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Advice for the Ambitious Undergraduate Student

S T U D E N T S

Currently I’m finishing my
undergraduate degree in psy-
chology, yet I’m only half way
there.  I intend to go to graduate
school and that means four or
five more years to complete my
Ph. D.  Unfortunately, five years
is a long time for those of us who
are ready to get started.  It is also
well known that it is difficult to
cut time spent completing a Ph.
D.  So, it may be a better idea to
cut down time spent completing
one’s undergraduate degree. I
know many ambitious students
that are unaware of the opportu-
nities available at the undergrad-
uate level.  These guidelines will
aid undergraduates in finishing
their degree in a timely manner
with all the essentials for gradu-
ate school acceptance.  The fol-
lowing is a list I have complied
consisting of specifics. 

Take spring and summer
courses.  This can cut down on
either the amount of years that
you are in graduate school or the
course load you will have in your
final year.  (This is a huge help as
your final year is crazy busy.)
Spring courses also usually have
smaller class sizes and can likely

provide an opportunity for you to
raise your GPA.

Decide on your area of
interest. Every student is unsure
what they “want to be when they
grow up”.  There are unlimited
career options, and even when
you narrow it to a discipline (ex.
psychology) you must further
narrow your interests to a pro-
gram within that discipline (ex.
neuropsychology) and then fur-
ther still narrow to your research
interests (ex. stroke research).
There are enough choices to
make ones head spin, especially
when you are struggling to find
your strengths, weaknesses and
even interests. Some excellent
advice came from my mom
when she said “just pick some-
thing, because if you don’t, you
won’t end up doing anything”.
Pick something and go with it, if
it turns out that it’s not for you
then pick again, and again until
you are sure you are in the right
spot.   

You will need references let-
ters.  This one is tough.  You will
need letters of recommendation
whether you are thinking of

applying for a graduate school or
applying for a job.  It may be dif-
ficult to know your professors on
a personal basis in a larger uni-
versity.  So plan ahead of time by
taking as many courses as possi-
ble from the same instructors.  In
class sit near the front, partici-
pate in discussions and look
attentive.  If you must miss a
class talk to your instructor in
advance so that you may receive
the assignment and impress them
with your dedication.  Visit your
professor during their office
hours; they’re required to be
there and few students show up
(especially at the beginning of a
semester). Ask about their expe-
rience with graduate school and
any advice they have. This is
doubly beneficial as the profes-
sors that write your reference let-
ters often have great advice and
valuable contacts.

Take the GRE in your third
year. Taking the GRE before
your last year is beneficial
because it is early enough that
you can retake the test if neces-
sary.  This will also rid you of the
stress of taking the GRE in your
fourth year when your time is
better spent preparing graduate
school applications.  Late
December or early January is a
good time to consider undertak-
ing the test because there is a
break in the academic semester.

Get involved in research.
This is not so much a tip but a

necessity.  In your third year,
preferably in the first semester,
talk to a member of the faculty
about doing an independent
research project in your final
year.  This is a full year inde-
pendent research project that will
likely count as credit towards
your degree.  Also ask your pro-
fessors if they are aware of any
research that is happening off
campus.  There may be a
research assistant position avail-
able.  Graduate schools require
applicants to have had research
experience, so any research or
research related activity is worth
undertaking.  

Create a worthy CV. You
emerge from college with an
academic resume or Curriculum
Vitae this means “course of life”
and it is a summary of profes-
sional training and background.
Templates for CV’s can be found
at various websites.  DO NOT
make the mistake of assuming a
CV is the same as a resume,
although there are some similari-
ties.  People will not expect you
to have a full CV at the comple-
tion of an undergraduate degree.
Several sections may be blank
such as publications, teaching
experience or awards.  However,
the lack of qualifications in some
areas can be displaced by a
healthy collection of activities in
other areas.  Any student can add
to the section of professional
memberships.  It is easy to locate
professional associations and

obtain student memberships at a
discount rate.  A Canadian
Psychological Association mem-
bership is an excellent addition
to one’s CV.  Another area that
undergraduates can develop is
the section including relevant
academic activities. Any partici-
pation in the school’s societies,
student association, newspaper,
committees, or conferences
makes a nice addition to a CV.

Choose a part time job that
is related to your field of inter-
est.  Many students work part
time to aid with expenses how-
ever, a part time job can be an
additional advantage if it relates
to your field of interest.  Any
work experience that teaches you
skills that are needed in graduate
school will look good on a grad-
uate application.  Work experi-
ence that involves research, pub-
lishing written work or teaching
all look good to graduate
schools.

This collection of advice is
for undergraduate students that
are interested in continuing to
graduate studies.  There is a
wealth of hidden opportunities
for those that are eager and will-
ing. It is important that under-
graduate students have this infor-
mation so that they may best pre-
pare for graduate school applica-
tions.  Students that are anxious
to reach their career goals and
take advantage of these opportu-
nities will be that much closer to
that dream job!

SARAH HOVIND – University of Calgary 
CPA Undergrad presentative

h, how I would love to have a career.  I yearn for
that ultimate dream job.  That position of success
where I could finally say “I’ve arrived”.  However,

there are years of schooling remaining for me to complete.
O

Spotlight on York University 

York was originally built as a
division of the University of
Toronto. However, in 1959, the
school became an individual aca-
demic institution. Throughout
the past forty-five years, York
has quickly established itself as
the third largest university and
the largest post-secondary cam-

pus in Canada. York boasts
almost 50,000 students and
employs 7,000 staff and faculty. 

Mainly a commuter school,
over one thousand buses service
York every day to help transport
the 85% of students who com-
mute. With ten faculties and over
five thousand courses offered,

York is able to provide an educa-
tion for students with interests in
almost any post-secondary field. 

One of the advantages of
attending such a large institution
is the vast accessibility to
resources. The five libraries on
York’s two campuses offer a
combined total of 2.5 million
books, subscriptions to over
13,000 electronic journals, and
over 350 Internet work stations.

Psychology Departments
The psychology department

at York employs more than 90
professors and offers over 50
courses in psychology. There are
three undergraduate psychology
divisions, integrated into one
psychology program, including:

the Faculty of Arts or Faculty of
Pure and Applied Sciences,
Atkinson Faculty of Liberal and
Professional Studies, and
Glendon College.  

Atkinson offers classes in the
evenings and throughout the
summer to accommodate stu-
dents with full-time jobs or other
daytime commitments. 
Glendon College – which has a
combined population of 2,000
students, faculty and staff – is
unique in that it offers psycholo-
gy classes in both English and
French. 

Graduate Program
York University’s graduate

program in psychology is the one
of the largest in Canada. The

school offers six distinct
research areas at the graduate
level including: brain, behaviour
and cognitive science, clinical,
clinical-developmental psychol-
ogy, developmental and cogni-
tive processes, history and theo-
ry psychology, and social and
personality psychology. York is
unique in that it offers separately
accredited child and adult
research streams. 

Psychology Association
The Undergraduate

Psychology Student Association
(UPSA) at York is an excellent
resource for students within the
psychology program. They offer
a wide variety of seminars on
issues that affect psychology stu-
dents, such as a graduate student
meet-and-greet, a seminar on the
fourth year honours thesis, an
introduction to the GREs, as well
as discussions on many other
topics. 

For general York inquiries,
please visit www.yorku.ca. For
further information about psy-
chology programs at York, visit
www.psych.yorku.ca. For more
information on UPSA at York,
please visit their Web site at
www.psych.yorku.ca/upsa. 

LAUREN FOGEL, CPA Undergraduate Representative

ork University is located in Toronto, Canada’s
largest metropolitan city. York has two campuses:
the Keele Campus, which is the largest and located

in the northwestern part of the city; and the Glendon
College Campus, which is located in mid-town Toronto and
offers bilingual studies. 
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Visit us on the Web
Career Ads on the Web  www.cpa.ca/ads.html

The Coming Events are updated regularly on the Web
www.cpa.ca/ComingEvents.html

Annonces d’emplois en psychologie sur le Web
www.cpa.ca/ads.html

Les évènements à venir sont mis à jour régulièrement
sur le Web www.cpa.ca/ComingEvents.html
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