, 2010, p. 28). Refer readers to published reviews that 
 examine more general issues, so that they can obtain additional information, 
if desired.

An effective review of the literature orients readers to what is known and 
answers several questions (Austin & Calderon, 1996; Landrum et al., 2010; 
Sternberg, 1993):

What is the purpose of the study?• 

What do we know about this area of research?• 

How does the study relate to prior research? How does it draw upon and • 

extend prior work? What is the nature of your contribution?
Why is the study important or interesting?• 

What rationale links the research questions and research design? How • 

did you choose the research design, and how does the design  address 
the question?
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It is vital that you demonstrate the logical continuity between prior 
 research, your research question, and your research design. Unquestion-
ably, this is the most diffi cult part of writing the introduction. As you write, 
keep your purpose in mind: Your goal is to interest readers, explain why your 
study is relevant, and motivate them to continue (Sternberg, 1993). Finally, be 
very careful to appropriately cite the sources of information in your literature 
 review. If you are unsure of the overall use of citations or how to appropriately 
quote or paraphrase sources, see the section on plagiarism in Chapter 5 and 
the Publication Manual. 

Purpose and Rationale The fi nal component of the introduction section 
explains the purpose and rationale for your study. Explain your hypotheses 
(your specifi c predictions about the research results) and provide a brief over-
view of your study. How does your research design relate to the theoretical 
issue that you wish to address? 

Method
The introduction answers the questions, “What?” and “Why?” The method 
 section explains, “How.” The purpose of the method section is to clearly  explain 
how you conducted your study. The method section should  provide enough 
pertinent details so that readers can replicate your research.  Typically the 
method section contains several sections—participants; apparatus,  materials, 
or measures; and procedure. Begin the method section, titled “Method,” 
typed in boldfaced type, and on a new line, centered between the right and 
left margin.

Participants On a separate line, fl ush with the left margin, list “Partici-
pants” in boldfaced type. On the next line, indented, begins the participants 
section, which answers the questions, “Who participated in the study?” “How 
many participated?” and “How were they selected?” In this section, describe 
the demographic characteristics of the participants. Explain any demographic 
details that might affect your study, including age, sex, ethnicity, geographic 
 location, and number of participants assigned to each treatment group.  Explain 
how participants were selected and how they were assigned to groups. What 
were the circumstances in which they participated, and were any inducements 
offered (e.g., extra credit)? 

Apparatus, Materials, or Measures Depending on your study, this 
 section might be entitled apparatus, materials, or measures. Similar to the 
Participants section, this section begins on a new fl ush left line with the 
 label “Apparatus,” “Materials,” or “Measures,” listed in boldfaced type. 
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Indent the next line and describe the equipment or instruments used to con-
duct the study. If you used specialized equipment to conduct the research, 
describe it and explain how it was used. If the equipment is a manufac-
tured item, include information on the manufacturer and the model num-
ber. If you developed an apparatus or any materials for your study, describe 
them in enough detail so that readers could reproduce them (including ex-
act  dimensions and physical properties of any apparatus that you construct). 
If standardized tests or measures were used, describe them, include their 
psychometric properties (e.g., reliability and validity), and explain how they 
were coded or scored. As you write this section, remember that your goal is 
to describe how you measured your variables and what methods you used to 
collect data.

Procedure On a new line, fl ush left and in boldfaced type, the “Procedure” 
section describes the steps you took in conducting your research. Tell readers 
what was done, how, and in what order. Clearly describe what  happened to 
participants from the time they walked into the lab until the time they left the 
lab—the beginning to the end of their experience. If you administered sur-
veys to participants, describe the survey conditions and  instructions  provided. 
If your research was experimental, describe how  participants were exposed 
to the independent variable; include a description of any  instructions that 
 participants received. Describe your methods and any control features of the 
design, such as counterbalancing or the use of control groups. Again, your goal 
is to provide suffi cient detail so that a reader can replicate your study. 

Results
The heading for the Results section appears centered between the right 
and left margin, with “Results” written in boldfaced type. On the following 
left-justifi ed line, begin your results section. First, ask yourself, “What did I 
find? How can I say what I found in a careful, detailed way? Is what I am 
planning to say precise and to the point? Have I left out anything of impor-
tance?”  (Rosnow & Rosnow, 2008, p. 58). Sternberg (1993) suggests that you 
report the most interesting results fi rst, or those that are most relevant to the 
 hypotheses tested. Save results that are less interesting and relevant for later 
in the results section. “You may wish to report fi rst a general conclusion or 
interpretation, followed by some descriptive statistics that support your asser-
tion,  followed only at the end by the inferential statistics that buttress the con-
clusion” (Sternberg, 1993, p. 51). In other words, think about the importance 
of your fi ndings and present them accordingly. Don’t just give your readers a 
laundry list of fi ndings. Instead, carefully consider how to present the results, 
including the order and style of presentation. 

          Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or 
eChapter(s). Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights 
restrictions require it.



130 C H A P T E R  6

The results section provides answers to your research questions in the 
form of reports of descriptive and inferential statistics. Descriptive statistics 
summarize the data. Inferential statistics examine your hypotheses and test 
the likelihood that the results are not due to chance. As you report tests of 
 statistical signifi cance, the Publication Manual recommends that you include 
the name of the test, obtained value, degrees of freedom, signifi cance level, 
and effect size. Note that these guidelines are intended for publication in 
scholarly journals. Your professor may modify these guidelines for your class 
by, for example, excluding effect size. Tables and fi gures are effective ways 
of concisely conveying a great deal of information. The Publication Manual 
recommends including tables to list means, medians, standard deviations, and 
confi dence intervals. Any tables that you use must be self-explanatory (e.g., 
with titles and fully labeled) and should not repeat information that is pre-
sented in the text. Review the Publication Manual for detailed explanations 
of how to construct tables to represent your data. Note that tables and fi gures 
do not appear in the results section but rather at the very end of the paper, 
 following the results section. 

Discussion 
The discussion section, labeled “Discussion” in boldfaced type centered on 
the page, describes the importance of your fi ndings, places them in context, 
and discusses their implications. In other words, the discussion takes a big 
picture, bird’s eye view perspective. As you structure the discussion section, 
ask yourself: What did I set out to learn, what was the purpose of the study, 
and what did I fi nd? Also consider: “Were there any serendipitous fi ndings of 
interest? How valid and generalizable are my fi ndings? Are there larger impli-
cations of these fi ndings? Is there an alternative way to interpret my results?” 
(Rosnow & Rosnow, 2008, p. 53). 

Begin the discussion section by reminding readers of the purpose of your 
study. Then consider your data. Was there support for your hypotheses? Ex-
plain. If the data do not support your hypotheses, can you provide another 
interpretation? If so, clearly state that your interpretation is speculative and 
that further research is needed to confi rm it. Now, discuss your fi ndings within 
the context of prior research. How do your fi ndings compare with those of 
other researchers? Does your work extend prior fi ndings? If your fi ndings do 
not replicate prior work or do not make sense given the literature you have 
reviewed, you might explore methodological differences or other factors that 
may account for the disparate fi ndings. What are the theoretical and practical 
implications of your fi ndings? As you write this section, remember that your 
goal is to connect your fi ndings with prior research. Do not present new statis-
tical analyses not included in the results section. Instead, the discussion section 
is a place for you to explain the value of your fi ndings, and not the data itself. 
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The discussion section should also explore limitations or shortcomings of 
your study (every study has weaknesses). What factors might limit the extent 
to which you can generalize your results? Try to think of objections some-
one might make to the conclusions that you draw (whether the objections are 
correct or not), and either answer them or qualify your conclusions to take 
them into account. If you think that possible objections are weak, explain why. 
Help readers to understand exactly what can and cannot be concluded from 
your study. Finally, consider avenues for future research. Do not end your 
discussion section, and therefore article, with the sentence, “More research 
is needed.” Be specifi c. What are the remaining unanswered research ques-
tions? Given what you have learned, what research is the next step? Provide 
specifi c questions and topics for further research.

EXERCISE 6.1

Test Your Understanding of Journal Articles

Using PsycINFO, locate an empirical journal article in an area of interest. 
Retrieve the article using your library’s full-text and in-print resources. The 
reference librarian can offer assistance if you experience diffi culty. Read the 
article and answer the following questions:

 1. Write the article’s citation in APA style. 
 2. Examine the abstract of the article. Based on the abstract, what do you 

expect to learn in this article?
 3. What was the purpose of the study? Where did you fi nd that information?
 4. How was the study conducted? Describe the methodology. Where did 

you locate that information?
 5. What were the fi ndings of the study? Where did you look to learn about 

the fi ndings?
 6. What were the author’s conclusions? How did the results of this study 

compare with prior research? Where did you look to learn about the 
fi ndings?

 7. Refl ect back on the abstract. How well did it refl ect the content of the 
article? Did you learn what you thought you would?

References
The reference section appears at the end of your paper, on a new page with 
“References” centered on the fi rst line (no boldfaced type). The reference sec-
tion lists all articles or books that you cited in your paper, including enough in-
formation so that an interested reader can locate them. If a work is listed in the 
reference section, it must be cited within the paper. List only the works that 
you used. The most common sources of reference material in student papers 
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are journal articles, books, and perhaps material from reputable sources on 
the Internet. The Publication Manual lists slightly different formats for jour-
nal articles, books, and Internet sources, as well as slight differences depend-
ing on the number of authors. Table 6.1 illustrates how to cite journal articles, 
books, and Internet sources. Let’s examine each type of citation.

List journal articles in the following way:

List by the author’s last name and fi rst initial. • 

The year of publication follows, in parentheses, followed by a period. • 

The article title comes next. Don’t capitalize each word of the title; only • 

the fi rst word of the article title is capitalized. If the article title contains 
a colon, the fi rst word after the colon is capitalized as well. Follow the 
article title with a period.
The title of the journal and volume number come next and are italicized. • 

Capitalize each word of the journal title. Place a comma after the journal 
title and after the volume number. Note that only the number is used 
to indicate volume; don’t use “V,” “Volume,” or “Vol.”. Include the issue 
number in parentheses if the journal is paginated by issue.
Last are the page numbers, followed by a period. Again, note that only • 

the numbers themselves are used to indicate pages; don’t use “page,” 
“p,” or “pg.” 
Following the page number is the digital object identifi er (DOI). Refer-• 

ences that are obtained online, such as through subscription services such 
as PsycINFO, are labeled with a DOI that is a unique string of numbers 
and letters that labels an article for database searches. The DOI usually 
appears on the fi rst page of an article, near the copyright notice. Older 
articles may not list DOIs. If you include a DOI, it appears after the 
 period following the page numbers as “doi:”. List the numbers without a 
space after the colon. Check with your professor. Including the DOI is a 
recent addition to the Publication Manual and some instructors may not 
require their students to include them. 
The fi rst journal article example in Table 6.1 illustrates an article by • 

one author, the second example illustrates two authors, and the third 
 illustrates three authors. 

List books as follows:

Books are listed by the author’s last name and fi rst initial. • 

The year of publication follows, in parentheses, with a period. • 

Next comes the book title, italicized. Like the journal article title, only • 

the fi rst word of the book title is capitalized. If the book title contains a 
colon, the fi rst word after the colon is capitalized as well. 
Finally, list the place of publication, a colon, and the publisher. • 

The fi rst book example in Table 6.1 illustrates a book by one author, the sec-• 

ond example illustrates two authors, and the third illustrates three authors. 
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 TABLE

 6.1 APA STYLE REFERENCES

Journal Articles

One Author:

Bem, D. J. (1995). Writing a review article for Psychological Bulletin. Psychological Bulletin, 
118(2), 172–177. doi:10.1037/0033-2909.118.2.172

Two Authors:

Dearnley, C., & Matthew, B. (2007). Factors that contribute to undergraduate success. 
Teaching in Higher Education, 12(3), 377–391. doi: 10.1080/13562510701278740

Three Authors:

Cooley, E. L., Garcia, A. L., & Hughes, J. L. (2008). Undergraduate research in liberal arts 
colleges: Reflections on mutual benefits for faculty and students. North American Journal 
of Psychology, 10(3), 463–471.

Books

Note that only the first word of book titles, as well as the first word following a colon, are 
capitalized. All other words in book titles appear in lowercase letters. 

One Author:

Palladino Schulthesiss, D. E. (2008). Psychology as a major: Is it right for me and what can I 
do with my degree? Washington, DC: APA. 

Two Authors:

Landrum, R. E., & Davis, S. F. (2010). The psychology major: Career options and strategies 
for success. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. 

Three Authors:

Silvia, P. J., Delaney, P. F., & Marcovitch, S. (2009). What psychology majors could (and 
should) be doing: An informal guide to research experience and professional skills. 
Washington, DC: APA. 

Chapters in Edited Books

One Author:

Handlesman, M. M. (2001). Learning to become ethical. In S. Walfish & B. Tolan (Eds.), 
Succeeding in graduate school: The career guide for psychology students (pp. 189–202). 
Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Two Authors:

Campbell, C., & Anderson, T. L. (2010). Mentoring in professional psychology. 
In M. B. Kenkel & R. L. Peterson (Eds.), Competency-based training for professional 
psychology (pp. 237–247). Washington, DC: APA.  

Three Authors:

Wasik, B. H., Song, S., & Knotek, S. Preparing for careers in school psychology. 
In S. F. Davis, P. J. Giordano, & C. A. Licht (Eds.), Your career in psychology: Putting your 
graduate degree to work (pp. 231–244). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell.

Internet

Lloyd, M. M. (2004). Marky Lloyd’s careers in psychology page. Retrieved November 1, 2009 
from http://www.psychwww.com/careers/index.htm

          Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or 
eChapter(s). Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights 
restrictions require it.



134 C H A P T E R  6

What if you’re citing a book chapter in an edited book? List it as follows:

List the chapter author’s last name and fi rst initial. • 

The year of publication follows, in parentheses, followed by a period. • 

The title of the chapter follows, with only the fi rst word capitalized, • 

 ending with a period. 
Next indicate the editors and book by writing, “In” and listing the editors • 

by fi rst initial and last name, followed by “Ed.” or “Eds.” in parentheses, 
followed by a comma. Then list the title of the book, capitalizing only the 
fi rst word. 
Provide the page numbers in parentheses, signifi ed by “pp.” Note that • 

this is the only time that “pp” is used in APA style.
Finally, provide the place of publication, followed by a colon, and the • 

publisher. 
Electronic books include a DOI which should be listed after the period • 

following publisher, with doi and a colon listed in lowercase letters. 
The fi rst example in Table 6.1 lists a sole authored chapter in a book • 

 edited by two people. The second example illustrates two authors and 
two editors, and the third example lists three authors and three editors. 

List Internet sources as follows:

Cite Internet sources by the author’s last name (if no author appears, • 

then cite the organization; if there is no author or organization, the article 
title moves to the position of author). 
Indicate the year of publication (if listed) in parentheses. If the year • 

of publication is not listed, then use “n.d.” to indicate no date, in 
parentheses. 
The title of the page appears next, in italics (with only the fi rst word • 

capitalized). 
Next, list the date that you retrieved the information and the Internet • 

 address (don’t use a period after the Internet address).
Note that the • Publication Manual includes different reference styles 
for blog posts, online forum/discussion group posts, and messages 
 occurring on electronic mailing lists. Learn more by perusing the 
 Publication Manual or ask your instructor for assistance. 

EXERCISE 6.2

Practice Preparing Reference Lists

 1. Conduct a PsycINFO search on the topic of your choice. Identify seven 
publications. Of these, at least one must be a journal article and another 
must be a book chapter. 

 2. Construct a reference list. 
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 3. Seek feedback from your professor. 
 4. APA style is challenging and most beginning writers make errors. What 

kinds of errors did you make? Correct your reference list. 
 5. Locate three more publications and try again.

Writing an empirical paper entails using a highly structured, scientific 
style. The sample paper at the end of this chapter illustrates how to format 
your empirical paper. Use Checklist 6.1 to help you determine whether your 
paper meets the major guidelines set by APA style. At fi rst the elements of an 
empirical paper—and the formal style of writing—may seem foreign. With 
practice you will find that writing comes more easily and perhaps you will 
come to see the value in clear, concise scientifi c communication. It likely will 
not be as easy as the other forms of writing you have undertaken to date, but 
the ability to write in a formal style and with precision will suit you well in 
your career. 

CHECKLIST 6.1

APA Style Checklist

Have you used 1-inch margins? ❑

Have you double spaced the document? ❑

Have you used a running head and number on every page? ❑

Is the running head no longer than fi fty characters? ❑

Have you checked for typos? ❑

Have you used 5–7 space paragraph indents? ❑

Is your title no longer than twelve words? ❑

Did you include your name and affi liation below the title and centered  ❑

on the page and line?
Does the abstract appear on a new page, without indentation, headed by  ❑

the word “Abstract” centered?
Is the abstract no longer than 120–150 words?  ❑

Does the introduction begin on a new page, headed by the paper’s title? ❑

Do the method and other sections appear immediately after the last  ❑

 section (no page break)?
Have you used the past tense in writing the introduction, method, and  ❑

results sections?
Have you reported the effect size? ❑

Have you organized the results into paragraphs and subsections? ❑

Did you italicize mathematical symbols, use numbers rather than words,  ❑

and capitalize the names of independent variables?
Did you report the value for nonsignifi cant results without interpreting  ❑

them?
Did you interpret all signifi cant results? ❑

          Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or 
eChapter(s). Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights 
restrictions require it.



136 C H A P T E R  6

Did you explain interactions? ❑

Did you create tables to summarize all data? ❑

Did you create fi gures to illustrate interactions? ❑

In the discussion section, have you used the past tense to describe results  ❑

and present tense to discuss conclusions?
Have you included all authors’ names in the fi rst in-text citation? ❑

Have you used “and” to link authors’ names in text? ❑

Have you used & to link authors’ names in parenthetical citations? ❑

Did you include the year in parenthetical citations? ❑

Did you begin the reference list on a new page, headed by the word  ❑

“References” centered?
Are the references listed in alphabetical order? ❑

Is the fi rst line of each reference fl ush with the left margin and the  ❑

 subsequent lines hanging indented (i.e., tab-indented)?
Are tables listed on a different page? ❑

Have you cited only work that you have read? ❑

Suggested Readings

American Psychological Association. (2010). Publication manual of the American 
 Psychological Association. Washington, DC: Author.

Mitchell, H. L., & Jolley, J. M. (2009). Writing for psychology. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth. 

Rosnow, R. L., & Rosnow, M. (2008). Writing papers in psychology. Belmont, CA: 
Wadsworth.

Sternberg, R. J. (2003). The psychologist’s companion: A guide to scientifi c writing for 
 students and researchers. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press. 

Szuchman, L. T. (2010). Writing with style: APA style made easy. Belmont, CA: 
Wadsworth. 

Internet Resources

APA Style Online
http://www.apastyle.org

This site from the American Psychological Association presents an overview of APA style, 
along with answers to frequently asked questions.

The Elements of Style
http://www.bartleby.com/141/index.html

This Web site gives you access to Strunk and White’s classic volume on how to write clearly 
and concisely.
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How to Write a Research Report in Psychology
http://www.psych.upenn.edu/~baron/labrep.html

At this site you’ll fi nd an overview of the sections in an empirical paper, with additional 
advice on grammar. 

Journal Exercises

My Question
Free write about your research project. Don’t use your notes or readings, 
but write as much as you can about your project. What is your research ques-
tion? How did it evolve? Where did you get the idea? How is your study an 
 improvement over prior studies? Why is your study important?

My Findings
Tell a story about your research project. What did you set out to do, and what 
did you fi nd? Try to explain what your statistical analyses tested. Pretend that 
you’re explaining your project to a friend or a high school student. How would 
you explain your results in a way that a student could understand?

Implications
Without looking at your notes or readings, free write about the possible 
 implications of your study. Be grandiose and try to think about far-reaching 
implications for laws, social policy, regulations, education, and so on.

If I Could Do It All Over
Pretend that you are going to revise your study and start from the beginning. 
What would you do differently? Why?
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Running head: TEMPLATE PAPER

My Paper: A Template from Which to Work

Jane J. Smith

Your State University

Appendix 1 Sample Paper
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Template Paper 2

Abstract

The abstract should be self-explanatory, self-contained, and should not 

 exceed 120 words. Describe the problem under investigation, the major 

hypotheses, participants, materials, and procedure. Summarize the results 

and conclusions, indicating the implications or applications. A good abstract 

interests readers and convinces them that the study is worth reading.

1 inch 1 inch
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Template Paper 3

My Paper: A Template from Which to Work

Begin  the  introduction  with  a  general  statement  about  your  topic  

area.   Consider  your  readers  and  attempt  to  pique  their  interest.  Use  

the   funnel   effect  in  the  fi rst  paragraph  of  your  introduction  so  that  

you  begin  with   general  statements,  each  one  becoming  more  narrowly  

focused,  until  you  end  with  a  statement  of  the  problem  under  study.

A  second  paragraph  of  the  introduction  might  explain  the   importance  

of  the  research  question.  What  is  its  theoretical  or  applied  relevance?  

After  introducing  the  problem,  the  second  component  of  the  intro-

duction  section  provides  a  literature  review  of  what  is  known  about  the  

topic.  What  has  prior  research  shown?  What  are  the  limitations  in  prior  

research?  How  is  your  study  an  extension  of  prior  research?  As  you  write  

the  literature   review,  cite  only  those  studies  that  are  most  pertinent  to  

your  research   question  (and  use  appropriate  documentation,  as  described  

in  Chapter  5).  The  literature  review  is  typically  several  pages  long.  

End  the  introductory  section  with  a  clear  statement  of  the  purpose  

and  rationale  of  your  study.  Discuss  hypotheses  and  set  the  stage  for  

the  Method  section.  

Method

The  method  section  explains  how  the  study  was  conducted.  

 Provide  enough  detail  so  that  a  reader  could  replicate  your  research.  

Typically  the   methods  section  contains  several  sections:  participants;  

a pparatus,  materials,  or   measures;  and  procedure.
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Template Paper 4

Notice  that  three  levels  of  headings  are  used.  The  fi rst  is   written  

in  upper  and  lower  case,  centered.  The  second  level  of  headings  

is  written  in  upper  and  lower  case  letters,  fl ush  left,  and  italicized.  

The  third  level  of  headings  is  indented  and  italicized,  with  only  the  

fi rst  letter  of  the  fi rst  word  capitalized,  and  is  followed  by  a  period.  

 Headings  may  be  used  to  organize  your  introduction  section.   Review  

the  Publication  Manual  to  learn  more  about  the  use  of  headings.  

Participants

The  participants  section  describes  the  characteristics  of  the  

 participants  and  explains  how  they  were  selected.  Explain  any   demographic  

details  that  might  affect  your  study,  including  age,  sex,  ethnicity,  geo-

graphic  location,  and  number  of  participants  assigned  to  each  treatment  

group.  Report  any  inducements  to  participate  (e.g.,  money,  extra  credit).

Apparatus/Measures

Depending  on  your  study,  this  section  might  be  entitled  apparatus,  

materials,  or  measures.  Briefl y  describe  the  equipment  or  instruments  

used  in  the  study.  If  the  equipment  is  a  manufactured  item,  include  

information  on  the  manufacturer  and  the  model  number.  If  you  de-

veloped  an  apparatus  or  materials  for  your  study,  describe  them  in  

enough  detail  so  that  a  reader  could  reproduce  them.  If  standardized  

tests  or  measures  were  used,  describe  them,  their  psychometric  proper-

ties  (e.g.,  reliability  and  validity),  and  how  they  were  coded  or  scored.  

Procedure

Describe  each  step  in  conducting  the  study.  Clearly  describe  what  hap-

pened  to  participants  from  the  time  they  walked  into  the  lab  to  when  they
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Template Paper 5

left,  the  beginning  to  the  end  of  the  study.  Describe  your  methods  

and  any  control  features  of  the  design  such  as  counterbalancing  or  the  

use  of  control  groups.  What  instructions  were  provided  to  participants?  

How  were  participants   debriefed  at  the  end  of  the  study?

Results

Indent  the  fi rst  sentence  and  begin  your  results  section  by  explaining  

the  main  fi ndings.  Follow  up  by  explaining  the  analyses  in  detail.  Report  

all  relevant  results,  even  those  that  are  counter  to  your  hypothesis.  As  you  

report  tests  of  statistical  signifi cance,  include  the  name  of  the  test,  

degrees  of  freedom,  and  signifi cance  level.  Provide  enough  detail  to  

justify  the   conclusions  that  you  will  make  in  the  discussion  section.  

Provide  tables  to  display   complex  sets  of  data  (e.g.,  means  and  standard  

deviations,  the  results  of  complex  analyses).  For  information  on  how  to  

construct  tables,  see  the  Publication  Manual.  

Discussion 

Begin  the  discussion  section  by  reiterating  the  purpose  of  the  study.  

 Provide  a  statement  on  the  support  of  your  original  hypotheses.  Next,  

 examine  your  fi ndings.  Explain  what  the  results  mean,  consider  them  in  the  

context  of  the  literature,  and  discuss  their  implications.  Identify  possible  lim-

itations  of  your  study.  Close  with  a  discussion  of  venues  for  future  research.
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Template Paper 6

References

Note  that  the  reference  section  includes  only  articles  that  were  

cited  in  your  study.  List  the  references  in  alphabetical  order.  See  Table  1  

for  sample  article,  book,  and  Internet  references.  Further  examples  of  

references  appear  in  the  Publication  Manual.
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7

Skills and Abilities Sought 
by Employers

Jobs for Psychology Majors
Job Settings that Emphasize 
Research Skills

Public Relations
Advertising
Administrative Assistant
Computer Support Specialist

Job Settings that Emphasize 
People Skills

Retail Worker
Human Resources Worker

Human Services Worker
Police Offi cer

Exercise 7.1: Career 
Research Exercise

Acquire Useful Skills and 
Enhance Your Employability

Exercise 7.2: Plan Your 
Career

Suggested Readings

Internet Resources

Journal Exercises

Chapter Outline

What Can I Do With 
a Bachelor’s Degree 
in Psychology?
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As a psychology major, you’re in good company because each year, psychology 
is consistently among the top fi ve most popular bachelor’s degrees awarded 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2009). In the 2006–2007 academic 
year, over 90,000 students earned bachelor’s degrees in psychology (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2009). Why are so many students attracted 
to psychology? Psychology courses cover a range of fascinating topics, such 
as how we think, learn, use our memory, feel emotions, cope with adversity, 
change throughout our lives, and more. Much of what we study in psychol-
ogy is directly relevant to our everyday life. We all seek to understand human 
 behavior and the environment around us.

Many undergraduate students choose psychology because of their  desires 
to become psychologists or to work with people. However, a bachelor’s  degree 
in psychology will not qualify you to be a psychologist. Becoming a psychologist 
typically requires a doctoral degree, which entails several years of  education, 
training, and supervision beyond the bachelor’s degree. 

So why major in psychology? Although a baccalaureate in psychology 
won’t qualify you to formally practice psychology, you’ll learn skills that are 
applicable to a variety of jobs, including some that allow you to work with 
people. This chapter describes the skills that employers seek, the kinds of jobs 
that bachelor’s degree graduates in psychology hold, and how you can  cultivate 
useful skills and enhance your employability. 

Skills and Abilities Sought by Employers

A bachelor’s degree in psychology cultivates skills that are the foundation for a 
variety of career paths in the mental health professions, science, and business. 
When considering possible careers, evaluate and think carefully about the skills 
and knowledge that you’ve acquired over the college years. It may help for you 
to reconsider your answers to the exercises in Chapter 2. A thorough under-
standing of your talents and profi ciencies is particularly important because it 
is unlikely that you will see classifi ed ads listing “Psychology  Majors Wanted.” 
While it is rare to see classifi ed ads explicitly recruiting psychology majors, don’t 
be fooled. Your major has helped you to develop a host of skills that  employers 
want. It’s up to you to identify those skills and educate employers. 

What do employers look for in a new hire? Table 7.1 lists the most 
 desirable qualities in prospective employees, according to surveys of a broad 
sample of employers. Carefully examine the list, and you’ll quickly notice that 
interpersonal skills—including the abilities to communicate, infl uence others, 
and work in groups—are highly valued. These results indicate that “people 
skills” typical of psychology majors, honed through course work, practica, and 
extracurricular activities, provide an upper hand in the job market.
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Many other surveys have yielded similar results. Following is a compila-
tion of the conclusions of these studies, providing a detailed description of 
the skills employers seek in prospective employees (Appleby, 2000; Grocer & 
Kohout, 1997; Edwards and Smith, 1988; Landrum & Davis2000; Lloyd & 
Kennedy, 1997; Sheetz, 1995).

Communication and Interpersonal Skills.•  Listening skills and the 
ability to communicate clearly, concisely, and logically are important. 
Group skills, the ability to share responsibility with others, confl ict 
 management, and an appreciation of individual differences are desired 
by employers.
Thinking and Problem-Solving Skills.•  Successful employees have 
good judgment and decision-making skills. They can apply information to 
solve problems and analyze problems on the basis of personal experience 
and psychological principles. Analytical and decision-making skills are 
important because many of today’s jobs require higher levels of complex 
critical thinking than ever before.
Information Acquisition and Synthesis Skills. • Successful employees 
understand how they absorb and retain information. They know how 
to learn, where to fi nd information, and how to evaluate and use it. 
A  commitment to learning is essential in today’s marketplace.
Reading and Writing Skills.•  The abilities to extract important 
ideas from reading and to document them are valued by employers. 

 TABLE

 7.1 TEN MOST DESIRABLE QUALITIES IN PROSPECTIVE EMPLOYEES 

Quality Description

 1. Communication skills Writing, public speaking skills, social skills

 2. Motivation/influence Commitment to life-long learning, ability to meet 
challenges

 3. Teamwork skills Ability to work with others

 4. Leadership abilities Ability to lead groups, communicate, and work 
effectively with others

 5. GPA/academic abilities Broad education, good grades

 6. Interpersonal skills Interact well with others, social skills

 7. Flexibility/adaptability Can cope with change and tolerate stress

 8. Technical skills Computer skills, Internet skills

 9. Honesty/integrity Ethics, personal responsibility

10. Analytical skills/problem solving Reasoning and thinking abilities

Source: Adapted from National Association of Colleges and Employers, 2009.
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Strong writing skills, such as the ability to write reports, proposals, and 
summaries, are useful.
Career-Related Work Experience. • Successful job applicants have 
obtained hands-on, practical experience through cooperative education, 
internships, practica, part-time jobs, or summer work experience. They 
can apply their school-based knowledge in practical settings.
Psychological Knowledge.•  Employers often desire specifi c  knowledge 
from psychology graduates, such as how attitudes are formed and 
changed, or how people think, solve problems, and process information. 
Also useful is an understanding of group dynamics and knowing how 
people perceive and sense their environment. 
Data Analysis Skills. • Employers seek prospective employees with 
computational skills, the ability to reason numerically, and the ability to 
identify problems in data. Graduates who can collect, record, and report 
statistical information will fi nd success.
Computer Literacy.•  Knowledge of computer applications—including 
word processing, spreadsheet, and database software—and familiarity 
with the Internet and e-mail are essential.
Self-Management.•  Employers desire personal qualities and traits such 
as self-esteem, confi dence, and social skills. Self-management skills 
such as the ability to set and pursue goals, tolerate stress, control one’s 
 emotions, and engage in appropriate behavior are sought. 
Adaptability.•  Employers seek employees who are adaptable,  fl exible, 
and capable of handling multiple tasks. A broad knowledge base 
 outside the fi eld of psychology provides the background to enhance 
your  adaptability. The ability to utilize resources in order to effectively 
 complete tasks (e.g., creating a schedule, writing a budget, assigning 
space, and managing others) is essential. Employers also value the abil-
ity to tolerate ambiguity—the fact that often there is not a clear right or 
wrong answer or approach to a problem. Instead, successful employees 
adapt to the situation and carefully evaluate options to determine the 
best approach for a given situation. 

Now that you have a general understanding of what employers seek, con-
sider the goals of psychology education, as discussed in Chapter 1. The goals 
of undergraduate education in psychology match employers’ expectations well. 
Over the course of your undergraduate years you will not be able to achieve 
every one of these skills or abilities, but you will gain proficiency in many 
of them. 

Where should you focus the most attention? What skills should you seek 
to develop? Consider what employers expect specifically from psychology 
graduates. Table 7.2 lists employers’ views of the top fi ve most useful skills and 
knowledge areas attained specifi cally by psychology students. Perhaps what’s 
most important to take away from these results is the fact that employers will 
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expect you to know something about your major (Landrum & Davis, 2010). 
While cramming may get you through an exam, you probably won’t retain 
the material well enough to satisfy an employer who needs your expertise. 
(See Chapter 4 for study tips to help you more effectively learn and retain 
material.)

So where do you focus your energy? First, consider your own strengths 
and weaknesses (reviewing the assessments you completed in Chapter 2 may 
help). Seek improvement in the areas you identify as weaknesses. Second, 
focus on the two components of the psychology major desired most by em-
ployers: people skills and research skills. People skills include knowledge and 
an understanding of psychological principles and group dynamics, as well as 
interpersonal skills—self-management skills. Employers also value research 
skills such as report writing, the ability to carry out a research project, and 
the ability to conduct statistical analyses. The blend of liberal arts and sci-
ence is what makes the psychology major unique, and it’s what makes you very 
employable. 

Jobs for Psychology Majors

Contrary to popular belief, most students who graduate with a bachelor’s 
 degree in psychology do not go to graduate school (Borden & Rajecki, 2000). 
It has been estimated that about one-quarter of psychology undergraduate 

 TABLE

 7.2 
USEFUL SKILLS AND KNOWLEDGE GAINED BY PSYCHOLOGY STUDENTS, 
AS RATED BY EMPLOYERS

Skills

 1. Writing proposals and reports

 2. Ability to identify problems and suggest solutions based on research findings and 
knowledge of psychology

 3. Conducting interviews

 4. Doing statistical analyses

Knowledge Areas

 1. Attitude and opinion formation and change

 2. Principles and techniques of personnel selection

 3. How people think, solve problems, and process information

 4. Group dynamics and structure

 5. How the physical environment influences our feelings and actions

Source: Adapted from Edwards & Smith, 1988.
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degree recipients attend graduate school immediately after graduation 
 (Tsapogas, 2004). Instead, psychology baccalaureates head into the job mar-
ket and fi nd success. According to the National Science Foundation (2009), 
only 7 percent of 2003, 2004, and 2005 psychology bachelor’s degree recipi-
ents were unemployed in 2006. Most bachelor’s degree recipients in psy-
chology work in jobs that are not directly related to psychology (although 
an understanding of human behavior obviously is helpful in most positions; 
Borden & Rajecki, 2000; Finney, Snell, & Sebby, 1989; Keyes & Hogberg, 1990; 
Littlepage, Perry, & Hodge, 1990). About one-half of psychology graduates work 
in business settings, 20 percent in education, 15 percent in government, and 
12 percent in nonprofi t settings (National Science Foundation, 2009). Table 7.3 
lists common jobs that psychology majors have obtained after graduation. It is 
not a complete list; many other opportunities are out there waiting for you. 

Psychology majors obtain jobs that require people skills (the ability to 
communicate effectively with others) and research skills (the ability to iden-
tify problems and locate, analyze, and apply information to solve problems). 
All jobs entail both types of skills but in differing degrees. Your job options 
are varied if you think creatively and focus on your skills. As you consider job 
options and look for a position, remember that many people do not under-
stand psychology. It is your responsibility to educate them about how your 
degree has prepared you for a position with their organization or company. 
Following is a sampling of jobs, according to the degree that they emphasize 
research skills and people skills, but remember that all jobs tap both sets of 
competencies. 

Job Settings that Emphasize Research Skills
The particular research-oriented skills valued by employers vary by setting, 
employer, and experience level. Research tasks include administrative work, 
data collection, data entry, data analysis, and interpretation and dissemination. 
The term data, however, should be conceptualized broadly and not as quan-
titative data that you enter in SPSS or another statistics program. Data refers 
to information. Employers look for employees who can manipulate, interpret, 
and apply information. Many employment settings emphasize research skills, 
and employers tend to view liberal arts majors, and especially psychology 
 majors, favorably (McGovern & Carr, 1989). Graduates who obtain positions 
in business often work in human resources departments, public relations, 
 retail, and advertising. 

Public Relations Public relations professionals work in businesses, gov-
ernment, universities, hospitals, schools, and other organizations to build 
and maintain positive relationships with the public. An entry-level position 
usually entails assisting a public relations professional work to improve the 
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organization’s communication with the community; with consumer, employee, 
and public interest groups; and with the media. Part of the job entails inform-
ing the community and media about an organization’s policies, activities, and 
accomplishments; but public relations specialists also must keep an organiza-
tion’s management and administrative personnel aware of the attitudes and 

 TABLE

 7.3 POSITIONS OBTAINED BY PSYCHOLOGY MAJORS 

Business Education/Academic Social

Administrative assistant

Affirmative action officer

Advertising trainee

Benefits manager

Claims specialist

Community relations officer

Customer relations

Data management

Employee recruitment

Employee counselor

Human resources coordinator/
manager/specialist

Labor relations manager/
specialist

Loan officer

Management trainee

Marketing

Personnel manager/officer

Product and services research

Programs/events coordination 

Public relations

Retail sales management

Sales representative

Special features writing/
reporting 

Staff training and development

Trainer/training officer

Administration

Child care provider 

Child care worker/
supervisor

Data management

Laboratory assistant

Parent/family education

Preschool teacher

Public opinion surveyor

Research assistant

Teaching assistant

Activities coordinator

Behavioral specialist

Career counselor

Case worker 

Child protection worker

Clinical coordinator 

Community outreach 
worker

Corrections officer

Counselor assistant

Crisis intervention 
counselor

Employment counselor 

Group home attendant

Occupational therapist 

Probation officer

Program manager

Rehabilitation counselor

Residence counselor 

Mental health assistant

Social service assistant

Social worker assistant

Social worker

Substance abuse 
counselor

Youth counselor

Source: Adapted from DeGalan & Lambert, 1995; Fretz, 1976; Lloyd, 1997A; University of Texas at 

Austin, 2000.
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concerns of the public and special interest groups. Public relations work is 
information-laden in the sense that it entails gathering information about how 
a client, organization, or product is perceived, using it to craft a message, and 
then gathering data to determine the effectiveness of the communication. 
Public relations activities include setting up speaking engagements for man-
agement, helping to prepare speeches, and assisting in planning conferences 
and presentations. Titles include public relations specialist, information offi -
cer, press secretary, communications specialist, public affairs specialist, and 
others. Entry-level titles are usually labeled as assistant. 

Advertising There are many different kinds of entry-level positions in 
advertising. Assistant account coordinators work in the account manage-
ment department, which identifi es and solicits new clients, and ensures 
that clients’ advertising needs are met. Assistant media planners work in 
the media department, which places ads; they study what people read and 
watch in order to determine where to place advertising, and then attempt 
to place the right ad at the right time to reach the intended audience. Assis-
tant media buyers help media buyers secure ad time and space and ensure 
that the advertisements appear as planned and according to the intended 
budget. There are also many administrative positions within advertising 
fi rms, as described below. 

Administrative Assistant Administrative assistants, also known as ex-
ecutive assistants or executive secretaries, engage in office management 
functions and support executive staff.  Activities include word processing, 
scheduling meetings and appointments, and maintaining files. They may 
conduct research to support a particular  project, manage databases, create 
reports, and oversee projects. In addition to coordinating administrative 
and information management activities within an offi ce, many administra-
tive assistants train and orient new staff. The  responsibilities vary with the 
employer, setting, and employee competencies. Employees who are capable, 
motivated, and take initiative are likely to be awarded greater  responsibilities 
and challenges. 

Computer Support Specialist A computer support specialist provides 
technical assistance to users of hardware, software, and computer systems, 
acting as a troubleshooter who interprets problems and provides technical 
support for hardware, software, and systems. Computer support specialists 
work in at least two capacities: technical support specialists and help-desk 
technicians. Technical support specialists are employed by companies to help 
employees solve computer-related problems. They respond to inquiries from 
users, diagnose and solve problems, and may install, modify, clean, and repair 
computer hardware and software. Help-desk technicians answer telephone 
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calls and e-mail inquiries from customers seeking technical assistance for a 
given hardware or software product. They help users by listening, asking ques-
tions to diagnose the problem, and walking the user through steps to solve 
the problem. Many companies consult help-desk technicians about customers’ 
experiences with the product, what gives them the most trouble, and other 
customer concerns. 

Job Settings that Emphasize People Skills
Make no mistake, people skills are a part of every job. That said, some jobs 
require more contact with people and more interpersonal skills. 

Retail Worker Of workers in the United States, about one-fifth are 
 employed in the retail sector (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2004). Retail 
sales workers sell goods, provide customer service, and help buyers make 
 informed purchases. Many large retail stores have management training 
programs in which a worker learns about all aspects of the business and is 
then placed as an assistant manager or store manager. An understanding of 
consumer  behavior is important in order to deliver the appropriate sale tech-
niques to achieve success. As one advances in retail to supervisor status, he 
or she  becomes  responsible for managing the activity of part or all of a store, 
including managing staff, tracking inventory, marketing products, devising 
techniques to attract customers, and promoting sales and good customer 
relations. 

Human Resources Worker Careers in human resources focus on helping 
employers work with their employees. Human resource positions encompass 
many titles (personnel administrator, employment specialist, human resources 
coordinator/specialist/manager, affi rmative action coordinator, employee rela-
tions manager) and serve various functions: employment and placement, wage 
and salary administration, training and development, benefits administra-
tion, research, and information management. For example, human resources 
 personnel work to attract the most qualifi ed employees, match them to the 
jobs for which they are best suited, and help them to succeed in their jobs. 
 Activities include recruiting and interviewing potential employees, training 
and development of workers to help them develop and enhance their morale 
and performance, organization development (helping companies and busi-
nesses deal with change), and career development (helping employees manage 
their careers; DeGalan & Lambert, 1995). Human resources personnel often 
 collect applications and resumes for jobs, assemble applicant fi les, perform 
background checks, orient new employees, educate employees about salary 
and benefi ts, and assess departmental needs for staffi ng. Entry-level positions 

          Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or 
eChapter(s). Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights 
restrictions require it.



 W H A T  C A N  I  D O  W I T H  A  B A C H E L O R ’ S  D E G R E E  I N  P S Y C H O L O G Y ?  153

usually include the title assistant, and the duties typically involve assisting a 
more senior human resources professional. Human resources positions in-
volve not only working with people but also a great deal of paperwork and 
information management; accurate record keeping about employment salary 
and benefi ts is essential to the work of human resources personnel. 

Human Services Worker This category of positions includes various job 
titles such as social services worker, case management worker, social work as-
sistant, community support worker, alcohol and substance abuse counselor, 
mental health worker, community outreach worker, life skills counselor, child 
care worker, and gerontology aide (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2004). 
Each of these positions is a paraprofessional position, or “a support role that 
overlaps with job duties and responsibilities of a psychologist; however, the 
paraprofessional does not have the education, responsibility, nor salary of the 
psychologist” (Landrum & Davis 2000, p. 17). Human services workers pro-
vide direct and indirect services to clients. Typical duties include assessing cli-
ents’ needs and eligibility for services, helping clients obtain services (such as 
food stamps, Medicaid, and other human services programs), and providing 
emotional support (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2004). In communities, 
group homes, or government-supported housing programs, human services 
workers assist clients in need of counseling, assist adults with daily living skills, 
and organize group activities. Turnover is often high in these positions because 
the jobs are challenging and the pay low. Advancement, additional opportuni-
ties, and pay raises come with a master’s degree. 

Police Offi cer Police offi cers have lots of contact with the public—people 
skills are an essential part of a successful offi cer’s toolbox. Typical activities 
of police offi cers include maintaining regular patrols, responding to calls for 
 service, directing traffi c as needed, investigating a crime scene, or providing 
fi rst aid to an accident victim (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2009). As an 
offi cer is promoted through the ranks, he or she takes on more leadership 
responsibilities; for example, to a position as a detective with the primary 
 responsibility of investigating crime scenes. Skills in observation, attention to 
detail, and critical thinking—all part of the psychology major’s repertoire—
make for successful police offi cers. 

Each of the careers we have discussed requires both research and people 
skills, to varying degrees. Each entails a different set of duties that tap com-
petencies that psychology majors develop. What can you expect to earn with 
your bachelor’s degree? Salaries vary by occupation, region, and experience. 
The 2008 median weekly earnings for all employed persons with bachelor’s 
degrees (regardless of major or job experience) was $1,012 ($52,624 annu-
ally) (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2009). The average starting salary for 
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all bachelor’s degree recipients in 2009 was $48,515. The average starting sal-
ary for psychology majors of the class 2009 was $34,573 (National Association 
of Colleges and Employers, 2009). Work experience has a favorable effect on 
salary; with experience, your salary will increase. Table 7.4 presents employ-
ment data from the Occupational Outlook Handbook (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 2009). Also, complete Exercise 7.1 to explore additional careers. 

EXERCISE 7.1

Career Research Exercise

Consider the jobs discussed in this chapter as a starting point. There are many 
other types of jobs out there for psychology graduates. Conduct some research 
to learn about a job that sounds interesting to you.

 1. What is this job? What are typical titles? 
 2. Describe the nature of the work

 a. List at least three job duties or work tasks performed in this 
occupation.

 b. What kind of work would someone be doing if he or she were hired 
as a college graduate with no prior experience in this fi eld?

 c. What other occupations are related to this job?
 d. What is the history of this occupation, and what does it do for 

society?
 3. Training/licensing/certifi cation and other qualifi cations

 a. What is the lowest level of education needed for entry into this 
occupation?

 b. What is the most desirable education level?
 c. Is special licensing or certifi cation required? If so, please explain.
 d. Which major(s) courses of study or training are most desirable?
 e. What kinds of skills are needed? Please be as specifi c as possible.
 f. Does this occupation have specifi c physical requirements and/or 

desirable personal traits (friendliness, patience, etc.)? If so, please 
describe them. 

 4. Advancement and job outlook
 a. What are the opportunities for advancement in this job?
 b. What is the turnover rate for employees in this occupation?
 c. List at least three kinds of organizations that employ people in this 

occupation.
 d. What is the projected employment outlook for this occupation? 

 5. Salary and benefi ts
 a. What is the potential salary range for this occupation?
 b. What other benefi ts are generally associated with this job?

Source: Adapted from Nauta, 2002.
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Acquire Useful Skills and Enhance 
Your Employability

As you’ve seen, the psychology major is quite useful, with its blend of liberal 
arts and science, but you cannot rest on your laurels. Regardless of your major, 
obtaining a job and entering a career requires preparation and planning, and 
this is especially true in diffi cult economies. To enhance your marketability 
and help your psychology education work for you, you must plan your career 
goals. This is a diffi cult task, but try to think about where you’d like to be in a 
few years. The counseling center or career development center at your school 
can help you to select your goals through personality, ability, and vocational 
interest assessments and counseling. The career development center may also 
offer alumni contacts who can tell you about their experiences and offer ad-
vice. Once you have a potential career path in mind, complete Exercise 7.2 
to learn more about your fi t to this career and how to plan your education 
accordingly. 

EXERCISE 7.2

Plan Your Career 

 1. Identify one (or two) specifi c occupations for which you are preparing. 
 a. What is the work environment of a person employed in this area 

(e.g., workload, hours, deadlines, travel)? 
 b. Why is this occupation a good fi t for you in terms of your characteris-

tics, skills, interests, abilities, and values? (Refer back to Chapter 2.) 
 c. How much and what kind of education will you need for this career? 

 2. Examine your course catalogue and the materials that the psychology 
department provides to its majors at your school. What skills can you 
 develop if you take full advantage of these opportunities during your 
 undergraduate years?

 3. What electives should you choose to prepare yourself for your chosen 
career? Electives are a way to help you to develop the knowledge and 
skills that you will need to succeed in your chosen career. Choose your 
electives wisely to demonstrate that you are a person who knows what 
you want to do and who has made wise choices in preparation for that 
goal. For example, if you were considering a career working with juvenile 
offenders, appropriate electives might include classes in the departments 
of criminal justice, sociology, social work, public policy, communica-
tions, human development, anthropology (e.g., ethnic identity, social and 
cultural behavior, urban anthropology), and English (e.g., literature for 
adolescents). 
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 4. Identify opportunities for outside-of-class experience, through research, 
internships, or work experience. The psychology department course 
catalog and Web site, your advisor, and the career services offi ce at your 
school can provide assistance with this task.
 a.  Describe the activity.
 b. When do you make contact and whom do you contact?
 c. How will this experience enhance your education? What will you learn? 

What skills will you gain? What are the outcomes of this experience?

After you’ve considered where you’d like to be, that is, your ultimate 
 career goal, take a few elective courses outside of psychology that are specifi c 
to your goals. For example, if you plan to enter the business world, a course 
in management or accounting certainly wouldn’t hurt. If you would like a job 
in human services, take courses in social work, communication, criminal jus-
tice, sociology, or anthropology. Regardless of your career plans, classes and 
experiences that enhance your communication skills (e.g., courses in writing, 
speech, and communications; writing for the campus newspaper) are a good 
investment because employers view communication skills favorably (Edwards 
and Smith, 1988; Grocer & Kohout, 1997; Landrum & Davis 2000; Lloyd & 
Kennedy, 1997; National Association of Colleges and Employers, 2000).

Seek research experience by assisting professors with their research or 
by developing an independent research project. Research experience dem-
onstrates your ability to work independently, and sharpens your analytic and 
critical thinking skills. It also provides employers with evidence of your moti-
vation, initiative, and willingness to go beyond basic requirements. 

Secure an internship or practicum for hands-on experience. Internships 
provide wonderful opportunities for learning and training that you can use 
later. Another advantage of an internship is that it lets you sample a potential 
career. Do you really want to work with people? Your internship experiences 
may surprise you. The career center at your school can place you with an in-
ternship that provides valuable hands-on experience. In addition, internships 
can lead to contacts in the fi eld, a possible offer for paid employment after 
graduation, and someone who can provide a reference or recommendation 
based on your ability to apply your knowledge of psychology in a real-world 
setting. In addition to, or in place of, an internship, seek work experience. 
Plenty of part-time and summer jobs allow you to hone your interpersonal 
skills and try out potential careers. 

Extracurricular activities can help you develop useful skills and enhance 
your marketability. Similar to internships and work experience, extracurricular 
activities can give you opportunities to test career paths, develop contacts, and 
work on your communication skills. In addition, employers value volunteer 
work for campus and community organizations because it shows that you’re 
a good citizen. Extracurricular participation gives employers evidence about 
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your leadership skills, your ability to work effectively in a group, and your ini-
tiative and motivation. Finally, be open to new possibilities. Flexibility is an 
important life skill; it is critical to coping and optimal development throughout 
adulthood. Employers also rate adaptability as highly desired in new employees 
(National Association of Colleges and Employers, 2000). Keep an open mind 
and explore multiple possibilities to fi nd a job that you’ll love.

Suggested Readings

Kuther, T. L., & Morgan, R. D. (2010). Careers in Psychology: Opportunities in a 
 changing world. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Landrum, R. E. (2009). Finding jobs with a psychology bachelor’s degree: Expert advice 
for launching your career. Washington DC: APA. 

Morgan, B. L., & Korschgen, A. J. (2009). Majoring in psych? Career options for psychol-
ogy undergraduates. Needham Heights, MA: Allyn and Bacon.

Internet Resources

Occupational Outlook Handbook
http://www.bls.gov/OCO/ 

Provides national data on a variety of careers in order to assist individuals making decisions 
about their careers. It is revised every two years.

Occupational Information Network Resource Center
http://www.onetcenter.org/

Administered and sponsored by the U.S. Department of Labor’s Employment and Train-
ing Administration, this site contains career exploration tools, testing and assessment 
guides, occupational listings, and more. 

Psychology Careers for the 21st Century
http://www.apa.org/careers/resources/guides/careers.pdf

This American Psychological Association brochure describes the fi eld of psychology, 
 including employment settings, job outlook, and career preparation.

Careers in Psychology
http://www.psywww.com/careers/index.htm

Dr. Margaret Lloyd’s Web site discusses entry-level and graduate-level careers in 
 psychology, as well as how to prepare for them. 
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Pursuing Psychology Career Page
http://www.uni.edu/walsh/linda1.html

Dr. Linda Weber provides a list of links to excellent materials on career development and 
resources for psychology majors. 

Psi Chi: The International Honor Society in Psychology
http://www.psichi.org

The Psi Chi Web site offers a variety of resources for psychology students, including 
full-text access to all of the articles published in Eye on Psi Chi, the organization’s 
quarterly newsletter. Articles cover areas in psychology, career preparation, personal 
growth, and more.

Journal Exercises

Dream Job
Describe your dream job. What does it entail? What skills are required? How 
can you work toward your dream?

My Strengths and Weaknesses
Consider the skills that a liberal arts degree builds as well as the skills 
 employers seek. Identify your strengths. What do you do well? What do you 
enjoy? What are your weaknesses? How do you feel about your weaknesses? 
How might you strengthen these areas? 

Considering Life After College
Taking classes, studying for exams, writing papers—sometimes students forget 
to think about the big picture. By now you likely have thought about what you 
would like to do after graduation. Now consider how your post-graduation life 
will differ from your present experience. How will you spend your time? Is 
there anything about college that you will miss? What won’t you miss? Transi-
tions from one phase of life to another, like from college to work, are exciting 
but also stressful. What can you do now to prepare? What types of activities 
might ease your transition to work? 
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As the saying goes, “time fl ies when you’re having fun.” Before you know it, 
graduation will be here. If you’ve decided to seek employment with your bach-
elor’s degree, start planning early and hone your job-seeking skills. This chap-
ter discuses how to fi nd a job with your bachelor’s degree, including where to 
look, how to construct a resume, the importance of cover letters, interviewing, 
and more.

Find Job Openings and Complete Applications

The fi rst stop on your job search should be the career services offi ce at your 
college, where you’ll find skilled professionals who can help you with all 
 aspects of the job search. Career services offi ces have a variety of resources for 
locating available positions, including books, databases, and lists of employ-
ers who have contacted them seeking to employ college students and recent 
graduates.

Peruse the job ads in your local newspaper; many newspapers maintain 
searchable online databases of job ads. The Internet is a valuable resource 
for locating positions, as many Web sites specialize in listing job ads. The 
Internet Resources section at the end of this chapter offers a few examples 
of comprehensive job sites, but also use a search engine to locate other site 
listings. Contact the human resources department of major businesses, cor-
porations, and agencies in your area to inquire about job openings. Many 
businesses and organizations advertise jobs on their Web pages, typically 
linked from the Human Resources Web page or on a page called “Employ-
ment Opportunities.”

Remember the most important job-hunting resource of all: You! Appli-
cants commonly overlook their own personal networks when scouting for avail-
able positions. Through school, friends (and their parents), part-time jobs, and 
 internships, you’ve already made many connections. Tap into these profes-
sional connections. If you’ve completed an internship or practicum, you may 
already have a foot in the door and a potential employer has already had a peek 
at your work habits. Even if the organization where you did your internship is 
not hiring additional staff, your supervisor probably has outside contacts. Your 
personal connections are valuable for locating job openings because most 
jobs are not advertised in newspapers or other ads. You can learn about these 
unadvertised positions only by word of mouth. Networking— establishing 
connections—will help you to become more knowledgeable about positions 
within the hidden job market.

As you apply for jobs you’ll fi nd that many employers require appli-
cants to complete a job application form or even a large packet of forms. 
Take care in completing job applications because they reveal a great deal 
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about you. Your job application tells potential employers about your work 
habits, your ability to follow instructions, your personality and charac-
ter, your personal achievements and job performance, and your potential 
to succeed (Landrum & Davis,  2000). Neatness, spelling, and grammar 
count, regardless of the position to which you apply. A sloppy application 
tells employers that they can expect carelessness and sloppiness from you. 
Be honest and accurate, and remember to ask the people you plan to list 
as  references beforehand (notify them each time they are listed and, if 
you  begin a second job search in the future, ask again). Some applications 
 include personality inventories and other kinds of psychological assess-
ments. Be truthful.  Finally, many job applications do not instruct applicants 
to include a resume, but you should always supplement your application 
with a copy of your  resume because it lists all of your relevant experiences 
and highlights your strengths. 

EXERCISE 8.1

Deconstructing Job Ads

Conduct a search on a job search Web site, such as those listed at the end of 
this chapter. Locate one or two job ads that appeal to you. 

 1. What is the job?
 2. What are the demographic details, such as location?
 3. What are the education and experience requirements listed?
 4. What skills are needed to succeed in the job? If the ad does not list them 

(and it likely will not), brainstorm what skills would be coveted by the 
employer. 

 5. Consider the assessments that you conducted throughout this book. What 
is your skill set? How does it compare with that needed for the job? 

 6. What skills might you improve to enhance your fi t to the job?
 7. How would you sell yourself to the employer?

Prepare Your Resume

A resume is a summary of your educational history, work experience, and ca-
reer objectives. Employers always expect to see a resume (even if it isn’t stated 
in the advertisement). As you prepare your resume, remember that it is often 
the only impression that an employer has of you. It is a chance to present your 
strengths, to communicate that you have valuable skills, and to emphasize 
the aspects of your educational and employment background that make you 
unique. Writing a resume may seem overwhelming, but you’ll soon see that it 
is a simple matter of showcasing your skills. 
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Before you write, reevaluate your skills and abilities. Review the self-
 assessments that you completed in Chapter 2. Outline your skills and abilities 
as well as your work experience and extracurricular activities to make it easier 
to prepare a thorough resume. As you assess your skills, keep in mind the 
qualities that employers seek, as shown in Checklist 8.1. How many of these 
items match your abilities? Highlight your strengths.

CHECKLIST 8.1

Skills and Qualities that Employers Seek 

Public speaking ❑

Writing (e.g., reports and proposals) ❑

Problem identifi cation and solving ❑

Small group and teamwork skills ❑

Interpersonal and communication skills (including listening) ❑

Leadership skills ❑

Motivation ❑

Flexibility  ❑

Tolerance for ambiguity ❑

Organizational skills  ❑

Desire and willingness to learn ❑

Survey construction and methodology ❑

Statistics and mathematical reasoning  ❑

Understanding of human cognition and behavior  ❑

Understanding of how attitudes form and change ❑

Source: Adapted from Edwards & Smith, 1988; Landrum et al., 2003.

A resume is your ticket through the door; its purpose is to convince an 
employer to interview you, but most employers glance at a resume for only 
20–30 seconds (Krannich, 2005). If the initial scan of your resume doesn’t 
catch the employer’s attention, the opportunity is lost. How do you make it 
past the 20-second test? Consider the main question that employers ask them-
selves as they read resumes: Why should I learn more about this  applicant? 
Keep this question in mind as you prepare your resume, answer it, and you’ll 
have a unique resume that will get you to the next stage of the job hunt. 

Parts of the Resume
The chronological resume is most commonly used. It is easy for employers 
to understand and read because it discusses the chronological progression of 
your career. A brief description of the content of each section of the chrono-
logical resume follows; a sample chronological resume appears in Box 8.1.
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 BOX

 8.1 SAMPLE CHRONOLOGICAL RESUME

CHRISTINE JONES

Student Dorms #321 77 Pleasant Street 
Your University Pleasantville, NY 11245
Purchase, NY 11234 (914) 555-6677
(914) 555-1414 Fax (914) 555-9999
Jones@yourstateu.edu

EDUCATION: Your University, Purchase, NY
 Bachelor of Arts in Psychology, May 2011
 Minor: Communications

EXPERIENCE:     Resident Assistant, Your University, Purchase, NY, 
May 2009–Present

  Assisted the director of a 360-resident living unit on 
 campus in creating and implementing policies and 
 procedures for managing the residence. Developed 
and presented programs on a variety of subjects 
including alcohol awareness, career development, 
leadership, and safety.

  Intern, Purchase Daily News, Purchase, NY, August 
2008–May 2009

  Researched and wrote weekly articles on breaking news. 
Interviewed and researched local residents for weekly 
“ Local Profile” articles.

  Cashier, Purchase Delicatessen, Purchase, NY, June 
2007–August 2009

  Assisted customers in locating products, operated 
 computerized cash register, handled large sums 
of cash, stocked shelves, and monitored store 
inventory.

ACTIVITIES:  Theater Society, active member, two years, chorus member 
in three plays

  Psychology Club, active member, three years,  organized 
fund raisers, participated in tutoring groups, and invited 
local speakers to club meetings

REFERENCES: Available upon request
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Heading/Contact Information All of your contact information should 
go at the top of your resume. Include your name, permanent address (this 
is particularly important if you live on campus and are moving home after 
graduation), phone (with area code), fax (if available), and e-mail. Use a 
professional e-mail address rather than a fun, personal e-mail address (silly 
usernames such as “Butterflygirl,” “Temptress,” or “JediMaster,” are not 
professional). If possible, use your last name and fi rst initial as your e-mail 
address. Include your Web site address only if the Web site refl ects your pro-
fessional ambitions. 

Education Report the name of the degree that you received or will receive 
(AS, BS, BA, etc.), institution name and address, month and year of gradua-
tion, major, minor/concentration, grade point average (only if it is higher than 
3.0), and academic honors, if applicable. 

Experience Discuss your work experience. List your most recent job 
fi rst and work your way backward. For each job, indicate the position title, 
 company or organization name and address, and dates of employment.  Include 
all  relevant employment experiences: part-time work, internships, cooperative 
 education, or self-employment. Recruiters are interested in the skills that you’ve 
developed, not whether or how much you were paid. For each position, briefl y 
describe your duties and responsibilities as they relate to the position you are 
seeking, and emphasize specifi c skills and achievements. Use active words to 
describe your duties and the results that you produced. Table 8.1 provides a 
list of action verbs to help you construct this section of your resume.

Activities and Affi liations List any professional affi liations (e.g., student 
affi liate of the American Psychological Association) that are relevant to the 
objective stated on your resume. Include activities and awards only if they are 
signifi cant experiences that speak to your capacities as an employee (such as 
leadership experience). If you can draw a valid connection between your pro-
fessional goal and the activity, keep it in. If not, take it out. 

Make your resume as professional looking as possible. Be concise; a 
new graduate’s resume should be no more than one page in length. Care-
fully proofread your resume because typographical, spelling, and grammar 
errors are unacceptable and will cost you an interview. Print your resume on 
white or off-white paper, using a laser printer. Review Box 8.1 for a sample 
resume. See Checklist 8.2 for more resume tips. Also note that many employ-
ers request that applicants upload electronic resumes to their Web site or e-
mail them to the human resources department. Convert your resume to a pdf 
fi le so that the formatting is retained regardless of what computer system the 
employer uses. Appearances count, so check your resume pdf fi le for errors 
in formatting even if the copy in your word processing fi le is fl awless. 
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EXERCISE 8.2

Write Your Resume

Writing a resume is easy if you break it down into steps and take your time. 
Begin with the most challenging part, experience.

 1. List all of the jobs that you have had, along with the dates of 
employment.

 2. What did each job entail? Free write about your activities, responsibili-
ties, and everything you did. What were you particularly good at? Identify 
achievements. 

 3. Condense each description into 1–2 sentences. 
 4. Identify action words to describe each job and further condense each job 

description into one sentence. 
 5. Format the experience section of your resume. 
 6. Prepare the heading and education sections of your resume. 
 7. List relevant activities and affi liations.
 8. Format your resume. 
 9. Spell check your resume.
 10. Get feedback on your resume. 

CHECKLIST 8.2

Resume Checklist

Clearly communicate your purpose and value.  ❑

Communicate your strongest points fi rst.  ❑

Don’t make statements that you can’t document.  ❑

Be direct, succinct, and expressive with language. ❑

Don’t use lengthy sentences and descriptions; this is the only time that  ❑

sentence fragments are acceptable, but use them judiciously. 
Don’t use the passive voice.  ❑

Don’t change the tense of verbs throughout the resume. ❑

Confi ne your information to one page. ❑

Use space to organize your resume; it should not appear cramped. ❑

Aim for overall visual balance on the page.  ❑

Use a font size of 10 to 14 points.  ❑

Choose a simple typeface and stick to it (i.e., don’t change fonts). ❑

Use ample spacing and bold for emphasis (but don’t overdo it).  ❑

Don’t fold or staple your resume. ❑

Check spelling, grammar, and punctuation.  ❑

Proofread. ❑

Ask someone else to proofread. ❑
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Get outside help. Get feedback from two or three people, including  ❑

someone who regularly evaluates resumes and hires employees. 
Do not include your reference information on your resume (see sample). ❑  
Before giving their names to a potential employer, ask your references if  ❑

they are willing to serve as references.

Source: Appleby, 1997; DeGalan & Lambert, 1995; Krannich, 2005.

The Cover Letter
The cover letter is an introduction to your resume that enables you to tai-
lor your application to the prospective employer. Your cover letter must 
be  concise and explain what you can offer an employer. It should include 
no more than three paragraphs. Begin by briefl y stating your reason for 
writing (e.g., “to  apply for the research assistant position advertised in the 
Daily News”). Then explain what you can offer an employer. Highlight the 
most important aspects of your background that are relevant to the position 
and/or organization.  Finally, provide contact information (a phone number 
and e-mail  address), thank the reader, and reiterate your interest in the 
position. 

Remember that the cover letter is an introduction that should motivate 
the reader to examine your resume. An effective cover letter is written with 
the needs of the audience (i.e., prospective employer) in mind. Before writing 
a cover letter, ask yourself, What is the purpose of this letter? What are the 
needs of the reader? What benefi ts will an employer gain from me? How can 
I maintain the reader’s interest? How can I end the letter persuasively, so that 
the reader will want to examine my resume and contact me? Be explicit and 
communicate what you can do for the employer, not what the job will do for 
you. Checklist 8.3 provides tips for writing your cover letter. If you are submit-
ting your resume by e-mail, shorten your cover letter to simply identify the 
position to which you are applying and why you are a good fi t (in about 2–3 
sentences). 

CHECKLIST 8.3

Cover Letter Checklist 

Address the letter to an individual, using the person’s name and title. If  ❑

answering a blind newspaper advertisement, use the following salutation: 
“To Whom It May Concern.”
Indicate the position for which you are applying and explain why you are  ❑

qualifi ed to fi ll it.
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Include a phone number where you can be reached.  ❑

Ask someone to proofread your letter for spelling, grammar, and  ❑

 punctuation errors.
Indicate how your education and work skills are transferable and relevant  ❑

to the position for which you are applying. 
Keep a copy of each cover letter for your records; write notes from any  ❑

phone conversations that might occur on your copy of the cover letter.
Make a connection to the company through a person you know, some  ❑

 information you’ve researched, or a specifi c interest.

Source: Adapted from Appleby, 1997; DeGalan & Lambert, 1995; Krannich, 2005.

Interview

Congratulations! If you have been asked to come for an interview, you have 
made it past the fi rst round of reviews and have an opportunity to land the 
position. The interview is the most important criterion for hiring; it beats out 
grades, related work experience, and recommendations (Krannich, 2005). The 
interview helps companies to identify which applicants they’d like to take a 
closer look at and which are out of the running. Often second, and sometimes 
even third, interviews occur. This is your chance to impress the prospective 
employer. How do you do it? Display good communication skills, clearly de-
fi ned professional goals, and an honest, outgoing personality (Appleby, 1999). 
Interviews are stressful, but you can increase your confi dence by being thor-
oughly prepared.

Prepare
Understand the purpose of the interview, and keep the interviewer’s objec-
tives in mind. From your perspective, the purpose of the job interview is to 
get a second interview or job offer; but for employers, the purpose of the job 
interview is to whittle down the list of applicants to one or two fi nalists. The 
interviewer is interested in answering several questions: 

Why does this person want to work for us?• 

What position is this person suited for? • 

What are his or her qualifi cations? • 

Why should I hire him or her?• 

Does this person meet my employment needs?• 

Is he or she trustworthy?• 

Because many applicants apply for each position, the interviewer often 
looks for reasons why you should not be hired. Interviewers are interested 
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in identifying your weaknesses. Your job is to communicate your strengths. 
This means that you must understand yourself, but you also must un-
derstand the company or organization to which you are applying in or-
der to determine how to package your strengths in order to appeal to the 
interviewer. 

Research the company. What is the relative size and growth of the 
 industry? What product lines or services are offered? Where is the headquar-
ters? Identify the competition. Be familiar with any recent items in the news. 
Try to predict what will be asked during the interview, and prepare answers. 
Table 8.2 presents common questions asked during interviews. You also will 
be judged on the questions you ask. Ask thoughtful and intelligent questions 
about the company and position. Table 8.3 provides sample questions that an 
applicant might ask on an interview. 

What to Wear
It may not be politically correct, but physical appearance counts. Dress 
 appropriately for your interview because your appearance communicates 
 messages about your level of seriousness and professionalism. During the 
fi rst fi ve minutes of an interview, interviewers make initial judgments or 
create  expectations about your professionalism and “fi t” for a position based 
on your appearance and demeanor. Use this to your advantage by dressing 
appropriately. Even if you are applying to a company with a casual dress 
code, dress up for the interview to communicate your enthusiasm for the 
position. 

Whether you’re a man or a woman, you can’t go wrong with a classic navy 
or grey suit. Men should wear a white or blue oxford shirt with an understated 
tie. Women should wear a modest blouse, with understated hair and makeup. 
Keep jewelry to a minimum: a watch, simple earrings (for women only), and 
a ring. Err toward the conservative side, as you want to be remembered for 
what you say and not what you’re wearing. Remember that these are merely 
general rules. You might want to see how others in your fi eld dress for appro-
priate cues. You can’t go wrong if you dress for the position, wearing attire that 
you might wear to work, but a little bit dressier. 

During the Interview
Be enthusiastic. Remember that your interviewer is committed to his or her 
position and the company, and wants to hire someone who is similarly com-
mitted. Demonstrate your enthusiasm by discussing what you’ve learned from 
your research and preparation. Ask questions to fi ll in any gaps in your under-
standing. Convey a sense of long-term interest by asking about opportunities 
for further professional education and advancement.
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 TABLE

 8.2 COMMON INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

What do you hope to be doing five or ten years from now?

Why did you apply for this job? 

Tell me about yourself. 

What are your strengths and weaknesses? 

What can you offer to us, and what can we offer to you? 

What are the two or three accomplishments in your life that have given you the greatest satisfaction? 

Do you work well under pressure? 

Have you ever held any supervisory or leadership roles? 

What do you like to do in your spare time? 

What other jobs are you applying for? 

Is there anything else we should know about you?

Why do you feel that you will be successful in this position? 

What courses did you like best? Least? Why? 

What did you learn or gain from your part-time and summer job experience? 

What are your plans for graduate study? 

Why did you choose your major? 

What can a psychology major do for this organization?

If you could do it all again, what would you change about your education?

Did you do the best you could in school? Why or why not? 

Why did you leave your last employer?

What job did you like the most? The least? Why?

Have you ever been fired?

Why do you want to join our organization?

Why should we hire you?

When will you be ready to work?

What do you want to do with your life? 

Do you have any actual work experience? 

How would you describe your ideal job? 

Are you a team player? Explain.

What motivates you? 

Tell me about some of your recent goals and what you did to achieve them. 

Have you ever had a conflict with a boss or professor? How did you resolve it? 

If I were to ask one of your professors to describe you, what would he or she say? 

Why did you choose to attend your college? 

What qualities do you feel a successful manager should have? 

What do you know about our company? 

What kind of salary are you looking for?

Source: Appleby 1997; DeGalan & Lambert, 1995; Krannich, 2005; Landrum & Davis,  2000.
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Throughout the interview, be aware of your body language and limit fi dg-
eting to a minimum. Lean very slightly toward the interviewer to communi-
cate your interest in what he or she is saying (Krannich, 2005). Maintain eye 
contact to convey interest and trustworthiness. Smile to convey your positive 
attitude. Don’t forget that your tone of voice can indicate how interested you 
are in the interview and the organization. Following are some other helpful 
tips for  acing interviews:

Bring a copy of your resume. It comes in handy if you have to fi ll in • 

 applications and provides initial information for your interviewer.
Allow the interviewer to direct the conversation.• 

Answer questions in a clear and positive manner. • 

Never speak negatively about former employers or colleagues, no matter • 

what.
Let the interviewer lead the conversation toward salary and benefi ts. Try • 

not to focus your interest on these issues (at least not during the initial 
interview).
When discussing salary, be fl exible.• 

If the employer doesn’t say when you’ll hear about their decision, ask • 

when you can call to follow up.
Thank the employer for the interview.• 

Above all, remember that employers anticipate applicants to be on their 
best behavior during an interview. They recognize that any perceived fl aws, 
such as arrogance, impoliteness, or poor listening skills, will likely be more 
apparent when the applicant becomes an employee. Be self-aware because 
any negative interactions or ambivalent signals can stop your application in 
its tracks. 

 TABLE

 8.3 QUESTIONS TO ASK DURING AN INTERVIEW

Tell me about the duties and responsibilities of this job. 

How long has this position been in the company? 

What would be the ideal type of person for this position? 

What kinds of skills or personality characteristics are ideal for this position?

Whom would I be working with? 

What am I expected to accomplish during the first year? 

How would I be evaluated? 

Are promotions and raises tied to performance criteria? 

What is unique about working for this company?

What does the future look like for this company? 

Source: Appleby, 1997; DeGalan & Lambert, 1995; Krannich, 2005.
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Thank-You Note
Immediately after your interview, send a thank-you note. Few applicants do, so 
you’ll stand out (Appleby, 1997; Krannich, 2005). Once upon a time applicants 
sent thank-you notes via snail mail. Today, e-mail is suitable (although a timely 
snail mail card signifi es extra effort on the part of the applicant). Express your 
appreciation for the opportunity to meet the employer and for his or her time 
and consideration. Restate your interest, and highlight any noteworthy points 
made in your conversation. Be brief. 

The Job Offer
Usually job offers are made over the phone or in person (e.g., toward the end 
of an interview). No matter how the offer is delivered, you’re likely to be sur-
prised. The most appropriate response to an offer in person or by phone is to 
ask any questions that come to mind, and then request time (a day or two) to 
think about the offer. 

Before accepting an offer, be sure that you understand the conditions and 
elements of the job. In many cases, salaries for entry-level positions leave little 
room for negotiation. Take your lead from the employer as to whether the sal-
ary is negotiable. If the salary is lower than you hoped and it isn’t negotiable, 
you must decide whether you’re still willing to accept the position, and what, 
if anything, would make it more attractive. As you think about whether to ac-
cept the job offer, consider the scope of the position, how it fi ts your career 
goals, opportunities for professional growth, and pragmatic issues (geographic 
location, benefi ts, salary, work hours, etc.). If you decide to accept the offer, 
be sure to inform any employers still actively considering you. Also contact 
your references to inform them of your new job as well as to thank them for 
their assistance. 

If you decide not to accept the job, notify the employer as soon as pos-
sible, by telephone. Timeliness is important because other applicants also are 
waiting for a response. Be polite, thank the employer for the offer, and wish 
him or her success. Follow up with a polite e-mail as well, which ensures that 
your reply is recorded.

Suggested Readings

Beshara, T. (2008). Acing the interview: How to ask and answer the questions that will get 
you the job. New York, NY: AMACOM. 

Bolles, R .N. (2009). What color is your parachute? A practical manual for job-hunters 
and career-changers. Berkeley, CA: Ten Speed Press. 

DeGalan, J., & Lambert, S. (2006). Great jobs for psychology majors. Chicago, IL: VGM 
Career Horizons. 
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Fry, R. (2001). Your fi rst resume: For students and anyone preparing to enter today’s 
tough job market. Manassas Park, VA: Impact Publications. 

Greene, B. (2008). Get the interview every time: Fortune 500 hiring professionals’ tips for 
writing winning resumes and cover letters. Chicago, IL: Dearborn Trade. 

Internet Resources

Job Hunter’s Bible
http://www.jobhuntersbible.com/

Richard Bolles, author of What Color Is Your Parachute? A Practical Manual for 
 Job-Hunters and Career-Changers, maintains this site of job hunting and career 
 development resources.

Quintessential Careers
http://www.quintcareers.com

This Web site offers an extensive online guide to job hunting and career exploration, 
 complete with resources on resumes, cover letters, interviewing, and more.

College Grad Job Hunter
http://www.collegegrad.com/

This is a job site designed for college students and others who are just getting started in 
the world of work. 

JobWeb
http://www.jobweb.com

Here you’ll fi nd links to job search guides, articles, and other valuable resources on the Web.

MonsterCollege.com
http://www.monstercollege.com 

This site features job search tools, articles, a salary search center, and more.

Journal Exercises

Who Am I?
Who are you? What are your interests, skills, abilities, and aspirations? Free 
write about yourself and your goals. After you complete this exercise, look 
back over the exercises in Chapter 2. Do you notice anything different, or can 
you add anything to your responses?
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Think Ahead
Try to imagine your ideal life fi ve years from now. What are you doing? Where 
do you live? How do you spend your days?

Interview Preparation
In preparation for an interview, take notes on the prospective employer. What 
kinds of questions might the interviewer ask? How might you respond? Which 
of your characteristics match the job description well? Which might need 
some work? 
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Graduate Degrees
The Master’s Degree
The Doctoral Degree

Graduate-Level Careers 
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Teaching Careers
Research Careers
Service Delivery (Practice)

Exercise 9.1: Practicing 
with a Master’s Degree
Non-Academic Careers

Administration
Consulting
Business/Human Resources

Exercise 9.2: Exploring 
Psychology Specializations

Publishing

What Can You Expect to 
Earn with a Graduate 
Degree? 

The Changing Roles of 
Psychologists

Suggested Readings

Internet Resources

Journal Exercises

Chapter Outline

What Can I Do with 
a Graduate Degree 
in Psychology?
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Armed with a blend of liberal arts skills, most psychology majors successfully en-
ter the workforce following graduation. About 28 percent of graduates continue 
their education at the graduate level (National Science Foundation, 2009). Grad-
uate education imparts specialized knowledge for students who have already 
obtained bachelor’s degrees. During college, psychology majors are exposed to 
all subfi elds of psychology and obtain a broad knowledge of the fi eld. Graduate 
study, in contrast, entails specializing in one subfi eld of psychology, such as exper-
imental psychology, for example. Graduate study  imparts depth of knowledge. As 
we have discussed, employers value psychology majors’ broad background in the 
liberal arts, science, and psychological knowledge. Graduate study is not neces-
sary to fi nd employment. Some  careers, though, require a graduate degree. 

Graduate Degrees

The Master’s Degree
In 2007, over 21,000 master’s degrees were awarded in psychology (Na-
tional Center for Education Statistics, 2009), making the master’s degree 
much more popular than the doctoral degree in psychology, with about 5,000 
 degrees awarded in 2007. Why do more students pursue master’s degrees than 
 doctoral degrees? 

Master’s degrees are quick Relative to doctoral degrees, that is. A  master’s 
degree typically takes two years to earn, as compared with fi ve to eight for a 
doctorate (Actkinson, 2000). Students with families must also consider how the 
length of graduate study will affect the family unit. Doctoral programs place 
students under great stress for an extended period of time. Some  students 
may not be able or willing to place long-term stress on their families.

Master’s degrees are cheap Again, this is relative to doctoral degrees. 
A master’s degree is expensive, both in tuition and in salary lost while attend-
ing school, but it is much less expensive than a doctoral degree (largely be-
cause it takes less time to graduate). 

Master’s programs are more widely available Many more colleges  offer 
master’s programs than doctoral programs. A doctoral program may not be 
available in a given geographical location, and students may not be able or 
willing to relocate to attend graduate school (Actkinson, 2000). 

Master’s programs have less stringent admissions requirements The 
acceptance rate for U.S. doctoral programs is typically 20 percent, versus 
about 60 percent for master’s programs in psychology (Pate, 2001). Master’s 
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programs in psychology typically require a GPA of 2.9, minimum verbal 
GRE score of 473, and quantitative GRE score of 476. Doctoral programs 
in  psychology most often require a GPA of 3.1, verbal GRE score of 535, and 
quantitative GRE score of 540 (Pate, 2001). 

Master’s programs often offer fl exible enrollment Master’s programs are 
more likely than are doctoral programs to offer part-time study, which allows 
time for employment and family responsibilities. In addition, most doctoral 
programs allow for entry only in the fall semester, whereas master’s programs 
often allow spring admissions (Actkinson, 2000). 

Master’s programs provide suffi cient training and credentials Many 
students pursue master’s degrees because “a master’s degree provides  suffi cient 
training and credentials for a large number of employment arenas: there are 
many career opportunities for master’s degree holders” (APA, 2007, p. 53). 
With changes in health care reimbursement, there is a growing preference 
for hiring master’s-level clinicians instead of pricier doctoral-level clinicians 
 (Actkinson, 2000; Humphreys, 1996). In addition, master’s-level practitioners 
can be licensed or certifi ed as counselors or marriage and family therapists 
in all states. (Check the specifi c guidelines for your state to ensure that you 
 obtain the necessary education and applied experience.)

Master’s programs expand your intellectual horizons Finally, some stu-
dents are motivated to seek a master’s degree simply because they want more 
education for its own sake (Peters, 1992). 

Despite these benefi ts, myths abound about the master’s degree because 
students and advisors often know little about master’s degrees in psychol-
ogy and related fields (Actkinson, 2000). What can you do with a master’s 
 degree? Depending on the program and curriculum, a master’s degree 
 enables  graduates to (a) teach psychology in high school (other certifi cation 
may be needed); (b) become more competitive for management, leadership, 
and consulting  positions in government and industry; (c) practice counsel-
ing  (credentials vary by state); (d) practice school psychology (certifi cation/ 
licensure requirements vary by state); and (e) obtain data management and 
analysis positions in government, industry (e.g., insurance, pharmaceutical, 
and manufacturing companies), and nonprofi t organizations. 

Master’s-level professionals in psychology are employed in a variety of 
 settings, including:

Educational settings:•  elementary or secondary school, school system 
 district offi ces, special education, and vocational or adult education 
Human services settings: counseling and guidance centers, student • 

counseling centers, nursing homes, substance abuse facilities, mental 
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retardation facilities, developmental disability facilities, head injury 
 facilities, and other community social services agencies
Business and government: consulting fi rms, private research organiza-• 

tions, government research, corporations, small business, criminal justice 
system, military, government agencies, and nonprofi t organizations 
Hospitals and clinics: outpatient mental health clinics, community mental • 

health centers, and HMO and other managed care settings (Singleton, 
Tate, & Kohout, 2003a)

Perhaps the confusion about master’s degrees lies in questions about 
whether master’s-trained professionals can practice psychotherapy. Recognize 
that the term psychologist is regulated by state licensing boards; in order to 
use the title of “psychologist,” you must have a doctoral degree, appropriate 
supervised experience, and pass a test (Lloyd, 2000). A master’s degree will 
not qualify you to be a psychologist. However, master’s-level professionals may 
conduct individual counseling and therapy by obtaining certifi cation appro-
priate to their level of education and experience. Specifi cally, master’s-level 
professionals in psychology can be licensed in all states as marriage and family 
therapists and/or licensed professional counselors and sometimes as clinical 
social workers. States differ in regulations and requirements, so learn about 
the requirements in your state to ensure that you obtain all the necessary 
experience while in school. 

Most states permit several forms of licensure for master’s-trained individu-
als, usually as counselors, which provides a great deal of autonomy (Actkinson, 
2000). Master’s-level counselors and social workers (with degrees in psychology, 
counseling, or social work) conduct many of the same services as those with 
doctoral degrees: They provide assessment and intervention services in com-
munity-based programs, public and private institutions, and programs dealing 
with special problems such as substance abuse, spouse abuse, crisis interven-
tion, and vocational rehabilitation (Himelein, 1999). In institutional settings, 
master’s degree holders may work as behavior change specialists who design 
and implement programs to serve special populations. Finally, if you’re con-
sidering a graduate degree for the purpose of setting up a private practice, be 
aware that many licensed mental health workers, including social workers and 
psychologists, fi nd it diffi cult to maintain a private practice because it entails 
more than therapy. Private practice requires marketing, bookkeeping, and in-
teracting with insurance companies. Some practitioners leave private practice 
for fi nancial reasons because they cannot compete with health maintenance 
organizations (HMOs) for patients (Himelein, 1999; Humphreys, 1996).

If you choose a master’s degree in psychology, expect to complete two 
years of full-time graduate study. Requirements for service-oriented subfi elds 
such as clinical, counseling, and school psychology usually include experi-
ence in an applied setting. Research-oriented subfi elds such as experimen-
tal or developmental psychology usually require a master’s thesis based on a 
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research project. Some programs require students to pass a comprehensive 
exam that evaluates students’ knowledge and reasoning skills. As you exam-
ine graduate programs, consider the kinds of experiences that occur outside 
of the classroom. Specifi cally, consider the “integrative experiences that help 
the student pull together knowledge learned in courses and translate it into 
practice. . . .[and]… summative experiences which test the student’s knowl-
edge and ability to do this integration on a higher than undergraduate level” 
(Peters, 1992, p. 112). Examples of integrative experiences include intern-
ships, practica, and other research and or fi eld work. Examples of summative 
experiences include comprehensive examinations, theses, and research proj-
ects. In addition to psychology, there are many other fi elds in which master’s-
level practitioners can help people, as shown in Table 9.1. 

The Doctoral Degree
A master’s degree may allow you to work directly with people, but if you’re 
planning on conducting research or teaching at the college level, a doctoral 
degree is essential. A doctoral degree provides a greater range of fl exibility 
and autonomy, but it usually requires fi ve to seven years of graduate work 
to complete. In clinical or counseling psychology, the requirement for the 
 doctoral degree generally includes a year or more of internship or supervised 
 experience. A doctoral degree requires a great commitment of time. 

Why do students seek doctoral degrees? Generally students pursue 
 doctoral degrees for any of the following reasons: (a) to teach college, (b) to 
conduct research in a university or private organization in industry or business, 
(c) to be licensed as a psychologist and practice psychology independently, or 
(d) to engage in a variety of consulting roles allowing autonomy. Most psychol-
ogists engage in more than one of these roles. For example, a college professor 
doesn’t spend all of his or her time in class. Other activities include advising 
students, conducting research, and writing scholarly papers and books. With a 
doctoral degree, a psychologist may also serve as a consultant to private agen-
cies or businesses, or may have a private psychotherapy practice. 

As you consider pursuing a doctoral degree—the highest academic degree 
attainable—one of the fi rst decisions to make is whether to pursue a PhD, PsyD, 
or EdD. What’s with all the letters? These are three different kinds of doctoral 
degrees that a psychology student may pursue. The PhD refers to the doctor of 
philosophy. Like the master’s degree, the PhD is awarded in many fi elds. It is a 
research degree that culminates in a dissertation based on original research. If 
you’re considering pursing a PhD in psychology, note that courses in quantita-
tive research methods and statistics, including the use of computers, are an inte-
gral part of graduate study and are needed to complete the dissertation (Lloyd, 
1997b). The PhD in clinical or counseling psychology is a fl exible degree—it 
trains people for research, teaching, writing, and  clinical practice.
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 TABLE

 9.1 MASTER’S DEGREES IN OTHER HELPING FIELDS

Activities Education

Social Work As a profession, social work is dedicated to 
helping people to adapt and function as best 
they can in their environment. Social workers 
provide direct services or therapy, serving 
individuals, families, and communities. 
They work in hospitals, clinics, schools, 
correctional facilities, specialized programs, 
and private practice. Social workers assist 
clients in identifying problems, issues, 
and concerns, help them to consider and 
implement effective solutions, and guide 
them in locating reliable resources. 

The master of social work 
(MSW) enables degree 
holders to practice therapy 
independently, because 
they are eligible for 
licensure in all states. The 
MSW requires two to three 
years of study, depending 
on the program and when 
the supervised internship 
(of 900 hours for licensure) 
is scheduled.

Counseling There are many different types of 
counselors, but all help people who are 
experiencing personal, family, or mental 
health problems. Counselors also help 
people make educational and career 
decisions. Counselors work in schools, 
colleges, health care facilities, job training, 
career development centers, social 
agencies, correctional institutions, residential 
care centers, drug and alcohol rehabilitation 
programs, state and government agencies, 
group practice, and private practice.

Typically, a master’s 
degree in counseling 
requires two years of 
coursework, including 
600 hours of supervised 
clinical experience. 
Master’s degree holders in 
counseling may conduct 
therapy independently 
and may seek licensure or 
certification.

Occupational
Therapy

Occupational therapists work with clients 
who are experiencing disabilities (emotional, 
mental, physical, and developmental) that 
influence their occupational performance or 
well-being. Occupational therapists assess 
physical, mental, and emotional deficiencies, 
and counsel patients to help them improve their 
ability to function in their daily environments. 
For example, an occupational therapist might 
help a client to improve basic motor functions 
or reasoning abilities, as well as help him or
her to compensate for permanent losses 
of function. Occupational therapists obtain 
positions in hospitals, offices and clinics of 
occupational therapists and other health 
practitioners, school systems, home health 
agencies, nursing homes, community mental 
health centers, adult day care programs, 
job training services, and residential care 
facilities. 

All fifty states regulate 
occupational therapy, 
meaning that graduates 
must obtain licensure. 
Since 2007, the minimum 
educational requirement 
for entry into this field 
is a master’s degree in 
occupational therapy.

Speech 
Pathology

Speech pathologists assess, diagnose, 
and treat communication disabilities such 
as stuttering, or impaired language. 
They work with clients who have difficulty 
understanding and producing language, 
including clients with cognitive

A master’s degree 
in speech pathology 
(approximately two years

(Continued)
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The PsyD refers to the doctor of psychology. It is offered only in clinical 
and counseling psychology and is considered a professional degree, much like 
a JD (doctor of jurisprudence, a lawyer’s degree). How is the PsyD different 
from the PhD? The main difference is that a PhD has a greater emphasis on 
research, with more required courses in methodology and statistics. The PhD 
degree prepares graduates for research as well as practice, while the PsyD 
prepares graduates to be consumers of research (Lloyd, 1997b). The PsyD is 
usually based on practical and applied work, as well as on examinations. The 
dissertation, if required, is usually a theoretical paper. The PsyD is for those 
who aim to engage in clinical practice rather than conduct research.

The doctor of education (EdD), a third doctoral option for psychology 
students, is not as common as the PhD and PsyD. The EdD is offered in 
 departments of education, rather than psychology. According to Lloyd (1997b), 
the research requirements for many EdD programs are not as  rigorous as PhD 
programs. Psychologists sometimes view the EdD degree as  inferior  because it 
is rarely offered by a psychology department and  frequently  offers less  training 
in the principles of psychology than PhD and PsyD  degrees.  Nevertheless, 
many administrative positions in college and university  settings do not discrim-
inate between applicants with an EdD and a PhD degree (Himelein, 1999). 

Graduate-Level Careers in Psychology

Graduate education opens the door to many opportunities. What follows is a 
sampling of possible careers, but note that no one program will prepare you 
for all of these careers. Before you decide on a graduate degree and program, 
it’s important to consider all the types of careers that you might enjoy and 
choose a degree and program that will not limit your options. 

 TABLE

 9.1 MASTER’S DEGREES IN OTHER HELPING FIELDS (CONTINUED)

Activities Education

communication impairments such as 
attention and memory disorders. Speech 
pathologists help clients to develop and 
regain language (e.g., assist with making 
speech sounds). Their work also involves 
counseling clients and families to help 
them to better understand the disorder and 
treatment. Speech pathologists provide 
direct clinical services in schools, nursing 
homes, mental health centers, private 
practices, and medical settings, often as 
part of a team of allied health professionals.

of coursework) is required 
for entry into the profession. 
Nearly all states require 
speech pathologists to be 
licensed, with 300–375 
hours of supervised clinical 
experience required for 
licensure (varying by state).
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Teaching Careers
Many students seek a graduate degree in order to teach at a high school, 
two-year, or four-year college. Master’s degree holders may teach psy-
chology in a high school (although additional certification may be nec-
essary, depending on the state) or community college setting. In recent 
years, faculty positions at two-year and community colleges have become 
more competitive; many are held by doctoral degree holders. Similarly, al-
though master’s degree holders may be hired to teach at four-year colleges 
on a part-time basis, they are unlikely to be hired for full-time positions 
 (Peters, 1992). 

If your goal is to teach at the college level, it’s in your best interest to 
pursue a doctoral degree, which will provide you with the most opportunities 
for employment, mobility, and advancement as a faculty member (Actkinson, 
2000; Lloyd, 2000). Graduates with doctoral degrees may teach undergradu-
ate, master’s, and doctoral students in a variety of educational settings, includ-
ing universities, professional schools, and medical schools. When you consider 
a career as a professor, recognize that there is more to the professorate than 
lecturing in front of a classroom each day. Working in the classroom is only 
the most obvious thing a professor does. A professor’s career entails many 
roles, usually including research and service to the campus and community 
(advising, committee work, administrative work). During a typical week, a 
professor may give lectures, spend time writing an article or book, conduct 
statistical analyses and continue with his or her research, conduct literature 
searches, sit in on faculty meetings, advise students, write letters of recom-
mendation, spend time grading papers, give a talk at a professional meeting, 
engage in consulting work, serve as an advisor for community agencies, and 
much more. 

Research Careers
A graduate degree in psychology is excellent preparation for a career in re-
search. Research psychologists conduct basic and applied studies of human 
behavior and may participate in research programs sponsored by universities, 
government, and private organizations (Kuther & Morgan, 2010). For exam-
ple, a psychologist working in a university or hospital-based clinic might study 
smoking cessation; another working in a traumatic brain injury center might 
study the effects of particular kinds of brain injuries on behavior as well as re-
silience to brain injury and rehabilitation strategies. Some psychologists work 
in military research programs, examining the effects of exposure to trauma, for 
example, while others act as research and development offi cers at pharmaceu-
tical companies and businesses (Lloyd, 2000). Medical schools are emerging 
as an important employment setting for research psychologists who conduct 
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research and teach medical students. Fields such as anatomy, biochemistry, 
physiology, pharmacology, and microbiology are merging; as a result, inter-
disciplinary study is playing an increasingly important role in university life 
and is leading to more research (and teaching) opportunities for psychologists 
outside of psychology departments (Balster, 1995). Many research positions 
are available to master’s degree holders, especially in business and private or-
ganizations. Particularly in academic settings, the doctoral degree offers more 
fl exibility, opportunities for advancement, and opportunities to serve as the 
primary investigator of federal grants (Lloyd, 2000).

Master’s degree recipients in research-oriented fi elds such as quantitative 
psychology, developmental psychology, general psychology, and experimental 
psychology have developed useful methodological and quantitative skills. They 
are often employed in research positions in university research centers as well 
as in government, business, and private organizations. Others seek entry into 
doctoral programs.

Service Delivery (Practice)
Graduate degree holders have a variety of opportunities to engage in service 
delivery. Mental health professionals with graduate degrees, including clinical 
and counseling psychologists, engage in a variety of practice activities includ-
ing, but often not limited to (a) conducting psychotherapy with persons who 
have psychological disorders, crises, or problems of living; (b) administering 
and interpreting psychological tests of personality, intellect, and vocational ap-
titude; (c) facilitating psychoeducational and psychotherapy groups; (d) giving 
talks or workshops on specialty areas; (e) directing and administrating men-
tal health programs; (f) supervising the clinical work of other therapists; and 
(g) responding to crises or emergency situations (Himelein, 1999; U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, 2009). 

All states permit several forms of licensure for master’s-trained individu-
als, usually as counselors, which provides a great deal of autonomy (Actkinson, 
2000). If you’re considering a master’s in clinical or counseling psychology 
with the intention of setting up an independent practice, carefully research 
your options beforehand because some clinical and counseling master’s pro-
grams meet the requirements to seek licensure as counselors or marriage and 
family therapists (Levant, Moldawsky, & Stigall, 2000). Be sure to do your 
homework so that you’re not disappointed later. Finally, although some school 
psychologists practice with a master’s degree, national certifi cation as a school 
psychologist (from the National Association of School Psychologists) requires 
a more advanced degree called a specialist’s degree (Rittle, 2000). A special-
ist’s degree falls between the master’s and doctoral degrees and typically takes 
from an extra semester to a year of study to complete. Because 75 percent of 
nondoctoral school psychologists hold a specialist’s degree, and it’s required for 
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certifi cation, you should plan on taking the time to earn this degree if you’re 
interested in school psychology (Himelein, 1999).

EXERCISE 9.1

Practicing with a Master’s Degree

 1. Opportunities to practice therapy with a master’s degree vary by state. 
Research the requirements of your state. Under what conditions may an 
individual with a master’s in psychology practice? What types of creden-
tialing or licensure are necessary? 

 2. What other types of master’s degrees offer practice opportunities in 
your state? 

 3. If you were to pursue a master’s degree with the intent of practicing, 
which degree would you choose and why? 

 4. Based on your research, with how much independence can an individual 
with a master’s degree practice in your state?

Non-Academic Careers
Administration Graduate degree holders in psychology and related fi elds 
work as managers and administrators in hospitals, mental health  clinics, govern-
ment agencies, schools, universities, businesses, and nonprofi t  organizations, 
where they may administrate research and applied activities (Bat-Chava, 2000). 
The ability to effectively administrate in each of these  settings is enhanced by 
the research skills obtained in graduate school. Research skills are essential 
for evaluating programs and making decisions based on evaluations. Many ad-
ministrative positions can be obtained with a master’s degree and some experi-
ence, especially in smaller institutions and organizations. As in other applied 
careers, additional opportunities are available to doctoral-level administrators. 

Consulting Graduate degree holders in psychology often are hired by 
 organizations to provide consultative services on problems in their area of 
expertise. Consultative services can include designing a marketing survey, 
 organizing outpatient mental health services, conducting individual assess-
ments, providing expert testimony to a court, and designing Web pages, as 
well as many other activities. 

Health psychologists, for example, may be hired as consultants to  design 
and implement programs to help people become healthier, stop smok-
ing, lose weight, or manage stress. Some consultants work in policy: They 
 conduct,  interpret, and disseminate research to help national planners 
and policy makers reach decisions (Flattau, 1998). Trial consultants work 
in several areas: They may help with jury selection, work with witnesses, 
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or develop effective trial strategy in order to shape juror perceptions (Stapp, 
1996). Those trained in forensic or clinical psychology may conduct clinical 
work in corrections settings, serve as consultants for trial lawyers or as expert 
witnesses in jury trials, and conduct assessments that are used in trials. As 
in the other areas that we’ve discussed, some opportunities are available to 
master’s degree holders, and additional opportunities for advancement are 
open to doctoral holders. 

Business/Human Resources Many graduate degree holders find a 
home in business, where they select and train employees, engage in human 
 resources development, and develop employee assistance programs. Typical 
activities include designing and validating assessment instruments; determin-
ing the fairness of assessment and vocational tests, particularly for minority 
applicants; and creating work environments in public and private settings that 
maximize employee satisfaction (U.S. Bureau of Labor  Statistics, 2004). 

The research skills honed in graduate school are applicable and valued in 
many corporate settings, for example, market research (Garfein, 1997). Like 
other research psychologists, market researchers design studies,  construct ques-
tionnaires and other research instruments, analyze data, draw conclusions, and 
write reports. However, instead of conducting and publishing  research to ad-
vance theory, a market researcher conducts applied research in an effort to help 
clients become more productive, competitive, and profi table (Krauss, 1996). 
Business holds a variety of opportunities for master’s degree holders because, 
unlike many other applied careers, doctoral degrees do not necessarily offer 
much of an advantage over master’s degrees. For both master’s and doctoral de-
gree holders, advancement becomes possible with additional work experience.

EXERCISE 9.2

Exploring Psychology Specializations

 1. Identify two areas of specialization in psychology that interest you. Why 
do these areas interest you? What are typical topics of study within 
these areas? 

 2. What kinds of jobs do individuals with master’s degrees in these areas 
hold? Include information about typical settings, salary, and more. 

 3. What kinds of jobs do individuals with doctoral degrees in these areas 
hold? Include information about typical settings, salary, and more. 

 4. How has what you have learned about this specialization infl uenced your 
views about graduate study in this area? Is a graduate degree a good 
career option? Which degree offers more opportunities? Conduct a cost 
analysis of the pros and cons of seeking a master’s degree versus doctoral 
degree in this specialization.
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Publishing Journalism and publishing offer new opportunities for 
advanced degree holders in psychology. Some psychologists pursue careers 
as acquisitions editors. An acquisitions editor works for a publishing company 
and engages in a variety of tasks, including reading book proposals, interpret-
ing reviews of proposals, deciding whether to offer book contracts to authors, 
approaching potential authors with book ideas, discussing works in progress 
with authors, negotiating journal-publishing agreements with professional so-
cieties, and working on practical issues in publishing such as the design of 
book covers (Amsel, 1997). Positions in publishing offer important opportu-
nities for master’s degree holders with interests in writing and the ability to 
think critically and solve problems effectively. More advanced positions in 
publishing are held by doctoral degree holders and master’s degree recipients 
with experience in the fi eld.

What Can You Expect to Earn with 
a Graduate Degree?

Table 9.2 illustrates starting salaries for full-time positions among 2001 
and 2002 master’s degree recipients in psychology, adjusted for infl ation. 
Table 9.3 lists the 2009 median salaries among all master’s degree  holders 

 TABLE

 9.2
 

STARTING SALARIES FOR FULL-TIME EMPLOYMENT POSITIONS AMONG 
2001 AND 2002 MASTER’S DEGREE RECIPIENTS IN PSYCHOLOGY 
ADJUSTED FOR 2009

Setting Median Salary 2009 (2002)

Direct Human Services

 Clinical Psychology

 Counseling Psychology

 School Psychology

35,900 (30,000)

39,494 (33,000) 

49,367 (41,250)

Administration of Human Services Delivery 38,297 (32,000)

Applied Psychology Settings 57,440 (48,000)

Research 43,683 (36,500)

Administrative Positions 41,781 (34,911)

Other 48,829 (40,800)

Source: Adapted from Singleton et al., 2003A.
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in psychology (regardless of when the degree was conferred). Table 9.4 
presents data on the starting salaries of employed 2005 doctoral degree 
recipients in psychology. Table 9.5 lists the median salaries of all doctoral-
level psychologists.

 

TABLE

 9.3
 

2009 MEDIAN SALARIES OF ALL MASTER’S-LEVEL PSYCHOLOGISTS

Position Median Salary

Faculty Positions 45,000

Research Positions 57,500

Direct Human Services 52,322

Administration of Human Services 54,000

Other Administration 79,800

Applied Psychology 80,000

Source: Adapted from Michalski, Finno, Kohout, & Wicherski, 2009.

 TABLE

 9.4
 STARTING SALARIES FOR FULL-TIME EMPLOYMENT POSITIONS AMONG  

DOCTORAL DEGREE RECIPIENTS IN PSYCHOLOGY 

Setting Median 

Assistant Professor 49,091

Educational Administration 67,000

Research Positions 55,000

Research Administration 52,000

Direct Human Services

 Clinical Psychology 52,000

 Counseling Psychology 51,000

 School Psychology 61,172

Administration of Human Services 60,000

Applied Psychology 68,000

Other Administrative Positions 66,000

Source: Adapted from Wicherski & Kohout, 2007.
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The Changing Roles of Psychologists

Concern about the supply and demand of psychologists has grown over 
the last two decades along with the growth of the number of psychologists 
proportional to the population and growth in the number of doctoral pro-
grams in the United States (Cummings, 1995; Frank & Ross, 1995; Rob-
iner & Crew, 2000). As the number of psychologists increases, some are 
concerned that supply is exceeding demand. For example, internships, a 
required part of doctoral training for clinicians, are becoming more dif-
fi cult to secure. Each year nearly one-quarter of students are not matched 
to an internship site. 

With changes to health insurance, such as the movement towards 
managed care and other legislation, the role of psychologists in fostering 
mental health may change. For example, solo independent practice, once 
very popular, is economically unfeasible for many psychologists who in-
stead gravitate towards group practice (Cummings, 1995; Hersch, 1995). 
As master’s-trained professionals take on larger roles in mental health 
care delivery, some fear that doctoral-level clinical psychologists are 

 

TABLE

 9.5
 

2003 MEDIAN SALARIES OF ALL DOCTORAL LEVEL PSYCHOLOGISTS 

Position Median Salary

Professor 62,000

Educational Administration 97,000

Research Positions 78,000

Administration of Research 95,000

Direct Human Services

  Clinical Psychology 75,000

  Counseling Psychology 65,500

  School Psychology 75,500

Administration of Human Services 75,000

Applied Psychology

  Industrial/Organizational Psychology 105,000

  Other Areas of Psychology 92,500

Administration of Applied Psychology 110,000

Other Administrative Positions 100,500

Source: Adapted from Pate, Frincke, & Kohout, 2005.
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“being underbid by master’s-level social workers, marriage and family 
counselors, and psychological assistants, and will be increasingly sup-
planted in the role of psychotherapist by these master’s-level professionals” 
(Humphreys, 1996, p. 190). Humphreys (1996) warns that psychologists 
will  experience what has already happened in psychiatry: “Psychiatrists 
are still involved in psychotherapy, their role has become  circumscribed 
. . . cost-conscious payers prefer not to pay psychiatrist’s fee for anything 
other than what only a psychiatrist can do . . . such as brief diagnostic 
assessment and  prescription of medications” (p. 192). Cummings (1995) 
predicts that similar economic factors will force psychologists out of 
 psychotherapy practice as well. 

What do all these dire warnings mean? Should you give up on a doctoral 
degree in clinical or counseling psychology? No! Each of the doomsayers has 
received a substantial amount of criticism. We don’t know where the fi eld is 
going and how opportunities for psychologists will change in the coming 
years, but the Occupational Outlook Handbook reports that employment of 
psychologists is expected to increase faster than the average through 2016 
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2009). These warnings are provided as 
encouragement for you to enter the fi eld with your eyes open. There are 
many opportunities for new psychologists; however, the new psychologists 
who will be most successful in the coming years are those who have an open 
mind to change and who are not afraid to explore new and nontraditional 
avenues. 

Suggested Readings

Davis, S. F., Giordano, P J., & Licht, C. A. (2009). Your career in psychology: Putting your 
graduate degree to work. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley. 

Kuther, T. L., & Morgan, R. (2010). Careers in psychology: Opportunities in a changing 
world. Pacifi c Grove, CA: Wadsworth. 

Morgan, R. D., Kuther, T. L., & Habben, C. J. (2004). Life after graduate school: Opportu-
nities and advice from new psychologists. (Edited book) New York: Psychology Press.

Sternberg, R. J. (2006). Career paths in psychology: Where your degree can take you. 
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Internet Resources

Interesting Careers in Psychology
http://www.apa.org/careers/resources/profi les/index.aspx

Interested in a nonacademic career in psychology? Check out the links to case studies on 
this page.
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Fields of Psychology
http://www.psichi.org/pubs/search.aspx?category1=12

Psi Chi, the International Honor Society in Psychology, presents links to articles about a 
variety of career areas in psychology.

Early Career Psychologists 
http://www.apa.org/earlycareer/

The American Psychological Association provides resources and links for new psycholo-
gists. Get a feel for the fi eld by visiting this site. 

Psychology: Scientifi c Problem Solvers . . . Careers for 
the Twenty-First Century
http://www.apa.org/students/brochure/brochurenew.pdf

This American Psychological Association brochure describes the fi eld of psychology, 
including employment settings, job outlook, and career preparation.

Journal Exercises

Is Graduate School Necessary?
Look through your journal and review past entries. Considering all that you’ve 
learned about yourself, what type of career would make you happy? Now 
consider the information in this chapter. Will a graduate degree help you to 
achieve your goals? Be honest with yourself.

Other Applications
Imagine that you went to graduate school and earned a doctoral degree in 
psychology, but you will not practice therapy. What would you do? What other 
activities of psychologists appeal to you, aside from therapy?

Considering Fields
Choose two or three psychology subfi elds. What is most interesting about the 
subfi eld? What are the drawbacks? Identify two career options for each. How 
well do these careers fi t your interests and skills? Can you see yourself work-
ing in each? Why or why not?
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Should You Go to Graduate 
School?

Quiz 10.1: Is Graduate 
School for You?
Are You Considering Graduate 
Study for the Right Reasons? 
Are You Prepared for the 
Academic Demands of Graduate 
Study? 
Do You Have the Motivation for 
Two or More Years of School? 
Do You Have the Personal 
Characteristics Needed to 
Succeed in Graduate School? 

Selecting Graduate 
Programs
Differentiate Among Training 
Models and Degrees

Research-Scientist Model
Scientist-Practitioner Model
Professional Psychologist-
Practitioner Model

Gather Information on 
Graduate Programs 
Evaluate Graduate Programs

Department Emphasis and 
Program Philosophy
Program Quality

The Application

Exercise 10.1: Your Personal 
Timeline for Applying to 
Graduate School
Graduate Record Exam: 
General Test
GRE Psychology Test
Admissions Essays and Personal 
Statements

Essay Topics
Length and Content
Writing as Process

Exercise 10.2: Admissions 
Essay Prep
Letters of Recommendation

Who Should You Ask?
Help Your Referees

Now What?

The Interview

Being Accepted

Chapter Outline

Applying to 
Graduate School 
in Psychology
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Dealing with Rejection

Suggested Readings

Internet Resources

Journal Exercises

By now you have learned that psychology majors have a host of skills that em-
ployers want. Contrary to common lay belief, a bachelor’s degree in psychol-
ogy does not automatically commit you to years of graduate study. Graduate 
study is not for everyone and, as we have discussed, a graduate degree is not 
necessary for you to be employable. Should you decide to apply to graduate 
school, however, you must focus your energy because the application process 
is arduous and highly competitive, with about 20 percent of applicants gaining 
admission to doctoral programs and about 60 percent to master’s programs. In 
this chapter we discuss the process of applying to graduate school and how to 
succeed in a diffi cult market. 

Should You Go to Graduate School?

Graduate study isn’t the right choice for everyone. Is it right for you? Only 
you can answer that question. Review Chapter 2 and refl ect on your interests, 
goals, dreams, and abilities. What kind of career do you want? Is it necessary 
for you to go to grad school to achieve your goals? Are there alternative ways 
of achieving them? Be honest with yourself. As we discussed in Chapters 7 
and 9, if you would like to work with people, there are many alternatives to 
a doctoral degree in psychology (and some are preferable over a psychology 
degree for reasons of time and expense). Complete Quiz 10.1 and then 
 consider its results.  

Quiz 10.1

Is Graduate School for You? 

Answer the following questions honestly (that’s the hard part!).

 1. Are you ready to live in near poverty for the next two to seven years?

 2. Does the thought of studying all the time make you ill?

 3. Is writing term papers fun?

 4. Does public speaking bother (or even terrify) you?

 5. Do you like to read psychology books or articles even if they are not assigned?

 6. Do you put off studying for tests or writing papers as long as possible?

 7. Do you enjoy reading and studying?

 8. Do you hate library research?

 9. Will you give up a social opportunity (like a party) to study for a test or to finish 

a paper?
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 10. Are you sick of school?

 11. Can you concentrate and study for hours at a time?

 12. Are your grades mainly Bs or lower?

 13. Do you read recent issues of psychology journals?

 14. Are there other careers aside from psychology that you’d like to explore?

 15. Did you earn an A or B in statistics?

 16. Does research bore you?

 17. Are you comfortable competing against other students?

 18. Do you frequently hand assignments in late or forget to do them?

Scoring:

Assign one point for each odd item to which you answered yes and one point for 

each even item to which you answered no. Sum the points to obtain a total score. 

Higher scores indicate a greater potential for graduate study.

Reflection:

How did you score? Given your score, how well do you think your characteristics 

and habits match those of successful graduate students? Is graduate study a 

realistic match to your characteristics? Why or why not? 

Adapted from Appleby, 1997; Fretz & Stang, 1988; Keith-Spiegel & Wiederman, 2000.

Are you considering graduate study for the right reasons?
Some people attend graduate school for the love of learning; others seek 
career advancement. Can you fulfi ll your goals with your bachelor’s degree, 
or is a master’s degree needed? If you’re considering pursuing a doctor-
ate, why? Some students focus on the desire to be called “Doctor”—the 
prestige. A graduate degree is certainly prestigious, but that shouldn’t 
be the only reason for attending grad school. Are you willing to take on 
a heavy workload for many years to earn the degree? Are you willing to 
put much of your personal life on hold? Incur debt? Remember that just 
 because your  faculty advisor has a PhD doesn’t mean that you need to earn 
one to be happy or  respected. This is a personal decision. If you decide to 
attend  graduate school, choose the level of education, whether master’s or 
 doctoral degree, that offers the training and course work to prepare you for 
the  career to which you aspire. 

Are you prepared for the academic demands of graduate study? 
Generally it is expected that students will maintain at least a 3.0 average dur-
ing graduate school. Some programs deny funding to students with less than 
a 3.33 average. Consider your undergraduate psychology coursework. How 
comfortable did you feel with these courses? Do you like writing papers? 
How about library research? Students who choose to attend graduate school 
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tend to be more satisfi ed with their undergraduate courses than students who 
do not. Do you have good academic habits? Can you juggle multiple tasks, 
projects, and papers? Can you manage time effectively? Look back over your 
responses to the assessments in Chapter 4. What did they reveal about your 
academic habits? Are your habits suited for graduate study? 

Are you prepared to take graduate-level methodology and statistics 
courses? If you are weak in math, you may not be able to complete the basic 
statistical requirements for psychology. If you like math and performed well 
in your math courses (for example, with grades of B or higher), then you will 
be better able to handle graduate-level math. Before you rule out graduate 
school based on these math requirements, do a little soul searching. Is your 
ability in math really weak, or do you just think so? Perhaps if you adjust your 
studying strategies, or devote more time to it, you’ll fi nd that you’re better at 
math than you think. 

Do you have the motivation for two or more years of school? 
Graduate school entails a greater commitment than undergrad. You must en-
joy and excel at reading, writing, and analyzing information. Gone are the days 
of skipping classes, waiting until the last minute to write papers, and late-night 
partying. Excelling in college may have come easily, but you likely will fi nd 
graduate school to be quite different. You’ll be surrounded by students who 
performed just as well and even better than you did in college. The bar is set 
much higher, and you’ll need to work harder and more consistently than ever 
before. Speak with professors and graduate students to get a better idea of 
what’s involved in graduate study. Most fi rst-year graduate students are over-
whelmed and remark that they had no idea what they were getting into. Seek 
a fi rst-year student’s perspective for a reality check (and read the letter from a 
new graduate student in Box 10.1). 

Do you have the personal characteristics needed to 
succeed in graduate school? 
Self-reliance, a desire to excel, commitment to scholarship, intellectual 
 curiosity, and emotional stability are necessary to successfully navigate the 
rigor, stress, and often impersonal nature of graduate school. As shown in 
Table 10.1, faculty rate a range of characteristics as important for success 
in graduate school, some skill-based (like research and counseling ability), 
others more intrinsic (like empathy and discipline). A quick perusal of the 
list reveals that hard work, social skills, and writing skills are vital to success 
in graduate school. Therefore, you should work on developing not only aca-
demic skills but also interpersonal (teamwork) and intrapersonal (emotional 
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 BOX

 10.1 LETTER FROM A FIRST-YEAR GRADUATE STUDENT

Dear Potential Graduate Student:

I’m currently enrolled in Your State University’s developmental psy-
chology PhD program. I’m writing to provide advice about how to prepare 
for admissions and what grad school is really like. 

As an undergraduate, there are many things you should do to pre-
pare for graduate school. In selecting courses, take extra mathematics 
and  science classes because graduate schools are looking for students 
with well rounded backgrounds. Balance should also be reflected in your 
choice of major courses. Don’t focus only on the fun classes (e.g., social, 
clinical, child); take the harder psychology classes too (e.g., physiological 
 psychology, perception, learning theory). 

Try to obtain additional research experience beyond the  methodology 
requirements. Speak to faculty about research opportunities if you are 
genuinely interested. Many faculty members are very interested in student 
research; however, you need to express your desire. Thus, it is important to 
develop relationships with faculty members with whom you share interests 
because they can serve as role models or mentors. 

It is also important to develop a solid background and understanding of 
statistics (especially if you’re interested in a clinical program because they 
are the most competitive). Consider taking additional statistics courses from 
the mathematics department because they will improve your standing. In 
 addition to monitoring your course selection, save all of your class notes and 
books from your major courses. They will be helpful in preparing for the GRE 
as well as later reference. 

It’s crucial that you prepare for the GRE. The GRE scores are not only 
used as entry criteria; competitive financial aid packages and  assistantships 
are allocated on the basis of these scores. Therefore you should do the best 
that you can to qualify for financial assistance. When applying to gradu-
ate school, be sure that you and each school that you apply to are a good 
fit. Don’t apply hoping to be accepted anywhere. Consider the philosophy/
orientation of the school with your career goals in mind or you might be 
unpleasantly surprised. For example, one student in our research-oriented 
developmental program recently dropped out because she had the false 
 impression that she would be able to have a private practice providing 
 clinical services with this degree. Learn more about current students’ career 
goals and those of successful graduates. 

As an undergraduate, I wish I had spoken with someone about what 
graduate school is really like. Grad school requires a higher level of dedica-
tion, time, professionalism, and maturity. Successful grad students constantly 
study or work on research, 8 hours per day, 6–7 days per week. In most 
graduate schools, professors don’t read the material to you, nor do they in-
terpret it for you. Rather, you are required to read, understand, and discuss 
it intelligently. It’s a whole other world from the innocence of undergraduate 
work. It’s a lot of work and a life change, but I’m glad I’m here.
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intelligence and self management) skills. Learn how to manage stress  because 
professors prefer to work with students who are emotionally mature, can con-
sistently produce quality work, and can meet deadlines in an emotionally 
stable manner. 

Finally, consider Fretz and Stang’s warning (1988): 

Graduate work takes initiative, independence, perseverance, acceptance of re-
sponsibility, and a general freedom from emotional confl ict and anxiety. The ben-
efi ts of going to graduate school, especially a top-ranked school, are enormous, 
but they demand a high price in sweat and anxiety. . . . Succeeding in graduate 
school requires years of single-minded dedication, much energy, individual initia-
tive, and responsible independent study. (pp. 79–80)

Does this sound overwhelming? That’s a normal response. This informa-
tion is not meant to change your mind, but to provide a more realistic picture 
of what attending graduate school really entails. Going to graduate school af-
fects the rest of your life. There are both pros and cons to continuing your 
education. Seek information from multiple sources—this book, the career 
counseling center, graduate students, professors, and your family. Take your 
time with the decision. More importantly, trust your judgment and have faith 
that you’ll make the choice that’s best for you.

 TABLE

 10.1 
TOP 15 CHARACTERISTICS THAT DESCRIBE A SUCCESSFUL 
GRADUATE STUDENT 

  1. Working hard

  2. Getting along with others

  3. Writing ability

  4. Clinical and counseling skills

  5. Doing research

  6. Handling stress

  7. Discipline

  8. Good grades

  9. High intelligence

  10. Empathy

  11. Establishing a relationship with a mentor

  12. Getting along with peers

  13. Broad knowledge of psychology

  14. Specialized knowledge in one or two areas of psychology

  15. Reflecting program values

Source: Adapted from Descutner & Thelen, 1989.
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Selecting Graduate Programs

As you’ll soon see, pursuing graduate study in psychology entails many de-
cisions. You’ll confront decisions about type of degree, training models, and 
then among the many graduate programs themselves. 

Differentiate Among Training Models and Degrees
Graduate programs in psychology follow one of three basic models of training. 
Choose a program whose model best fi ts with your interests, because most 
psychologists engage in the same type of activities that they experienced in 
their graduate program of study.

Research-Scientist Model Programs that follow a research-scientist 
model focus on molding students into scholars who will make new discover-
ies and advance the knowledge in their fi eld. From a historical perspective, 
this was the fi rst training model to emerge as it characterizes the emphases 
of the PhD, or doctor of philosophy degree. Most of your college profes-
sors hold this degree; it is conferred in nearly all academic fi elds. The PhD 
in psychology provides training in experimental methods, methodological 
skill, and a background in a particular specialty area. Individuals trained in 
the research- scientist model conduct original research, teach, and write about 
their research fi ndings, typically in the core academic areas of psychology such 
as experimental, social and personality, quantitative, physiological, and devel-
opmental psychology. PhD recipients tend to be employed as researchers or 
college and university professors, and some work as consultants or conduct 
research for the government or corporations.

Scientist-Practitioner Model Programs adopting the scientist- practitioner 
model seek to train scholars who integrate their research training with human 
service; graduates engage in practice activities and conduct  applied and basic 
research. This model is commonly found in PhD  programs in clinical, counsel-
ing, school, and industrial psychology. Similar to the research- scientist model, 
students trained in the scientist-practitioner model receive training in research 
and methodology, but they take more courses in applied areas and complete 
more internships and practica than do students trained in the  research-scientist 
model. Graduates trained in the scientist-practitioner model may be employed 
by hospitals and clinical practices; teach in colleges and universities; work 
in medical centers, mental health centers, and in industry and government; 
and may own private practices. The extent to which a particular psychologist 
 engages in each of these activities depends on his or her job setting and com-
mitment to research; most practicing clinicians do little to no research.
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Professional Psychologist-Practitioner Model Graduate programs 
that adopt the professional psychologist-practitioner model train students to 
provide psychological services and award the PsyD, a practitioner degree that 
emphasizes clinical training or the professional model of training. The PsyD 
and the practitioner model of training place greater emphasis on clinical prac-
tice than in the scientist-practitioner model, and much less emphasis on re-
search. PsyD programs train students to be consumers of research rather than 
producers of it.

PsyD programs tend to be larger than PhD programs, so more students 
are accepted and your chances of acceptance are much higher. One study 
found that accredited PhD programs in clinical psychology had acceptance 
rates of about 6 percent and accredited PsyD programs in clinical psychol-
ogy had acceptance rates of about 39 percent (Pate, 2001). The PsyD  degree 
often is offered at private or professional schools and is generally more 
 expensive than a PhD. Most funding for PhD students comes from faculty 
research grants; little research is conducted in PsyD programs, so there are 
fewer opportunities for funding. Professional programs train students to be 
educated consumers of research rather than generators of research. Because 
there is less emphasis on research, PsyD students earn their degrees a lit-
tle quicker; however, they usually graduate with more debt than do PhD 
students.

Practice-oriented students often fi nd the curricula of professional pro-
grams to be better aligned with their own interests and career aspirations than 
those of traditional scientist-practitioner programs. Although some have ar-
gued that the PhD is more prestigious than the PsyD (Buskist & Shurburne, 
1996) and the PhD may be more fl exible in terms of career options because 
of its research basis, you should choose the degree that will prepare you for 
the career you desire. If you’re interested in practicing psychology and do not 
want to teach in a university setting or conduct research, the PsyD may be for 
you. Graduates from professional schools are at a disadvantage only when they 
apply for positions in research or academic settings. Understand your inter-
ests, abilities, and professional goals in order to choose a training model and 
degree that will prepare you for the career you desire. 

Gather Information on Graduate Programs 
Before you spend a great deal of time gathering information about graduate 
programs, consider your priorities. Where does graduate school fi t in your life? 
Are there geographic restrictions on where you live? What will you specialize 
in? This is a crucial question. Unlike college, where you majored in psychol-
ogy, a general degree, graduate school entails specializing in a particular area 
of psychology. Carefully consider your area of specialization (e.g., clinical, ex-
perimental, developmental, school, and others) because that will determine to 
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which schools and programs you’ll apply as well as your likelihood of gaining 
admission to a program. 

How do you choose? Examine your responses to the assessments in this 
book as well as your journal entries. Consider your interests. Do you want to 
work with people? In a laboratory? Teach college? Conduct research? What 
were your favorite classes in college? On what topics have you written term 
papers? Seek advice from professors in your department, especially from 
those in the areas in which you wish to specialize. Chapter 1 notes the major 
specialty areas of psychology. In order to apply to graduate school, you must 
choose an area in which to specialize. Take your time in making this decision 
because it will shape your education and career. 

Once you have a specialty area(s) in mind, it’s time to gather program 
 information. How do you get information about programs? Rely on a  variety 
of resources, in print and online. Several books offer information about 
 programs; many resources are also available on the Internet. Peterson’s pub-
lishes a set of educational guidebooks each year; look for the volume entitled 
Graduate Studies in Social Sciences and Social Work. Most college libraries 
have a copy. The Peterson’s guidebook is organized by fi eld, with universities 
listed alphabetically. This is a good general guide to help you fi nd out about 
existing programs and their general requirements; compare the listed admis-
sion requirements with your own GPA and GRE scores for an initial glimpse 
of what programs are within your range. 

One of the best sources of information about graduate programs is the 
APA Guide to Graduate Study in Psychology. It describes every psychology 
graduate program in the United States and Canada. Organized alphabetically 
by state and by school and updated every two years, this guide provides the 
following information: criteria for admission; program emphasis; number of 
faculty; enrollments; and additional admissions information, including the 
 average GPA and GRE scores for each school. Most campus bookstores keep 
this volume in stock or will order it for you. 

Peruse the bookshelves at the college bookstore and library, and you’ll 
find several other guides. A list of helpful print and online resources is 
 provided at the end of this chapter. Note that the material in each of these 
printed  resources is usually at least two years old because of the time re-
quired to print and distribute books. The American Psychological Associa-
tion Web site has an online searchable database of graduate programs that 
contains the most  up-to-date information about programs. A three-month 
subscription to the database costs about $20; visit http://www.apa.org/grad-
study/ for more  information. Once you have a list of programs, your next 
step is to gather more detailed information. Visit the school’s Web site to 
get more information about admissions, and possibly an online application, 
as well as to review the department and program home page for additional 
information.
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Evaluate Graduate Programs
All too often when I ask students where they want to go to school, they 
 respond, “Anywhere that takes me.” It’s understandable that students want 
to get into graduate school, but it’s also important to be an educated con-
sumer. While the admissions committee evaluates you as a potential student, 
you should evaluate the program to see whether it fi ts your needs. Is it some-
place where you can spend the next few years? Take the time to carefully 
 review and evaluate each graduate program. As you read the information 
about graduate programs, you’ll probably notice that there are differences 
among departments in goals, program philosophies, theoretical orientations, 
facilities, and resources. What are you looking for as you peruse the volumes 
of information obtained through your research? Basically you’re looking to 
see how well each program matches your goals and aspirations—the “fi t” 
between you and the graduate program. How do you determine fi t? As you 
examine a graduate program, consider the areas listed in the following sec-
tions. How well does each program fulfi ll your expectations of what graduate 
training should entail?

Department Emphasis and Program Philosophy What are the pro-
gram goals? Do they fi t with your own? Is the department heavily research 
oriented, or is it more theoretical or applied? What’s the program’s theoreti-
cal orientation (e.g., cognitive-behavioral, psychoanalytic)? Is the program 
oriented toward producing researchers? Is it heavily oriented toward theory? 
Are theory and practice united? Where does the program fall on the scientist-
practitioner continuum? Consider:

 1. Faculty research interests and publications. Do you share interests 
with any of the faculty? Do the faculty publish often and in refereed 
 journals? Look up faculty members in PsycINFO to learn more about 
their work.

 2. Teaching goals and style. Can you fi nd any information about how 
classes are run? Look at the Web site. Do faculty have their own Web 
pages? Do any of these Web pages describe classes or provide resources 
for students? Try to fi nd out what it’s like to be a student in the program. 
Does it appear to be a student-oriented program? 

 3. Information about students and graduates. Where do graduates go? 
Do they fi nd jobs in academia, practice, or the “real world”? Do students 
present at conferences or publish in journals?

 4. Course offerings. Look over the program course book and require-
ments to get a feel for what courses you’ll take and what you’ll learn. This 
gives you a chance to see some of the program’s inner workings, so that 
you’re not surprised once you’re admitted.
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Program Quality Program quality is difficult to assess because some 
 factors are somewhat subjective. Here  are some considerations in evaluating 
program quality.

 1. Attrition. What is the attrition rate? Some programs select only a 
 handful of the top students and lose a few of them; other programs take 
in more students than they can effectively manage and lose many of 
them. Some programs use comprehensive exams to weed out students.

 2. Time to completion. What is the average time to completion of 
the  degree? In psychology, fi ve to seven years is a normal range. If a 
 program’s average time to completion is close to seven years or beyond, 
you should examine it more closely to determine why.

 3. Logistical resources. Are there adequate computer facilities,  library 
resources, money for travel to conferences, and other forms of support?

 4. Financial support. Are research and teaching assistantships used to 
fund students? Does it appear to be a quality program? To help you 
evaluate the overall quality of the program, Checklist 10.1 presents some 
characteristics of quality PhD programs.

CHECKLIST 10.1

Characteristics of a Quality PhD Program 

Program faculty work closely with students ❑

Faculty regularly publish in their fi elds and make conferences at the  ❑

 regional, state, national, and international levels
Faculty publish with students and graduates ❑

Program is accredited by APA (if clinical, counseling, or school) ❑

Program emphasizes research productivity ❑

Program faculty are tenured or tenure track ❑

Department is large enough to have faculty who represent the major  ❑

 areas in psychology
Program is able to support or partially support students through  ❑

 assistantships and other means
Program has adequate facilities for research and practica ❑

Source: Buskist & Shurburne, 1996; Keith-Spiegel & Wiederman, 2000.

In addition to program quality, consider the prestige of the department. 
How much does prestige matter? That depends on what you hope to do with 
your degree. There generally is a correlation between departmental prestige 
and job quality (Peters, 1992). Doctoral recipients from prestigious depart-
ments are more likely to land prestigious jobs (e.g., at research institutions) 
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than are those from less distinguished institutions. Advisors and mentors 
in prestigious graduate departments often have excellent reputations and 
 important connections that can help you advance in your career. Powerful 
mentors can write persuasive letters of recommendation, lend authority to stu-
dent papers, and pull strings because their old classmates, friends, and  former 
students often hold prestigious positions. Though you should also note that 
powerful mentors often are very busy, so you may have little direct  contact 
with them. 

Accreditation Many programs advertise that they are APA accredited. What 
does that mean? The American Psychological Association (APA) is a  national 
association of psychologists. One of APA’s many activities is to  evaluate practice-
oriented psychology programs to ensure that the educational criteria meet the 
public’s needs. APA accredits doctoral programs in the practice areas of clinical, 
school, counseling, and combined professional-scientifi c psychology (for exam-
ple, some programs in applied developmental psychology seek accreditation). 

In order to be accredited, a program must meet the minimum standards 
for clinical training established by APA. The criteria include faculty credentials, 
specifi c course work, eligibility for state licensure, adequate research and clini-
cal opportunities, and internships for clinical and counseling students. A site visit 
confi rms that these requirements are met, and they must be  maintained over 
time. If you are applying to clinical, counseling, or school programs, it is in your 
best interest to be sure that they are accredited because a degree from an APA-
approved program carries more weight; students from accredited programs are 
more successful in competing for clinical internships and jobs. In fact, many 
states require doctoral degrees from APA programs for licensure. Note that pro-
grams in scientist-nonpractice areas, such as experimental and social psychology, 
are not part of the APA accreditation program. Research programs that do not 
prepare students to practice psychology are not accredited. 

The Application

Once you have narrowed your choice of programs, you’re ready to begin the 
application. Apply to enough programs to have a reasonable chance of being 
accepted, given your credentials. There is a great deal of competition for entry 
into doctoral programs in psychology. Plan on applying to six to ten programs 
and possibly more if you’re applying to particularly selective programs (espe-
cially in clinical psychology). This can quickly become expensive; application 
fees are over $50 for most programs. In addition to investing money, plan on 
investing a signifi cant amount of time on each application. Table 10.2 provides 
a timeline for applying to graduate school. Now, let’s examine the typical com-
ponents of a graduate application.
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 TABLE

 10.2 TIMELINE FOR APPLYING TO GRADUATE SCHOOL

Sophomore Year 

Take a least one more math and science course beyond the general requirements. ❑

Learn about the research interests of the faculty at your school, read their articles, and  ❑
get to know those whose work interests you.

Request to assist professors with their research. ❑

Seek research experiences in psychology.  ❑

Make contact with graduate students in psychology who you may know. Ask them  ❑
what graduate student life is like and what kind of study load you can expect in various 
specialties in psychology. Your professors may be able to help you locate graduate 
students, or you can check with the Career Services or the Alumni Offices.

Find out about regional psychological meetings, such as the meetings of the Eastern  ❑
Psychological Association or Midwestern Psychological Association, which are usually held 
in late March, April, or early May. Check the American Psychological Association Web site 
(http://www.apa.org/about/organizations/regionals.aspx) for links to each association. 

Junior Year

Take note of professors’ research interests and talk with them about research opportunities. ❑

Participate in an independent research project with a faculty member. Talk with your  ❑
professors about research opportunities.

Get information about GREs; use study guides to prepare. ❑

Take the GRE in the spring. ❑

Some programs require the MAT—learn about the requirements of the programs to which  ❑
you plan to apply.

If you are interested in the clinical or counseling areas of psychology, get practical  ❑
experience.

Learn about graduate programs and begin considering programs to which to apply. ❑

Summer Before Your Senior Year

Examine graduate programs online. Request bulletins, brochures, financial aid forms,  ❑
and departmental application forms from the schools to which you may eventually apply. 
Many schools place these materials online or have online request forms. 

Prepare and register for the GRE Psychology Test. Check the registration deadlines and  ❑
be sure not to miss them. 

Begin drafting your resume. ❑

Beginning of Your Senior Year

Check with your advisor and the registrar to determine that you have fulfilled all  ❑
graduation and departmental requirements.

Ask professors for their opinions on what courses you should take beyond requirements  ❑
to help you prepare for graduate school.

Take a list of your graduate school choices to your professors, and ask them to  ❑
recommend the schools they think would be most appropriate for you. Take copies 
of your resume and transcript with you, and ask them if they will write letters of 
recommendation for you when the time comes.

(Continued) 
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 10.2 TIMELINE FOR APPLYING TO GRADUATE SCHOOL (CONTINUED)

If you haven’t already taken the GRE General Test and GRE Psychology Test, do so.  ❑

If you are applying for financial aid, pick up the necessary forms now. The same goes for  ❑
fellowships and scholarships. The deadlines may be earlier than the actual applications 
for admission.

November of Your Senior Year

Narrow down your list of graduate schools to which to apply (seek faculty assistance). ❑

List each school, noting the application deadline and what each school requires for a  ❑
complete application. 

Ask your professors for letters of recommendation. Some prefer a deadline to work by, so  ❑
be prepared to offer a firm date by which they should have the recommendation finished 
and sent. If they are writing directly to the school (that is, the letter is not returned in a sealed 
envelope to you in order for it to be placed with your application materials), be sure to offer 
to pay for the postage. Provide them with a copy of your resume, a list of activities, clubs, or 
organizations you’ve been involved with, and talk to them about your future goals. Give them a 
clear sense of where you are headed and what you intend to do in graduate school and after.

Begin working on your personal statement. Always show it to at least one other person  ❑
before you type it on the application and send it. Show it to someone who knows you and 
who is a good judge of writing skills. Be sure to write the statement carefully, answering 
the questions each graduate school wants you to comment on.

Request that GRE and MAT scores be sent to all the schools to which you are applying. ❑

December of Your Senior Year

Finish application materials and mail them at least two weeks in advance of the deadline.  ❑
Be sure to include letters of recommendation (if the school requests they be sent with 
your application) and the necessary application fees. 

If you are submitting the applications online, do so several days in advance. (Do not wait  ❑
for the last minute as computer problems happen!)

Keep photocopies of every application.  ❑

Check back with the professors who are sending in your letters of recommendation  ❑
themselves to make sure they have finished them and have sent them.

Request that the Registrar’s office and the financial aid office send out official transcripts  ❑
to all the schools to which you are applying. Do this early as it often requires ten working 
days to send a transcript request.

Be sure that GRE and MAT scores were sent to all schools to which you are applying. ❑

Late January–April

Follow up to confirm that your completed applications and all letters of recommendation  ❑
were received. 

Most schools send a postcard upon receipt of each application. Keep track of these. If  ❑
you don’t receive a postcard or letter, contact the admissions office by e-mail or phone to 
ensure that your application has been received before the deadline. 

Thank those who wrote letters of recommendation. ❑

Attend any interviews to which you are invited. ❑

(Continued)
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EXERCISE 10.1

Your Personal Timeline for Applying to Graduate School

Construct your personal timeline for applying to graduate school. Table 10.2 
provides a generalized timeline. Consider your own situation. 

 1. How much time do you have? Are you a sophomore, junior, or senior? 
 2. What coursework do you need to become competitive? 
 3. What out-of-class experiences do you need? 
 4. What is your timeframe for obtaining these experiences? 
 5. When will you apply to graduate school? Identify the steps that you will 

take in applying and your timeline. 

Graduate Record Exam: General Test
The Graduate Record Exam (GRE) is a standardized test that all applicants 
to graduate programs must complete. The GRE General Test is an aptitude 
test that measures a variety of skills, acquired over the high school and college 
years, that are thought to predict success in graduate school. The GRE is only 
one of several criteria that graduate schools use to evaluate your application, 
but it is one of the most important. This is particularly true if your college 
GPA is not as high as you’d like. Exceptional GRE scores can open up new 
opportunities for grad school. Similarly, low GRE scores can cast doubt on a 
very good GPA.

The GRE General Test yields three scores: verbal ability, quantitative 
ability, and analytical ability. As shown in Table 10.3, the verbal section 

 TABLE

 10.2 TIMELINE FOR APPLYING TO GRADUATE SCHOOL (CONTINUED)

March–April

Accept and decline offers.  ❑

When declining an offer, be sure to telephone the schools whose offers you are declining  ❑
to let them know that you appreciate the offer but have decided not to accept it. Schools 
wait for your decision in order to accept alternates.

If you accept an offer, you have until April 15th  to change your mind—after that, any  ❑
reason besides illness, change of career plans, or dire circumstances will not impress the 
graduate school whose offer you accepted. You should not accept any other offer until 
you have officially separated from your first acceptance. 

Call or write people who wrote you letters of recommendation and inform them of the  ❑
outcome, thanking them for their help.
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 10.3 OVERVIEW OF THE GRADUATE RECORD EXAM (GRE)

GRE Verbal Section

Overview You will be asked to read passages and analyze information obtained 
from your reading, analyze sentences and the relationships among 
component parts of sentences, as well as recognize relationships 
between words and concepts within written material. The topics 
that comprise the reading comprehension sections are meant to be 
answered without any particular knowledge or expertise other than the 
general knowledge and skills that an average graduate is presumed to 
have. Excelling on the verbal section of the GRE requires an advanced 
vocabulary.

Types of 
Questions

 1. Analogies examine your ability to understand the relationship that 
exists between the words in a word pair and recognize a parallel 
relationship among other word pairs. This requires determining 
how two words are related and then determining what word pair 
provided displays a similar relationship. 

 2. Antonyms test Antonyms test your knowledge of vocabulary and 
your ability to identify the opposite of a given concept. 

 3. Reading comprehension measures your ability to read analytically. 
You’re asked to explore a written passage from several perspectives, 
recognize elements that are explicitly stated and inferred, and 
understand the assumptions underlying the passage as well as the 
implications of those assumptions. Reading comprehension questions 
assess six types of information: identify the main idea, identify 
explicitly stated information, identify implied ideas, apply the author’s 
ideas to other situations, identify the author’s logic or persuasive 
techniques, and identify the attitudinal tone of the passage. 

 4. Sentence completion questions measure your ability to use syntax 
and grammar cues to understand the meaning of a sentence. This 
task requires that you analyze the parts of the incomplete sentence 
and determine which word or set of words can be substituted for 
the blank space in the sentence.

GRE Quantitative Section

Overview The quantitative section measures basic mathematical skills, 
understanding of mathematical concepts, and quantitative reasning. 
The quantitative section does not require mathematic skills beyond the 
high school level (e.g., arithmetic, algebra, geometry, and data analysis); 
but calculators are not permitted, so you must be prepared to complete 
problems only with the help of a pencil and scratch paper.

Types of 
Questions

 1. Problem solving questions are word problems that assess your 
understanding of, and ability to apply, arithmetic, algebra, and 
geometry.

 2. Quantitative comparison questions ask you to compare two 
quantities, one in column a and one in column b. Your task is to 
determine if they are equal, if one is larger than the other, or if not 
enough information is presented to make the determination. 

 3. Data analysis questions require use of basic descriptive statistics, 
the ability to interpret data in graphs and tables, and elementary 
probability. Questions emphasize the “ability to synthesize 
information, select appropriate data for answering a question, and 
to determine whether or not the data provided are sufficient to 
answer a given question” (GRE Bulletin, p. 8). 

(Continued)
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assesses your ability to understand and analyze written material. The quanti-
tative section tests basic math skills and your ability to understand and apply 
quantitative skills to solve problems. The analytical writing section examines 
critical thinking and analytical writing skills. No specifi c content knowledge 
is assessed. It examines your ability to explain and support complex ideas, 
and engage in focused and coherent discussion and analysis of arguments. 
The verbal and quantitative subtests yield scores ranging from 200 to 800. 
Graduate schools consider the verbal and quantitative sections to be particu-
larly important in making decisions about applicants. Therefore, the total 
GRE score usually refers to the quantitative and verbal scores summed to 
a total of 1,600 possible points. The analytical writing section is the most 
recent addition to the GRE and is scored on a 0–6 point scale (in half point 
increments). 

The GRE General Test is administered by computer year-round. Plan to 
take the GRE well in advance of application due dates. Generally you should 
take it in the spring or summer before you apply to grad school. Remember that 
it takes several weeks for scores to be reported to schools—if you take the GRE 
too late in the fall, the scores may not arrive in time for your application to be 
considered. Also, you will want to have enough time to retake it if necessary. You 
can always retake the GRE, but remember that you’re allowed to take it only 
once per calendar month. Because all prior scores are sent to the institutions 
that you’re applying to, never take the GRE as practice.

The GRE General Test will take two and one-quarter hours to complete, 
but allow an extra hour and one-half for reading instructions and taking tuto-
rials. The verbal section consists of thirty multiple choice questions that are 
answered within thirty minutes. That’s not a lot of time, so it’s important to 
be familiar with the test so that you can work quickly and effi ciently. In other 

 TABLE

 10.3 OVERVIEW OF THE GRADUATE RECORD EXAM (GRE) (CONTINUED)

GRE Analytical Writing Section

Overview The analytical writing section examines your ability to communicate 
complex ideas clearly and effectively, support your ideas, examine 
claims and supporting evidence, sustain a focused and coherent 
discussion, and effectively use the elements of standard written English.

Subsections  1. Present Your Perspective on an Issue: In this 45-minute task, 
you are presented with an issue of general interest and asked to 
address it from any perspective, providing reasons and examples 
to support your views. Your job is to construct an argument and 
support it with reasons and examples. 

 2. Analyze an Argument: This 30-minute task presents you with an 
argument. Your task is to critique the argument, assess its claims, 
and conclude whether it is reasoned.
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words, practice beforehand using the Powerprep software provided by the 
Educational Testing Service, maker of the GRE Test (http://www.ets.org/gre/
general/prepare). Also examine  the books and Web sites recommended at the 
end of this chapter. 

Like the other sections of the GRE General, the essay tasks are delivered 
on the computer. The GRE software contains a simple word processor that 
includes basic functions like cut and paste, insert text, delete, and undo, but 
does not include spelling or grammar checkers. Practice using the word pro-
cessor on Powerprep, the practice software sent to you when you register for 
the GRE (and downloadable from the GRE Web site at http://www.ets.org/
gre/general/prepare). 

What score should you aim for? There is tremendous variation among 
programs, but most PsyD programs require a minimum score of 540 on each 
subtest; most scientist-practitioner programs require 580; and most  research 
programs require 600 (Mayne et al., 1994). Norcross (1997) reports a mean 
total for GRE scores of incoming graduate students of 1,206 for doctoral 
 programs and 1,033 for master’s programs. Generally, more competitive 
 programs require higher minimum GRE scores. The average GRE scores for 
incoming students are listed in the program materials, in APA’s Guide to Grad-
uate Study in Psychology, and in the annual program rankings provided by US 
News and World Report. Review Table 10.4 for additional tips for  preparing 
for and  taking the GRE. 

GRE Psychology Test
Many, but not all doctoral programs require that applicants take the Psychol-
ogy Test. The GRE Psychology Test consists of about 215 multiple choice ques-
tions that tap information from the core psychology courses required in most 
undergraduate programs. The questions are drawn from commonly  offered 
courses at the undergraduate level and are designed to measure what an un-
dergraduate Psychology major who plans to attend graduate school should 
know about the fi eld of Psychology. Questions cover the following  categories 
of content:

Experimental psychology topics (about 40 percent of the test), includ-• 

ing learning, language, memory, thinking, sensation and perception, 
 physiological psychology, ethology, and comparative psychology. 
Clinical and social topics (about 43 percent of the test), including • 

clinical and abnormal, developmental, personality, and social 
psychology.
General psychology topics (about 17 percent of the test), such as the • 

 history of psychology, measurement, research designs, and statistics 
(Matlin & Kalat, 2001). 
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 10.4 GRE TIPS

Preparation: Well Before Test Day

Know the test. Your GRE preparation should emphasize getting to know the test and the  ❑
types of questions that will appear. Be familiar with the time limit for each section and how 
many questions each section includes. 

Know the directions for each question beforehand to save time, but remember that the  ❑
directions for the GRE Test might be slightly different from the ones in your study material. 
Be sure to always read the instructions—quickly. 

Download  ❑ GRE Powerprep Software — Test Preparation for the GRE General Test, 
free software provided by the makers of the GRE. According to the online description, 
Powerprep “ includes test tutorials, practice questions with explanations, and two actual 
computer-adaptive tests for the verbal and quantitative sections. The software also 
includes sample topics and essays for the analytical writing section, and advice on 
how to write effective essays for the Issue and Argument tasks. Powerprep lets you 
practice writing essays under simulated GRE testing conditions with the same GRE word 
processing and testing tools that appear on the test” (at http://www.gre.org/faqnew.html ).

Try a practice test under conditions similar to the actual GRE. Based on your practice  ❑
score, devise a study plan to help you brush up on vocabulary, reading comprehension, 
analogies, algebra, and geometry.

Download sample GRE tests.  ❑

Buy a GRE review book—and use it.  ❑

Test Day: Logistics

Get enough sleep the night before. Don’t study the night before. Instead, have a quiet  ❑
night at home and do something that you find relaxing and enjoyable. 

Eat breakfast. Make sure that you’re not hungry during the test, which can affect your  ❑
performance. 

Wear comfortable clothes and bring a sweater in case the test center is cold. ❑

Arrive at the test center at least thirty minutes early to complete any paperwork. If you  ❑
arrive late, you may not be admitted and will not be refunded. Remember to bring at least 
two forms of identification (with at least one containing a photo and signature). For more 
information about identification requirements and policies, consult the GRE Bulletin. 

If you’re taking the GRE at a test center other than at your college or university, do a  ❑
test drive the week before to learn where the center is and how long it takes to get there 
because it’s important that you arrive at the test center thirty minutes beforehand. 

Test Day: During the Exam

Your practice should make you familiar with the test and the amount of time you need  ❑
to tackle each type of question. Don’t get stuck on one particular question for too long 
because you’ll lose time and may miss easier questions later on.

Don’t rush. The GRE isn’t a race, so use your time judiciously, devoting just enough time  ❑
to each question to get it done and maximize your score in the limited time allotted.  

The questions at the beginning of the exam are more important than those toward the  ❑
end. Because the GRE is computer adaptive, the difficulty level of the questions you 
receive later are determined by those you’ve correctly answered before. 

If you don’t know the answer to a question, eliminate alternatives that cannot be the  ❑
answer to narrow down your guesses to two or three alternatives and improve the odds of 
choosing correctly. 

Don’t leave questions unanswered because there is no penalty for wrong answers.  ❑

Be very sure of your answer before proceeding because the Computer-Adaptive Test (CAT)  ❑
for GRE does not permit you to return to a question once you have attempted it. You cannot 
leave the difficult questions for later nor can you check your answers towards the end even 
if you have extra time. So pace yourself properly and be very certain of your answers. 
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Since the GRE Psychology Test is designed to sample a broad range of 
topics in psychology, the best way to prepare is by studying an upper-level in-
troductory psychology textbook. Ask a faculty member for guidance in select-
ing an appropriate textbook to use. 

Unlike the General Test, the GRE Psychology Test is administered only 
by pencil and paper three times a year: in April, November, and  December. 
Ideally, you should take the GRE Psychology Test in April so that you 
have time to retake it, if needed. If you are taking it as a senior, take it in 
 November, not December, to allow enough time for scores to be reported. 
Register for the GRE Psychology Test online or by mail using the address 
and registration form found in the GRE Bulletin (both at http://www.ets.
org/gre). Remember that seats are assigned on a first-come first-served 
 basis, so register early. 

When you register for the GRE, you’ll select among several test admin-
istration centers at colleges, universities, and testing centers. For a complete 
list of testing centers, consult the GRE Web site. The instructions regarding 
arriving early and bringing proper identifi cation provided earlier for the GRE 
General Test also apply to the GRE Psychology Test. The test takes up to three 
and one-half hours to complete. 

 Although the GRE scores are an important part of your application, 
remember that graduate admissions committees consider many other fac-
tors. Many programs will accept students with lower GRE scores if they 
have strengths in other areas, such as research. How do you communi-
cate your strengths to graduate admissions committees? Admissions essays 
and personal statements offer you an opportunity to speak directly to the 
committee. 

Admissions Essays and Personal Statements
The admissions essay or personal statement often is the most diffi cult part of 
the application; this is because the task is somewhat ambiguous, yet very im-
portant. It’s your chance to present yourself as an individual, a person behind 
the GPA and GRE scores. Because most of the other applicants have similar 
academic credentials, admissions committees need the additional information 
contained in admissions essays to narrow the pool of applicants. Your essays 
will provide information about your ability to write, to stick to the task at hand, 
and to persuade readers. Your essay will also inform the admissions committee 
about your interests, career aspirations, and values. This is the place where 
you can stand out.

As you consider your essay, consider the other side of the admissions 
equation: What do graduate programs look for in applicants? Consider the fac-
tors in Table 10.5. It appears that graduate programs want applicants who are 
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interested in the program, have research experience, and have a background 
in statistics, methodology, and science.

A large part of acceptance is whether you appear to be capable of fulfi ll-
ing the needs of others; “Because graduate faculties must be diverse enough to 
represent the breadth of the discipline within the department, any given faculty 
member may not have a single colleague in his or her area of expertise. The 
remedy for such isolation and frustration is, of course, to attract students who 
will share an appetite for the professor’s area” (Keith-Spiegel & Wiederman, 
2000, p. 39). Faculty look for applicants who share their interests and are pre-
pared to engage in collaborative research or scholarship. In addition, scholarly 
productivity in the form of publications in scholarly journals is the primary cri-
terion by which faculty are evaluated and rewarded. Therefore, it’s important 
for faculty to fi nd students who fi t their needs, who can work with them, and 
who enhance their productivity and reputation. Faculty want  students who will 
thrive and bring respect to their program long after graduation. That’s why it is 
important for you to know as much as possible about the program and faculty, so 
that you can present yourself effectively. 

Essay Topics So what exactly do you write about? Usually programs give 
applicants a question or two to answer, or a specifi c topic on which to write. 
Keith-Spiegel and Wiederman (2000) have noted that there is a remarkable 
similarity among essay topics requested by graduate programs. Most questions 

 TABLE

 10.5 
IMPORTANT CRITERIA FOR EVALUATING APPLICANTS (AS RATED BY 
FACULTY MEMBERS) 

 1 The fit or match between the applicant’s interests and skills and the program’s goals

 2 Research experience (especially research resulting in the publication in a scholarly 
journal of a paper presented at a professional conference)

 3 Interest expressed by one or more members of the selection committee in working with 
a particular applicant

 4 The clarity, focus, and content of the applicant’s admission essays

 5 Experience as a research assistant

 6 Writing skills

 7 Knowledge about, and interest in, the program

 8 Number of statistics, research methodology, and hard science courses taken

 9 Prestige and status of faculty in undergraduate department, especially of those who are 
writing letters of recommendation

 10 Potential for success as judged by interview

 11 Honors and merit scholarships

Adapted from Bonifazi, Crespi, & Rieker, 1997; Keith-Spiegel, Tabachnick, & Spiegel, 1994.
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posed by graduate programs fall into one of several categories (Keith-Spiegel & 
Widerman, 2000):

Career plans. What are your long-term career goals? Where do you see • 

yourself ten years from now?
General interest areas. What academic or professional areas • 

interest you? 
Research experiences. Discuss areas in which you might like to do re-• 

search, research experiences you have had, or both. Describe your 
research interests.
Academic objectives. Why are you undertaking graduate study? Describe • 

how graduate training is necessary for your goals.
Clinical or other fi eld experience. Describe your clinical experience. How • 

have your fi eld experiences shaped your career goals?
Academic background and achievements. Discuss your academic • 

background. 
Personal. Is there anything in your background that you think would be • 

relevant in our evaluation of applicants? Describe your life up to now: 
family, friends, home, school, work, and particularly those experiences 
most relevant to your interests in psychology Use this information to 
write an autobiographical sketch that portrays your fi t with your chosen 
career and graduate program.
Personal and professional development. Describe your values and your • 

approach to life 

Although there are many similarities among essay topics, you should not 
write a generic essay. Tailor your essay to the specifi c question and the pro-
gram. The “old days” of writing a statement on a typewriter and then pho-
tocopying it are long gone. Saving your essay on a computer permits you to 
revise it and tailor it to each program. Be sure to save each version of your 
essay. Many essays ask the applicant to discuss how the program or faculty 
match his or her individual needs. This means that you must demonstrate 
that you have researched the program and are familiar with its faculty and 
curriculum. Explain how the program will prepare you for the career you 
desire, offering specifi c examples. While writing your essay, remember that 
your goal is to come across as someone with the potential to succeed in grad-
uate school.

Length and Content Your essay should be about one and one-half to two 
single-spaced pages long. Shorter statements provide too little information and 
longer ones tend to become wordy. Readers will assess the content of your essay 
and your ability to express yourself effectively and succinctly. Be extra careful 

          Copyright 2010 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or 
eChapter(s). Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights 
restrictions require it.



 A P P L Y I N G  T O  G R A D U A T E  S C H O O L  I N  P S Y C H O L O G Y   215

to not include spelling or grammatical errors. Attention to detail is critical.
Be careful about the content of your essay. As Bottoms and Nysse (1999) 

advise, “Do not misinterpret the meaning of personal in the phrase personal 
statement!” The essay is a professional essay, not a place to discuss your own 
mental health, experiences with therapy, or heartaches. Instead explain the 
experiences that have prepared you for graduate school and have led to your 
decision to apply to graduate school. Use concrete examples whenever pos-
sible. Your essay should include at least these four components: your previous 
research experience, research interests, relevant experience, and career goals 
(Bottoms & Nysse, 1999).

Discuss the details of your involvement with previous research. Who 
 supervised the work? Was the research completed as part of a course re-
quirement, for class credit, or as an independent study? Discuss the pur-
pose of the research, including the theory, method, and results. Explain your 
role. Rather than merely explaining that you entered data for Dr. Smith’s 
research study, for example, show that you have worked to understand the 
purpose of the research. If the research resulted in class papers, confer-
ence presentations, or publications, mention that. If you were an author on 
a conference presentation or publication, include a copy in your application 
packet. Discuss how your attitude about research has changed as a result of 
the experience. 

Discuss the areas of psychology that most interest you now. You’ve already 
chosen graduate programs to which you’ll apply based on the fi t between your 
and the faculty’s research interests. For each program, identify faculty whose 
research interests you and tailor your personal statement so that it will entice 
faculty with whom you’d like to work. This entails doing your homework fi rst. 
Read the faculty members’ Web pages and locate articles they have published. 
Explain what interests you about the professor’s work. State your preferred 
research interests but also that you are open to studying related areas (if that is 
true). You are more likely to be accepted at a particular program if you discuss 
the research interests of several faculty (because not all professors look for 
new students each year). 

Your statement should also include other relevant experience that pertains 
to your decision to go to graduate school or makes you qualifi ed for graduate 
school. Internship experiences and volunteer experiences are included here. 
Avoid personal, emotional self disclosures. Explain what you would like to do 
after graduation. What kind of career do you envision after receiving your de-
gree? Illustrate how the specifi c program will prepare you for the career that 
you desire. Personal details that you include about yourself should be relevant 
to your ability to be a successful graduate student and refl ect maturity, adapt-
ability, and motivation. 
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Writing as Process Writing your admissions essay is a process, not a discrete 
event. The fi rst step involves preparation—gathering the information needed to 
compose the essay that sets you apart from the rest. Conduct a thorough self-
assessment. Leave yourself plenty of time; you don’t want to rush this process of 
self-exploration. Look back over your journal entries,  especially your responses to 
the exercises in Chapter 2. Then sit down with a pad, or at the keyboard, and be-
gin writing. Don’t censor yourself in any way. Just write what feels natural. Begin 
taking notes on what drives you. Describe your hopes, dreams, and aspirations. 
What do you hope to gain from graduate study? Granted, not all of this informa-
tion will make it into the essay, but your goal at this point is to brainstorm. 

EXERCISE 10.2

Admissions Essay Prep

Prepare to write your admissions essay by examining your personal history. 
Identify as much of your personal history as possible so that you can carefully 
sift through and sort out events and personal items that will strengthen your 
essay. List and explain:

Hobbies • 

Projects you’ve completed• 

Jobs you’ve held• 

Responsibilities• 

Personal and academic accomplishments• 

Challenges and hurdles that you’ve overcome• 

Life events that motivate your education• 

People who have infl uenced you or motivated you• 

Traits, work habits, and attitudes that will insure your success• 

Carefully consider your academic record and personal accomplishments. 
How do the attitudes, values, and personal qualities that you’ve listed corre-
spond to these experiences? Try to pair them up. For example, your curiosity 
and thirst for knowledge may have led you to conduct independent research 
with a professor. Consider how each pair of attitudes, personal qualities, and 
experiences show that you’re prepared to excel in graduate school.

Once you have a master list, carefully examine the information.  Remember 
that the information you choose to present can portray you as a positive and 
upbeat person or as a tired and discouraged student. Think about the image 
you want to portray, and revise your master list accordingly. Use the revised list 
as a basis for all of your admissions essays. Remember to be  forthcoming about 
your weaknesses. If your early academic record is weak, explain why. Bright 
people will be evaluating your application, and they’ll spot weaknesses. Don’t 
force them to make assumptions about you. Instead,  discuss your  weaknesses 
and explain how you’ve overcome them.
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There’s still more information to consider for your admissions essays. 
 Tailor your essay to each program. Show that you’re interested and that you’ve 
taken the time to learn about each program. Put all of that research you’ve 
done on programs to good use. Reread the program brochure; check the Web 
site; gather all information possible to help you determine what the admissions 
committee is looking for from potential students. Take careful notes on each 
program, observing where your personal interests, qualities, and accomplish-
ments coincide. If you’re truly interested in the graduate programs to which 
you’re applying (and with a $50 application fee for most schools, you should 
be interested), take the time to tailor your essay to each program. One size 
clearly does not fi t all.

As you write your essay, occasionally stop to make sure that you’re 
 answering the question posed by the admissions committee. Think about 
the question, the central theme asked, and how it corresponds to your mas-
ter list of experiences and personal qualities. Some applications offer a string 
of  questions. Pay attention to your responses, and try to avoid being redun-
dant. Remember that this is your chance to present your strengths and really 
shine. Take advantage of it. Discuss your accomplishments, describe valu-
able  experiences, and emphasize the positive. Show that you’re motivated. 
The committee is composed of professionals who have read hundreds, even 
 thousands of such statements over the years. Make yours stand out.

Letters of Recommendation
Every graduate program requires applicants to submit letters of recommen-
dation. Don’t underestimate the importance of these letters. While your 
 transcript, standardized test scores, and admissions essay are vital components 
of your application, an excellent letter of recommendation can make up for 
weaknesses in any of these areas. The letters of recommendation give admis-
sions committees information that isn’t found elsewhere in the application. 
What is a letter of recommendation? It’s a letter, written by a faculty member, 
that discusses the personal qualities, accomplishments, and experiences that 
make you unique and perfect for the programs to which you’ve applied.

Who Should You Ask? Most graduate programs require two or more 
 letters of recommendation. Deciding who will write your recommendation 
letters often is diffi cult. Consider faculty members, administrators, internship 
or co-operative education supervisors, and employers. But remember that it’s 
faculty who will be reading the recommendation letters (and they’ve been 
through graduate school), so faculty tend to write the most credible recom-
mendation letters. 

Appleby, Keenan, and Mauer (1999) examined recommendation 
forms from the application packages of 143 graduate programs in clinical, 
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experimental, and industrial-organizational psychology. The applicant charac-
teristics that recommenders were requested to discuss and rank were identi-
fi ed and categorized. About 40 percent of the 802 characteristics referred to 
personal characteristics, about one third referred to acquired skills, and about 
one quarter referred to intellectual abilities or knowledge. The top character-
istics that recommendation forms asked faculty to discuss are listed in Table 
10.6. As you can see, grad programs are interested in more than your aca-
demic abilities.

The persons you ask to write your letters should:

Know you well• 

Have known you long enough to write with authority• 

Know your work• 

Describe your work positively• 

Have a high opinion of you• 

Know where you are applying• 

Know your educational and career goals• 

Be able to favorably compare you with your peers• 

Be well known• 

Be able to write a good letter• 

Keep in mind that no one person will satisfy all of these criteria. Aim for 
a set of letters covering the range of your skills. Letters should include your 
academic and scholastic skills, research abilities and experiences, and applied 
experiences (e.g., co-operative education, internships, related work experi-
ence). When you approach potential recommenders, ask if they know you well 
enough to write a meaningful letter. Pay attention to their demeanor. If you 
sense reluctance, thank them and ask someone else. Remember that it is best 

 TABLE

 10.6 
TOP CHARACTERISTICS ASSESSED BY RECOMMENDATION FORMS 
(APPLEBY, KEENAN, & MAUER, 1999)

Motivation

Intellectual/scholarly ability

Research skills

Emotional stability and maturity

Writing skills

Speaking skills

Teaching skills or potential

Ability to work with others

Creativity

Knowledge of area of study
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to ask early in the semester. As the end of the semester approaches, faculty 
may hesitate because of time constraints.

Help Your Referees The best thing you can do to ensure that your let-
ters cover all the bases is to provide your referees (those who will write your 
letters of recommendation) with all the necessary information. Don’t assume 
that they will remember anything about you. I know, you’re quite memorable, 
but think about what it must be like to have 150 or more students each se-
mester. Give them the information you’d like included. Make an appointment 
to speak with each of your referees. Give them plenty of time (three to four 
weeks at minimum). Provide a fi le with all of your background information:

Transcript• 

Resume or vita• 

GRE scores• 

Courses you’ve taken with them and grades that you’ve earned• 

Research experiences• 

Internship and other applied experiences• 

Honor societies to which you belong• 

Awards you’ve won• 

Work experience• 

Professional goals • 

Due date for the application• 

Copy of the application recommendation forms• 

Confidentiality The recommendation forms supplied by graduate pro-
grams require you to decide whether to waive or retain your rights to see the 
recommendations. As you decide whether to retain your rights, remember 
that confi dential letters tend to carry more weight with admissions commit-
tees. In addition, many faculty members will not write a recommendation let-
ter unless it is confi dential. Other faculty may provide you with a copy of the 
letter, even if it is confi dential. If you are unsure of your decision, discuss it 
with your referees. As the application deadline approaches, check back with 
your recommenders to ensure that the letters were sent on time (but don’t 
nag). Contacting the graduate programs to inquire whether your materials 
were received is also appropriate.

Now What?

Now that you’ve submitted your applications, patience is essential. It is easy to 
start ruminating over the status of your application and wonder, “Do they like 
me? Am I good enough? Will I get in? Why haven’t I heard anything?” Don’t 
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let these destructive thoughts overwhelm you. Instead, focus on what you can 
control—your schoolwork. Remember school? You’ve still got to graduate, 
and you don’t want to let your grades slip now.

Should you ever make contact with graduate programs? If you have not 
been notified that your application file is complete, a call or e-mail to the 
 admissions offi ce is appropriate to determine that your application is  complete. 
Incomplete fi les are not considered for admission, and not all programs notify 
applicants of incomplete fi les.

When can you expect to hear from programs? Every program has a differ-
ent method and style of handling admissions. Some programs review applica-
tions and make decisions early, and others wait. How quickly applications are 
reviewed depends on a variety of factors including the number of applications 
received, how many people are on the committee, academic demands, confer-
ences, holidays, how well the members of the committee work together, and 
so on. Most programs inform applicants of their status by mid-April, but you 
might hear from programs earlier or later.

The Interview

Some programs conduct phone interviews, some conduct on-site interviews, 
and some don’t interview at all. What happens if you’re invited to interview? 
How do you prepare? What are admission committees looking for? The inter-
view gives admission committees an opportunity to meet candidates and see 
the people behind the GPAs and GRE scores. It’s a chance for them to meet 
you, to see how you react under pressure, and to assess your verbal and non-
verbal communication skills. The interview might range from half an hour with 
one or two faculty to a full day or more fi lled with meetings with students and 
faculty. Activities might range from small group discussions to larger group 
interviews and even social hours or parties.

How do you prepare for the interview? Learn as much about the  program 
as possible. Review the program description, department Web site, and  faculty 
Web sites. Understand the program’s emphasis, and be aware of the faculty’s 
research interests. Consider how you will answer common interview  questions, 
such as the following: 

Why are you interested in our program?• 

What do you know about our program?• 

What are your career goals?• 

Why did you choose a career in psychology?• 

What are your research interests? Describe your research experience. • 

Regarding research, what are your strengths and weaknesses?
What are your academic strengths? What was your favorite course, and why?• 
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What do you like best about yourself?• 

Whom would you like to work with? Why?• 

Describe the accomplishment you’re most proud of.• 

If you were to begin a research project now, what would be the topic?• 

Describe your theoretical orientation.• 

Discuss your experiences in clinical settings. Evaluate your clinical • 

abilities.
What are your strengths and weaknesses?• 

Tell us about yourself.• 

Consider how you might answer each of these questions, but don’t memo-
rize answers. Instead, be prepared to speak extemporaneously so that you’re 
ready for interview curveballs. To gain confi dence, practice with family or 
friends, or in front of the mirror.

Don’t forget that this is your opportunity to ask questions too. In fact, 
 admissions committees expect you to ask questions, so prepare some thought-
ful questions about the program, faculty, and students. Use this  opportunity to 
learn about the program and whether it meets your needs. During your visit, 
try to get a sense of the department’s emotional climate. What do graduate 
students call professors? Doctor? Or do they use fi rst names? Are students 
competitive with one another? Try to get a sense of whether the atmosphere 
matches your personality. Is it excessively formal? Would you be happy there? 

Being Accepted

You’ve received good news. Congratulations! Most programs inform appli-
cants of their acceptance from March through early April. In most cases, your 
decision on whether to accept an offer is due by April 15. Once you decline 
an offer, it can be passed along to someone else who is waiting, so do not hold 
onto offers that you don’t plan on accepting. As soon as you have two offers, 
decide which to decline. Each time you receive a new offer, decline your least 
preferred offer so that you’re not holding onto offers that you don’t intend to 
accept. How do you decide which to decline? Consider your priorities. Know 
what you are accepting (and declining). Don’t be surprised because you made 
assumptions about fi nancial support, housing, or assistantships. Instead, ask 
questions and confi rm your understanding. Compare acceptance packages 
to decide among programs. Don’t be afraid to do some negotiating, because 
they’ve decided that they want you. Help them make it possible for you to
accept by explaining any fi nancial limitations that might impede accepting 
their offer. How do you decline a graduate program? E-mail or fax a letter ex-
plaining that you appreciate their interest but will not be accepting their offer. 
Mail a hard copy of the letter as well.
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Dealing with Rejection

What if you’re rejected? It is diffi cult to be told that you are not among a pro-
gram’s top choices. From a statistical standpoint, you have lots of company; 
most competitive doctoral programs receive ten to fi fty times as many appli-
cants as they can take. You may fi nd it particularly diffi cult if you were invited 
for an interview. As many as 75 percent of applicants invited for interviews are 
not accepted.

Why are students rejected? Most simply, because there aren’t enough 
slots; graduate programs in psychology receive far more applications from 
qualified candidates than they can accept. Why were you eliminated by a 
particular program? There is no way to tell, but in many cases applicants 
are rejected because they didn’t fit the program. For example, an appli-
cant to a research-scientist program who didn’t read the program mate-
rials carefully might be rejected for indicating an interest in practicing 
therapy.

You might fi nd it diffi cult to inform family, friends, and professors of the 
bad news, but it is essential that you seek social support. Allow yourself to 
feel upset and acknowledge your feelings, and then move forward. If you are 
rejected by every program you’ve applied to, reassess your goals, but don’t 
necessarily give up. 

Did you select schools carefully, paying attention to fi t?• 

Did you apply to enough programs?• 

Did you complete all parts of each application?• 

Did you spend enough time on your essays?• 

Did you have research experience?• 

Did you have fi eld experience?• 

Did you know your referees well, and did they have something to write • 

about?
Were most of your applications to highly competitive programs?• 

Your answers to these questions may help you determine whether to 
reapply to a greater range of programs next year, or to apply to a master’s 
program instead, as either a fi rst step towards the doctoral degree or as an 
ends in itself. Or you may want to choose another career path. If you are 
fi rmly committed to attending graduate school in psychology, consider re-
applying next year; but don’t send out the same application. Use the next 
few months to improve your academic record, seek research experience, 
and get to know professors. Apply to a wider range of schools (including 
“safety” schools), select programs more carefully, and thoroughly research 
each program.
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Suggested Readings

American Psychological Association (2007). Getting in: A step-by-step plan for gaining 
 admission to graduate school in psychology. Washington, DC: Author. 

American Psychological Association (2008). Graduate study in psychology: 2009 Edition. 
Washington, DC: Author. 

Keith-Spiegel, P., & Weiderman, M. W. (2000). Complete guide to graduate school 
 admission: Psychology, counseling, and related professions. Mahwah, NJ: 
Erlbaum.

Kracen, A. C. (2008). Applying to graduate school in psychology. Washington, 
DC: APA. 

Kuther, T. L. (2004). Getting into graduate school in psychology and related fi elds: Your 
guide to success. Springfi eld, IN: C. Charles Thomas.

Norcross, J. G., Sayette, M. A., & Mayne, T. J., (2008). Insider’s guide to graduate 
 programs in clinical and counseling psychology. New York: Guilford.

Princeton Review (2009). Cracking the GRE 2010. New York: Random House.

Internet Resources

Applying to Graduate School
http://www.psichi.org/pubs/search.aspx?category1=7

At this site, you’ll fi nd articles about all aspects of the graduate admissions process; from 
Psi Chi, the International Honor Society in Psychology.

GRE Homepage
http://www.ets.org/gre

Get information about the GRE from the source.

Psychology Graduate Applicant’s Portal
http://www.psychgrad.org/

This site provides extensive coverage of all aspects of graduate admissions.

About Graduate School
http://gradschool.about.com

I maintain this site, which is part of the About.com network. Here, you’ll fi nd information 
for graduate school applicants, current students, postdoctoral fellows, and faculty in 
all disciplines, including psychology.
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Journal Exercises

Why Graduate School?
Where does graduate education fi t into your life? What goals will it help to 
accomplish? What are the costs of graduate school? It is sometimes said that 
as one door of opportunity opens, another closes. What door will close when 
you enter graduate school? What will you miss out on in your years of gradu-
ate study?

Comparing Jobs Across Degrees
Choose an area of psychology that interests you and brainstorm two to three 
jobs that fall within that content area. Identify jobs for bachelor’s, master’s, 
and doctoral degree recipients. How do the jobs and types of tasks change 
with the level of education? What do you think about each of these options?

Where Do I Stand and What Must I Do?
Imagine that you are to apply to graduate school. What steps are entailed? 
What preparation is needed? Do you have the necessary academic, research, 
and/or applied experiences? What are your strengths as an applicant? Weak-
nesses? Everyone can improve in some area. Consider ways of addressing the 
weaknesses in your application. 
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Abstracts, 109

empirical papers, 126
Academic advisor, 49–50
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Administration careers, 186
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length and content, 214–215
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writing as process, 216–217

Adolescence, 102
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Advising checklist, 49
American Psychological Association (APA), 10, 

64, 68, 104, 204
American Psychological Society (APS), 

64, 68
American Psychologist, 102
AmoebaWeb (web search engine), 102
Analytical writing section (GRE), 209
APA. See American Psychological 
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APA style checklist, 135–136
Application (graduate school), 204–220

acceptance, 213, 221
admissions essays, 212–217
after submitting, 219–220
faculty evaluation criteria, 213t
Graduate Record Exam (GRE), 207–212
interviews, 220
letters of recommendation, 217–219
rejection, 222
timeline, 205t–207t

Applied developmental psychologists, 4
Applied experience, 58–61
APS. See American Psychological 

Society (APS)
Articles, scholarly, reading, 109–110
B
Bachelor’s degrees. See also Graduate degrees

defi ned, 8
expected earnings, 153–154

Behavior, classroom, 48
Behavior quiz, 47
Benefi cence, 11
Books, scholarly, reading, 110–111
Business careers, 187
C
Canadian Undergraduate Journal of  Cognitive 

Science, 65t
Career advising, 49
Career services offi ce, 162
Careers. See also Graduate degrees; Jobs

Master’s degree, 179–180, 182t–183t
non-academic, 186–188
research, 184–185

service delivery (practice), 185–186
teaching, 184

Clinical psychology, defi ned, 3–4
Computer support specialist (jobs), 151–152
Conference presentations, 62–64
Consulting careers, 186–187
Counseling psychology, defi ned, 4
Counselors, licensed professional, 180
Cover letters, 169–170. See also Resumes
Current Directions in Psychological 

Science, 102
Curriculum

covert, 18–19
General Education, 40

D
Data, meaning of term, 149
Developmental psychology, defi ned, 4
Discussion section, empirical papers, 130–131
Doctor of education, 9, 183
Doctor of philosophy, 9, 181, 199
Doctor of psychology, 9, 183, 200
Doctoral degrees. See also Graduate degrees

awarded, number, 178
defi ned, 8
earnings, expected, 189t–190t
GPA, GRE requirements, 178–179
master’s degrees vs., 178–179
purpose, 8–9, 181
requirements, 181
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which to pursue, 181, 183

E
Earnings, expected

Doctoral degrees, 189t–190t
Master’s degrees, 188t–189t
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EdD. See Doctor of education
Educational psychology, defi ned, 5
Educational Testing Service, 210
Empirical papers. See also Journals, articles; 

Literature reviews
abstract, 126
apparatus, materials, measures, 128–129
discussion, 130–131
importance of, 124
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introductory paragraphs, 127
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participants, 128
procedure, 129
purpose, 109
references, 131–136
relevant literature, 127
results, 129–130
sample, 138–143
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Employability, enhancing, 157–159
Employees, desirable qualities, 146t
Employment data, psychology related, 

155t–156t
Encyclopedia of Psychology 

(web search engine), 102
Engineering psychology, defi ned, 6
EPA. See Eastern Psychological 

Association (EPA)
Essay tests. See also Tests

answering strategically, 94
budget time, 94
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Ethics
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General Principles, 11–13
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admissions essay prep, 216
avoiding plagiarism, 115
career planning, 157–158
career research, 154
deconstructing job ads, 163
graduate school, timeline for applying, 207
internet scavenger hunt, 13
master’s degree, practicing with, 186
out-of-class opportunities, 57–58
preparing reference lists, 134–135
psychology in the media, 7
psychology specializations, exploring, 187
resume writing, 168
skills assessment, 34–35
understanding journal articles, 131
using PsycINFO, 106–107
values, 37–39

Experiential diary, 32, 34
Experimental psychology, defi ned, 5
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Eye on Psi Chi, 67
F
Faculty, relationships with, 46
Family/marriage therapists, 180
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Field experience

campus coordinator, 61
cooperative education, 61
educational benefi ts, 60
internships, 59
personal benefi ts, 60
practicum sites, fi nding, 61
professional benefi ts, 60

Field involvement, 61–68
Field placements, 59
Forensic psychology, defi ned, 5
G
General Education curriculum, 40
General Principles, 11–13
Graduate degrees. See also Doctoral degrees; 

Master’s degrees
administration, 186
business/human resources, 187

careers, 184–188
choosing, 183
consulting, 186–187
defi ned, 8–9
doctoral degree, 181, 183
earnings, expected, 188t–190t
education value, 179
master’s degree, 178–183
non-academic careers, 186–188
publishing, 188
research careers, 184–185
service delivery (practice) careers, 

185–186
specialist’s degree, 185–186
teaching careers, 184

Graduate Record Exam (GRE)
analytical writing section, 209
completion time, 209–210
during exam, 211t
General Test defi ned, 207
logistics, 211t
overview, 208–209
Powerprep (Software), 210
preparation for, 210, 211t
psychology test, 210, 212
quantitative section, 208
scoring, 207, 209
target score, 210
testing locations, 212
tips for taking, 211t
verbal section, 208
when to take, 209

Graduate school
accreditation, 204
application process, 194
application to, 204–220
characteristics needed, 196, 198
choosing, 201
commitment, 196
demands, 195–196
department emphasis, 202
evaluating, 202–204
fi rst-year student, advice from, 197
for you? (quiz), 194–195
going, reasons for, 195
guides to, 201
information, gathering, 201
math requirements, 196
preparation for, 197
program philosophy, 202
program prestige, 203–204
program quality, 203
program selection, 199–204

Graduate Studies in Social Sciences and 
Social Work, 201

GRE. See Graduate Record Exam (GRE)
GRE Bulletin (website), 212
Guide to Graduate Study in 

Psychology, 201, 210
H
Health psychology, defi ned, 5
Holland personality style

artistic, 31
conventional, 31–32
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defi ned, 30
enterprising, 31–32
identifying type, 30–32
investigative, 30–31
realistic, 30–31
social, 31

Human behavior, understanding, 20
Human factors psychology, defi ned, 6
Human resources worker (jobs), 152–153, 187
Human services worker (jobs), 153
I
Industrial-organizational psychology,  defi ned, 6
Informed consent, 10
Integrative experiences, 181
Integrity, 11
Interests, identifying, 36
International Honor Society in Psychology 

(Psi Chi), 64, 67
Internet resources. See Web resources
Internships, 158, 190
Interpersonal skills, 145
Interviews (graduate school), 220–221
Interviews (job), 170–173

body language, 173
clothing, 171
common questions, 170, 172t
enthusiasm during, 171
helpful tips, 173
preparation, 170–171
questions to ask, 173t
thank-you note, 174

Introductions
empirical papers, 126–128
purpose, 127

Introductory paragraphs, empirical papers, 127
J
Jobs. See also Careers

administrative assistant, 151
advertising, 151
applications, 162–163
clinical psychology, 4
computer support specialist, 151–152
counseling psychology, 4
cover letters, 169–170
developmental psychology, 4
educational psychology, 5
experimental psychology, 5
fi nding, 162
forensic psychology, 5
health psychology, 5
human factors psychology, 6
human resources worker, 152–153
human services worker, 153
industrial-organizational psychology, 6
interviews, 170–173
neuropsychology, 6
offers, responding to, 174
opportunities, 3
paraprofessional positions, 153
people skills, 152–154
police offi cer, 153
psychologists, 191
psychology majors, 148–156

public relations, 149
quantitative psychology, 6–7
research skills, 149–152
resume, 163–169
retail worker, 152
school psychology, 7
social psychology, 7

Journal of Adolescence, 102
Journal of Adolescent Research, 102
Journal of Psychological Inquiry, 65t
Journal of Psychology and Behavioral 

 Sciences, 65t
Journal of Research on Adolescence, 102
Journal of Young Investigators, 65t
Journals. See also Writing

cardinal rule, 26
writing, 25

Journals, articles
magazine articles vs., 108
note-taking, 112–113
paraphrasing, 115
peer-reviewed, 108
plagiarism, 113–114
quotations, 114
reading, 109–110
refereed, 108
reference list, 110
submitting, 64

Journals, psychology, 102
Justice, 12
L
Lectures, note-taking, 87–90
Liberal arts, defi ned, 17
Liberal arts degree, 17–20
Librarian, reference, 103
Literature reviews. See also Empirical papers

ability, appropriate match to, 107–108
checklist, 119–120
editing, 118–119
effective writing of, 99
most common mistake, 104
note-taking, 112
objectives, 100
outlines, 116–117
paraphrasing, 115
plagiarism, 113–114
purpose, 99
purpose, defi ning, 111–112
quotations, 114
research material, 108–112
sections, 117–118
shortcuts to avoid, 115
skills developed by, 99–100
topic narrowing/broadening, 103, 106t
topic sources, 100–103
writing, 116–119

M
Majors, choosing, 17–42

career aspirations, 36–37
career professional perspective, 23–24
current student perspective, 23
Holland personality types, 33t–34t
interests, 36
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Majors, choosing (continued)
knowing self, 24–25
options, 22–23
personality, 28
professor perspective, 24
pros and cons, 39
recent graduate perspective, 23
reminders, 40t
self-assessment, 27–39
steps, 22
values, 36

Master’s degrees. See also Graduate degrees
awarded, number, 178
career opportunities, 179
defi ned, 8
Doctoral degrees vs., 178–179
earnings, expected, 188t–189t
employment settings, 179–180
fl exible enrollment, 179
GPA, GRE requirements, 178–179
helping fi elds, 182t–183t
integrative experiences, 181
length of study, 178
requirements, 180–181
summative experiences, 181

Mentors. See also Faculty, relationships with
defi ned, 50
desirable characteristics, 52
how to fi nd, 50–51
role, 51
selecting, 51
successful relationship with, 51
value of, 204

Method section, empirical papers, 128
Missed classes, 90
Modern Psychological Studies, 65t
Multiple-choice tests, 93
N
NEPA. See New England Psychological 

 Association (NEPA)
Neuropsychology, defi ned, 6
New England Psychological Association 

(NEPA), 64
Nonmalefi cence, 11
Note-taking

main points, 87–88
PowerPoint, 89
preview material, 87
signal words, 88
tips, 88–89
using computer, 113

O
Occupational Outlook Handbook, 154, 191
Outlines, literature review writing, 

116–117
Overview, this book, 13–14
P
Papers (conference presentations)

checklist, 62–63
defi ned, 62

Paraphrasing, 115
Paraprofessional positions, 153
Participants, empirical papers, 128

Personality. See also Self-assessment
assessing, 28
refl ection on, 30
traits, 28–29

PhD. See Doctor of philosophy
Plagiarism, 113–114
Police offi cer (jobs), 153
Posters (conference presentations)

checklist, 63–64
defi ned, 62

Powerprep (GRE test), 210
Private practice, 180, 185, 190
Procedure section, empirical papers, 129
Professional development, role of faculty, 46
Professional organizations, 67–68
Program prestige (graduate school), 203–204
Program quality (graduate school), 203
Psi Beta, 64
Psi Chi, 64, 67
Psi Chi Journal of Undergraduate Research, 

64, 66t, 67, 102
PsycARTICLES, 104
Psych Wurld Megapsych (web search engine), 

103
Psychological journals, undergraduate, 65t–66t
Psychologist-practitioner, professional, 200
Psychologists

activities, 2
changing roles, 190–191
doctoral degree required, 180
employment prospects, 191

Psychology
defi ned, 2
jobs, 3
reasons to major in, 20–22, 145

Psychology clubs, 67
Psychology courses, common, 42t
Psychology major

breadth courses, 41
capstone course, 41
elective courses, 41
Introductory psychology, 40–41
jobs for, 148–156
methodology and statistics, 41
positions obtained by, 150t

Psychology students, useful skills and 
 knowledge, 148t

Psychology test (GRE)
completion time, 212
contents, 212
dates, 212
registration, 212

Psychometrics, 6–7
PsychWeb (web search engine), 102
PsycINFO, 104, 105t
PsyD. See Doctor of psychology
Publication Manual of the American 

 Psychological Association (APA), 124
Public relations (jobs), 149–151
Publishing careers, 188
Q
Quantitative psychology, defi ned, 6
Quantitative section (GRE), 208
Quotations, appropriate use of, 114
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R
Reading tips

question, 85
recite, 85
review, 85
SQ3R method, 84–86
survey, 85
text preview, 84

Recommendation, letters of. See also  Graduate 
school

background information, 219
characteristics looked for, 218
confi dentiality, 219
importance of, 217
sources, 217–219

Refereed articles, 108
Reference books, psychology, 101t
References

APA style, 133t
empirical papers, 131–136
listing, 132–134

Rejection (graduate school), 222
Relevant literature, empirical papers, 127
Research articles. See Journals, articles
Research assistant

benefi ts of being, 57
commitment, 57
communication skills, 56t
data analysis, 56t
faculty benefi ts, 56–57
faculty expectations, 55, 56t
how to become, 55
interpersonal skills, 56t
opportunities, 53
project ideas, 54
questions to ask, 55t
research methods, 56t
self management, 56t
tasks, 54

Research careers, 184–185
Research dissemination, 61–62
Research experience, 53–58

more important than GPA, 54
Research-scientist, 199
Responsibility, 11
Results section, empirical papers, 129–130
Resumes

20-second test, 164
activities/affi liations, 166
checklist, 168–169
chronological, 164
chronological (sample), 165
cover letter, 169
cover letter, checklist, 169–170
education, 166
experience, 166
heading/contact info, 166
length, 166
pdf fi le, 166
preparing, 163–169
verbs to spice up, 167t

Retail worker (jobs), 152
Returned tests, learning from, 95–96
Rights and dignity, respect for, 12

S
Schedules. See also Time

deadlines, 76
fun & leisure, 76
planning, 75
priorities, 75–76
reduce anxiety, 75

School psychology, defi ned, 7
Scientifi c writing, 124
Scientist-practitioners, 3, 199
Search engines, psychology, 102–103
Self-assessment

defi ned, 27–28
value of, 28

Self-Directed Search (personality  assessment), 32
Service delivery (practice) careers, 185–186
Skills. See also Self-assessment

adaptability, 21, 147
ambiguity toleration, 147
assessing, 32
communication, 18, 21, 146
computer literacy, 19, 21, 147
critical thinking, 19–21
data analysis, 147
employer sought, 146–147, 164
information acquisition, 20, 146
interpersonal, 21, 146
intrapersonal, 21
listening, note-taking, 19
problem solving, 19–21, 146
psychological knowledge, 147
reading, 18, 146–147
research methods, 20
self-management, 19, 147
statistical, 20
synthesis, 20, 146
thinking, 146
work experience, 147
writing, 146–147

Social psychology, defi ned, 7
Social workers, clinical, 180
Specialist’s degree, 185–186
Study

fi ling system, 83
organized, 83
time of day, 83

Study environment
background noise, 82
convenient, 81
distractions, 81
place, 81
quiz, 82

Study sheets, 91
Study skills

assessment, 73–74
free writing, 74

Study tips
environment, 81–83
fi ling system, 83
organized, 83
use of time, 75–81

Suggested readings, 14, 43, 69, 96, 120, 136, 
159, 174, 191, 223

Summative experiences, 181
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T
Teaching assistants, undergraduate, 58–59
Teaching careers, 184
Teaching experience, 58–59
Term papers. See Literature reviews
Tests

essay, 94
important cues, 91
improving memory, 92
multiple-choice, 93
preparing for, 91
previewing, 92–93
reducing anxiety, 95
rehearsing, 92
relaxation techniques, 95
returned, 95–96
study sheets, 91
tips for taking, 91–96

Thank-you note (interview), 174
The New York Times, 102
Thesaurus of Psychological Index Terms, 104
Time

activities record, 78
balanced lives, 76
consistency, 81
for sleep, 80
“lost”, use of, 80
management, 75, 83
management quiz, 76–77
priorities, 75–76
schedule, 75–76, 78–79
tips for using, 80
to-do lists, 75, 79

Title, empirical papers, 125–126
Training models, 199–200
U
Undergraduate Research Journal for the 

Human Sciences, 66t
University of California Los Angeles 

 Undergraduate Psychology Journal, 66t
US News and World Report, 210
V
Values

advancement, 38
adventure, 37
creativity, 37
fi nancial reward, 37
independence, 38
intellectual challenge, 38
leadership, 37
meaning and purpose, 38
physical activity, 38
prestige, 38
productivity, 38
relationships, 37
security, 38
service, 37
variety, 38

Verbal section (GRE), 208
Verbs, for resumes, 167t

W
Web resources

about graduate school, 223
about psychology, 14

Academic Skills Center, 69
active learner, becoming, 69
APA style online, 136
APS Observer Student Notebook, 69
career assessment, 43
Career Key, 43
careers, psychology, 159, 191
careers, twenty-fi rst century, 14
college grad job hunter, 175
early career psychologists, 192
graduate school, applying, 223
GRE web site, 210, 223
history of psychology, classics, 14
how to study, 96
job hunter’s bible, 175
JobWeb, 175
learning strategies, 96
literature review writing, 121
MonsterCollege.com, 175
occupational network resource, 159
occupational outlook handbook, 159
plagiarism tutorial, 121
Psi Chi, 15, 69, 160
PsychINFO guide, 121
psychology careers, 21st Century, 159
psychology careers, pursuing, 160
Psychology fi elds, 192
psychology graduate applicant’s portal, 223
psychology literature review writing, 121
psychology research report, writing, 137
psychology writing, guide to, 121
PsychWeb, 14
quintessential careers, 175
scientifi c problem solvers, careers, 192
self-directed search, 43
study tips, interactive, 96
style, elements of, 136
web logs, 43

Western Psychological Association (WPA), 64
WPA. See Western Psychological  Association 

(WPA)
Writing

accomplishments, 36
benefi ts of, 24–27
enhances communication, 25
expectations, 27
experience recording, 26
forms, 25
for therapy, 25
frequency, 27
helps organize, 25
how to begin, 26
inspires creativity, 26
literature reviews, 116–119
option of reading, 27
outlines, 116–117
personal history, 36
problem solving, 25
reason for, 25
scientifi c, 124
self-refl ective, 25
third-person, 26

Y
Yale Review of Undergraduate Research in 

Psychology, 66t
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