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Background

I've noticed that advice for potential applicatisecon PhD programs varies
substantially based on who's giving the advice.sMwtably, | am always shocked when
| see comments such as this on message boards ecdhphd.net decision tables:

Background: lvy, little formal math

Admits: --- (fill in with a few of your favoritéop schools)
Comments: Don't listen to people who say you nesd analysis and
other crazy math courses (or, “Let me be the cawexample to the
crazy-ass math nerds”, etc)

For the record, | did not go to an Ivy; | am firiislp up a second undergrad degree
at an average state university. (I went back talgemath background needed for
graduate econ.) There’s nothing wrong with gom@r Ivy, but | think the negative
effect of little formal math for good students @p tschools is often more than offset by
the recommendations/connections of professors whswpporting these students’
applications. Therefore, | think such advice tetadse (unintentionally) misleading to
many of us who look to places like econphd.netor@bn these ideas below.)

My advice to those of you who are at top instimsidor undergrad...

Quit reading these guides online and go talk tdgssors. Their advice is usually going
to be much more valid and useful than what you read. We're trying to understand
what goes through your professors’ minds as thieyosin on an admissions committee
and review our applications (i.e. decide our fage)) can ask them directly. Go do so.
And if you're feeling kind, please report back e trest of us.

My advice to the rest of you... who, like me, dimt go to the greatest undergrad school.

First and foremost, if at all possible, | suggest yook at transferring to a better school.
It doesn’t have to be Harvard or MIT (not that eitlof these options will hurt you), but |
would recommend looking at a school that has Tograd programs in math and
economics (there’s an amazing amount of overlaghisasn’t hard to do). Your math
background and recommendation writers are both wepprtant, and transferring to a
good school will make both of these factors moesglitrie in the eyes of an admissions
committee. Some will claim that I'm just specutgtinere, and they’re right. But | am
absolutely convinced that | would have been accefadetter schools had | chosen to do
my math work (second degree) at a better schdglou're convinced you have what it
takes to succeed in a top econ program, it's pretigonable to think you can transfer to



UT-Austin, UMD, UMich, UW-Madison, or a similar tgpschool, and finish your
undergrad studies there.

What's important in the application (and in whatlenm)?

l. Your recommendations

Doesn't it suck that they most important part ofiyapplication is they one part that
is completely out of your hands? Yeah, it does$;there are definitely things you can to
increase the probability of having great lettefgst, | definitely believe now that people
on admissions committees look for reasons to farstot to trust) the recommendation
letters, and this is where the letter writer becoingportant. If the letter writer is known
by members of the ad com, then the letter is magdilsle (in most cases). Remember,
the ad com is trying to get an (imperfect) estintatean unobservable characteristic (your
ability to succeed in the program and, more imptlyato do quality research). This is
the primary reason that | suggest you transferldeteer school, since you are likely to
find letter writers who will be trusted by the amhws.

Otherwise, my advice is very similar to what youdhd elsewhere. Get to know
your professors well. Not only will they be yoetter writers, but they’re going to give
you a great deal of useful advice on all aspecy®af journey to become a winner of the
John Bates Clark Medal, including helping you idfgrftelds that really interest you,
suggesting schools you should apply to, and mayee making you a research assistant
(and you should jump at the opportunity).

Like | said before, | really think that the recommdations — and who writes them —
are the most important aspect of your applicato it's the part that you have the least
control over in many ways. (If for no other reasthre ad coms will trust the evaluation
of someone who has completed a PhD program in eciosdefore they will trust your
own assumptions about your abilities... and, let'©ibeest, they're right.)

I. Your math background

For the most part, nobody cares about the 4.0 GRAhave in undergrad economics
classes. Why? By now, you've hopefully realizeatteconomic research and graduate
economics programs are incredibly math-intensiee; ghould have also noticed that
your undergrad econ classes use little to no magain, my advice here is similar to
what you'll read elsewhere, but here goes.

To be competitive for admissions, you need: mutialae calculus, linear algebra,
and real analysis. Yes, you really do need to takkanalysis. At your school, it may be
called Intro to Analysis or Advanced Calculus. Btendard text iBrinciples of
Mathematical Analysis by Rudin, which is what you should be looking ifoyou’re
uncertain about which class you need to takeifiy@ur school offers courses called
‘Analysis’ and ‘Advanced Calculus’, look to see wiione uses Rudin; that’s the one
you want to take).

While you're at it, take probability, math statkigtshould require multivariable
calculus)... if you're up for it, look to take measuheory, maybe topology, and some
more advanced stats courses.



As for economics courses, they’re mostly uselesdiptors of your potential for
success in grad school. The ad com is likely talpe most weight on intermediate
micro (but not macro), econometrics, maybe gamertheand any grad courses you've
taken. (I've heard these comments regarding umdérgcon courses from grad directors
at Stanford, Yale, and Michigan... so you're not jgstting my speculation on this
point.) If possible, take some — or all — of thetfyear core courses. | think the field
courses (grad and undergrad) are less usefuléoaditom, and therefore less useful for
you to take now.

1. GRE Scores

Much is made of GRE scores in advice guides and@®nhessage boards. Instead of
my own speculation here, I'll (again) share the ownts that were made by grad
directors from Stanford, Yale, and Michigan duraaganel discussion at 2005 AEA
meetings in Philadelphia (same comment appliesdSOP below).

The GRE in no way is an accurate predictor of ymiential to do the math
required for econ PhD programs. However, below@Yis a very bad signal and will
likely get your application thrown in the auto-r&j@ile. Otherwise, the 800Q isn’t really
much (if any) better than a 770Q. Aim high, bud@6or above (just to be safe, since
UC-Berkeley’s site says to re-take if below 760jine. If you keep seeing 800Q on
other people’s profiles and thinking it's relatediie admissions decision, just remember
that you can’t see the rest of the profile (likp tondergrad student at U. Penn with A’s in
grad micro and grad measure theory) which matter®rihan the GRE.

GRE Verbal is a waste of time, unless you're derimational applicant; in that
case, you have to take the TOEFL, which will camote in the admissions decision.
AWA is also largely ignored, but rumor has it tkiaé UC-system requires a minimum
score (5.0+ maybe?). | don’'t know if this is trbef there certainly seem to be some
counter-examples out there; if in doubt, | suggest email the department of the
graduate office of the university.

V. Statement of Purpose (SOP)

For top schools, the SOP is totally irrelevant loseat will not be read prior to
admissions decisions; if someone ever reads it'(appen at Stanford), they will only
do so after admitting you, and they will only reatb identify your research interests and
match you with a professor (may happen at Yala)tsiOe of the very top schools, the
SOP begins to play a role. The main reason isthiese schools (say Top 5-25 schools)
realize that they are not MIT or Harvard, and thegd to target their admissions
decision to people who are likely to come to tisemool... which means people with
research interests that match the departmentisgihre (i.e. don'’t tell Caltech that you'll
do great research in macro).

Be honest about your interests, and don't lie.oAfealize that everybody else is also
going to tell their story about how “the visiblerttbof Alfred Marshall descended from
the sky and tapped me on the shoulder... and th&gswrealized that | wanted to
become an economist”. Really, nobody cares whywant to be an economist. They
only care that you understand what you're gettiogrgelf into and that you want to be a



researcher. Also, the comment was made that thaecefeal guarantee that you wrote
the SOP anyway, so why should ad coms put muchhiveigthem.

Final Comments
After applying this year, | really think that — fdrose of you still reading — you need
to have some graduate coursework in order to bgebtive at top schools. This can
be grad courses taken as an undergrad, or it camisester’'s degree. In either case,
you need some graduate courses in math or ecead(if, go for the first-year PhD
core courses). If you go for a master’s, let mé&erthe following general advice:

0] Don’t do a master’s in economics in the US (or rally, at all). If
you want a master’s in econ, look at LSE, UBC, &FU All of these
have great placement records into top econ progr&sB< also funds
some of their master’s students, if | rememberemdly; UPF may
also, but I don’'t know. LSE, well... it's LSE, andyre going to pay
for it.

(i) Look at doing a master’s degree in statistics, @ajig
mathematical/theoretical stats (i.e. not appliads3t The coursework
is relevant to what you’ll be doing in an econ Rirdgram, and you
can obtain funding for your degree, unlike mostreaod math
master’s programs. You'll learn all you want tamabeconometrics
(which will make the metrics sequence easier whango to an econ
PhD program), but you’ll also learn measure theorg probably
become better acquainted with analysis, whichlalp with first year
macro and micro.

(i) Finally, think about doing a master’s in math.ll kount for more than
an applied econ master’s (which is what you'll igethe US), but
you're not likely to get any funding. It'll helg admissions time,
probably a great deal, but | think the stats degrag be the better
overall choice, since you won't have to pay oupotket (or, more
likely, through massive amounts of student loans).

Finally, best of luck. Hopefully, you've gainedmnsething useful and have a better idea
of what you're getting yourself into (and will malteurself a better applicant as a result).



APPENDIX I:
AFTERYOU APPLY

First off, the most difficult thing you will do ithe entire process is clicking the
‘Submit’ button on the online application. Thisaspecially true when it comes to those
dream schools. After you submit the applicatibieré’s no going back... everything is
now final, and you can’t change anything in youplaation.

You'll probably go through a short period of tinwaen you feel like you have
nothing to do. Take advantage of this time toxd®lecause it won'’t last long. Also, very
few people ever talk about what happens after gpptications are done, and | wish
someone would have warned me about what comeswleixt) is the waiting.

No matter how cool, calm, and relaxed you think woe, the waiting will get to
you eventually. Starting in mid-February, you (avery other applicant) will expect to
begin hearing from schools. (You'll very quicklgalize that ‘March 15’ means very
little to most people, and it’s just a nice tardate that schools like to mention but don’t
really adhere to all that well.) At some pointwiblook at the decision tables on
econphd.net and try to guess when you shouldtstaring back, then you’ll check out
thegradcafe.com (if it's still up) to see when tesr’s decisions were sent out. There’s
also a good chance you’ll get sucked into readmegltestMagic boards several times a
day, just waiting to hear that a school is begignmnotify admitted students. (Credit
goes to Yale here — this year, they sent out anl éon@jected students telling them to
check the online status around 11am, but theyai#missions packets to their admits via
overnight mail the day before... so everyone gotiées, good and bad, on the same
day.)

As of mid-February, you shouldn’t expect to beedbl focus on school too much
while you wait to hear the news. Also, some schdoih’t notify students on decisions
by March 15... | heard good news from Cornell overegk into April and bad news
from Penn and Northwestern a few days later.

If possible, | recommend either trying to takeeasier courseload during your
final semester or finding an interesting projecivtark on. For one thing, your grades in
the final spring semester will have no impact onryadmissions decision, since
decisions are made prior to the end of the seme$te only good thing is that you can
tell schools in your application what courses ytango complete before enrolling in
program next fall, but | suspect schools put litkeight on this aspect since they won’t
be able to see any grades (and they’re not likelyetimpressed that you will enroll in —
and possibly fail — some advanced courses that dppear on your transcripts at
application time). If you're in your senior yeardayou still have some university-wide
requirements to take, put them off until the spamgl make your life easier. Consider
this your break before summer math camp with Sigad@iume or De la Fuente.

Bottom line: the waiting sucks, and you will becowesy indifferent towards
your classes at some point. Just realize in advtrat this is going to happen, and plan
accordingly. Maybe you can finish up early ancetithe semester off, or you can try to
do a research project with a professor (and postalk it for course credit). Also,
visiting schools that you've been admitted to ighgdo interfere with your courses...
expect to miss a few days of school. March andlAph be very hectic months.



APPENDIX I1:
FUNDING

Despite what many of us may think, there’s a gduahce that you will not
receive funding during your first year in scho8lerhaps I'm a bit biased here from
hearing the experiences of many people this yewar ifay own experience), but it seems
like first-year funding was especially bad this yelany state schools are facing serious
budget cuts (Berkeley may be the exception), aisdniakes it harder for schools like
Michigan, UCSD, UCLA, Maryland, Texas, and Wiscont come through with
assistantships or even tuition waivers (and youfeeget about a first-year fellowship at
some schools... | think UCSD offered few, if any|deiships this year). Top schools
still seem to come through with great funding,eatst for the top admits, so this makes
those schools even more appealing.

A word of warning — do not expect to be admittedNtYU. They seem to admit
the fewest number of students, even less than MHaovard, for one reason — NYU
guarantees funding to all admitted students. 3$bisds great, but in order to decrease
the risk of having too many funding offers acceptbedy supposedly called some of their
top prospects to ask if they still wanted an adiorssoffer.

Be aware in advance that you may have to self-thadirst year, or that your
financial aid offer may consist of a first-yeariatmtship. It may make things a bit
rough, but it helps you decide what you really w@md if you're willing to pay for it).

Having made the above comments, let me also reemmriat you begin looking
for outside funding very early. If you're a USizén, look at applying to some of the
competitive — and prestigious — scholarship/felloypgprograms. NSF and Javits are the
two most common, and you should apply to both.thigyway, schools will ask you on
the application if you've applied for these awardgou really want to be able to say that
you've applied, even though neither you nor thegvkif you'll win the award since NSF
and Javits results are announced after schools thakeadmissions decisions. (As a
side note, the easiest way to get onto the waatiMIT is to apply for an NSF, since it
seems like no NSF applicant is rejected by MIT lafter NSF awards are announced...
then again, it seems like the fastest way to gahefwaitlist at MIT is by not winning an
NSF.) Keep an eye out for other fellowships traatenlarge stipends, and apply for them;
you may be able to use one of these awards toaghission to a school, since the
school often won't have to take a risk on you sipoe’re not taking their funds.

For other nationalities, there are similar proggamSSHRC for Canadians, IMF
Scholarships for those from developing countrieeygh you may have to focus on
macro for your dissertation), etc. Apply and hégethe best.

In the end, don’t be surprised if your admissiofier doesn’t include some
amazing first-year fellowship. You should be siggd and very happy if you do receive
a fellowship. Instead, be prepared to have ast@sdgship or even possibly to self-fund
for the first year. After that, you should defelit get an assistantship with tuition waiver
starting in the second year, regardless of wheweggoto school.



