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A Non-Traditional Path to Graduate School
Is there a set method to getting into graduate school?  Does there have to be a rushed deadline in life that necessitates extreme stress and excludes a fulfilling youth experience? I will argue that it is not only possible to live life to the fullest during this time of youth, but that this living will also make you more competitive for a graduate program.  Also, taking time to discern your path for yourself is crucial for your personal growth and balance.  On top of this, you will see that a non-traditional approach will afford you to spend your youth well and without regrets.  I will include examples from my journey to further put flesh on these concepts and include five basic bits of advice that I have learned on my journey to dental school.  Taking a step back to evaluate your journey to graduate school may indeed be time well spent. 
Nearly everyone has heard the cookie-cutter approach to get accepted into an ever-challenging graduate school program.  The astute advice often goes as such: get an undergraduate degree in a field best suited for your program, start studying early as an undergraduate for that all-important admissions test, get the competitive score and good grades, volunteer in clinics or job-related sites to the graduate degree, apply to a ton of schools, and jump right into the professional program soon after graduation.  This is sound advice indeed.  However, does it always have to be so set or rushed?  Often this set method may lead to heavy time pressures and burn out.  You certainly do not want to climb the corporate ladder and discover that ladder is leaning against the wrong wall.
	You may be at that point where an undergraduate degree is nearly complete, so it’s assumed that entering a graduate program is the next step.  Some may know exactly what they have wanted to do with their lives from early on, while others may not really know what type of graduate program they are ready to commit to.  It’s a big decision, and often this may take time to mature and gain more life experience before tackling such an endeavor.  What is one to do?  There are many options that will help foster personal growth and discernment before jumping into graduate school.  You may work in the type of field you wish to pursue in order to decide whether or not it is right for you.  There are internships, volunteer opportunities, and personal goals that may be accomplished at this time.  
PERSONAL EXPERIENCE
After having a job while getting my first undergraduate degree in biology in three years, I took a year off and hiked 2200 miles from Georgia to Maine on the Appalachian Trail over 5.5 months.  I spent quality time with family and even traveled out West living simply out of my car for two months, experiencing adventure and living life to the fullest.  I worked, traveled, and met amazing people along the way.  It built character and is something I will never regret.  There was a time of spiritual growth and discernment as I got a second undergraduate degree in philosophy while attending seminary for two years.  This afforded me to live in Europe for months and travel there, experiencing different cultures and ways of life.  The options are endless, and they may help you discover what your real passions are as you narrow life goals to a more specific graduate program.  There is no one path to a graduate program.  Indeed, by taking a path less traveled you will build character and increase your chance of getting into a graduate program.
I have learned five bits of advice through applying for graduate school.  Cultivate a hard work ethic, set specific goals and follow through, be creative, get work done early, and build interpersonal communication skills.
ADVICE
First, cultivating a hard work ethic is crucial in all that you do. It will permeate everything and show that you are a very motivated individual.  This is portrayed especially by your grades in class work.  I am a bad test-taker and not exceptionally gifted academically, but I made the grades by working hard persistently.  Studying hard will pay off for all those tests.  It may take more work for some than others, but the hard work ethic will always prevail (like the persistent tortoise and the slacking hare racing).  There is no magic pill that can substitute for hard work.  Hard work and time put into papers and assignments will be evident to your professors, and thus to the graduate school interviewers. 
Second, one must set specific goals and follow through.  This does not mean that plans don’t change.  It means you finish what you start.  I thought about going to seminary before my first graduate degree was complete, but I finished the degree instead.  This gave more time for growth, and made sure that I was not losing credits by transferring part-way through.  Set goals and dream big with a follow-through action plan.  As Eleanor Roosevelt said, “The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams.”
Third, be creative in all that you do.  It will set you apart in the graduate school’s eyes.  This can mean taking time away from school for constructive growth as I mentioned earlier.  It also applies to searching for scholarships for graduate schools.  There are fewer scholarships available at this level than for undergraduate, so get creative in your search.  Keep in close contact with your pre-professional advisor on available scholarships.  Get to know the graduate schools’ financial aid office early and on a personal basis.  Keep updated with email by organizations that send out scholarship opportunities.  Use internet search engines, the local library, or community organizations to uncover hard to find scholarships.  Apply for the smaller scholarships too, as there is less competition, and they add up.  Be prepared and willing to look into service obligation scholarships like the military, health shortage scholarships, board of governors scholarships, or government agencies that will pay for your school to work for them afterwards (for most of these, it’s typically one year of paid service for one year of scholarship received).  Being creative can take a lot of financial stress off your back and make graduate school a reality.
Fourth, get work done early.  The more you work on things that are not urgent but important, the less stress you have when those things become urgent.  By procrastinating, you will have less quality in your work, more anxiety because of the deadline, and risk the loss of opportunities by missed deadlines.  This can be seen in the realm of applying for graduate schools, taking entrance exams, timelines, scholarships, assignments, etc.  Be pre-emptive and get things done early.  It will save you much trouble in the long run.
Fifth and finally, it is crucial to develop interpersonal communication skills.  This will be very important during the interview process.  It makes a big difference if you appear relaxed, confident, able to think on your feet, and just simply communicate with ease.   To hone these skills, you may join clubs like Toastmasters, debate teams, etc.  Communications classes are also helpful.  Don’t forget that traveling and meeting new people will make it easier to speak with all types of people and relate to almost anyone in at least some way.  The more experiences you have, the better able you are to relate to a variety of people and personalities. 
Indeed, as you can see, there is not a set path to graduate school.  Often a more diverse path with help you grow personally, live life to the fullest with little regrets, and ultimately make you more competitive for graduate school.  I have included five simple bits of advice that, when practiced, will indeed help you to be better prepared and more competitive for graduate school.  Work hard, set goals, be creative, be prompt, and sharpen the communication skills.  Good luck!
 
   
       

