The Essential Apping Guide

There are a lot of resources in Insti when it comes to placements but the authorities have conveniently forgotten to guide students when it comes to applying for further studies. This is ironical since well this is IIT after all and the prime focus is to produce researchers and not financial consultants :p !!

As a fellow apper I had no such manual of sorts to guide me through the whole thing which led to wasting a lot of time finding out some basic information from seniors, forums, professors etc. So in the hope that future generations of appers don’t go through the hassles my batchies had to face I write for you ‘The Essential Apping Guide” 

One very important thing is that your Undergrad CPI is given a very high importance when considering you for admissions. So keep it above 8. Keeping it close to 9 sort of ensures getting funding though not necessary. A 7 below cpi is gonna have a very difficult time getting admission and even securing a “STRONG” LOR (letter of recommendation) from faculty.

First lets start off with a list of all the bases that need to covered:

Section A:

1. Some perspective 

2. Figuring out your field of study

3. Registering and preparing for GRE/TOEFL

4. Choosing the right institutes to apply to

5. Approaching professors for recommendations

6. Preparing a good Statement of Purpose (SOP)

7. Contacting professors abroad for funding/opportunities

8. Building a strong application: Resume, LORs etc.

9. The legwork involved: Sending apps, getting transcripts etc..

10. Getting Visas and other official documentation (bank papers)

Section B: Intern apping guide
Section A. So lets start off:
1. Some perspective: Alright, let’s start with who you are  –  

Freshman: Alright! I’m surprised you managed to get your hands on this guide, kudos for the ‘enthu’, freshie year is quite hectic and all the exposure you have to the department is one introductory course (DIC) in the 2nd semester, if you are really interested in what goes on within your department, what equipment is there in each lab and who uses it for what? Spend a month or so of the summer in IIT, go and meet a few professors, tell them that you would be interested in working on something for the summer and trust me, professors love enthusiastic freshmen. But if not, go home, have a fun summer, try to do something productive (we know a guy know managed to get a internship in France after his first year, but then again he got 1600 in his GRE and is presently in MIT). But for mere mortals, not to worry, there is a long time to go. 

Sophomore: Excellent, this is the perfect time to view this guide for the first time. With the onslaught of core courses in the 3nd (and 4th, if you’re already there) semesters, you might have figured out a little better whether your ‘major’ interests you or not. What’s that? It still does!? Are you sure that you aren’t interested in MI or Techfest? Anyways that’s perfect, do well in your courses, go get yourself a supervised learning, which is probably the best thing you can do within the academic year. If you’ve already started missing classes and dozing off in the ones that you do attend, don’t give up on the department just yet, the boring courses are required for the further ones and trust me, courses later on do get really interesting. Finally the harsh reality remains that whether you want to App, get a good job or even get into an IIM, CPI MATTERS!

Now in the 4th semester you might see that some people start sending out thousands of mails every night, and while this might work for a few, I would not encourage it. Now Refer to Intern Apping Guide.[Page. 7] for intern fundae.

Thirdie BTech: Now it’s time to get serious, you have exactly 2 semesters to left to do anything substantial, if you’ve done an internship in the department, do try to continue work and make something of it, publications are rare but if you manage one in your btech, its smooth sailing to a masters. The whole insti intern hoopla (itc, png, ubs, db etc.) starts pretty early in the 5th sem and this is probably a good time to decide about what to do in the future. [See Intern Apping Guide.[P. 7]]. After you’re done with that, I think it’s time to move on to point 2 straight away.

Thirdie Dual: Go to Sophmore :P

Fourthie Dual: You’ve been blessed with an extra year, so even if you’ve gotten into the field late, you’ve had time to make up. Pick a good DDP Guide nice and early, make it clear to him that you are serious and are going to app right away, and somehow if you can get a project that lets you go work with a company/ another univ for the summer, that’s a huge added bonus. But that’s pretty much it, the rest of guide should get you through the rest.

2. Figuring out your field of study: This might be trivial for most students because if you’re serious about apping then you have probably thought about which specialization you want go in for. However, there are a few of us who have little or no idea of what they want work in but just want to go in for research.

a. Consider your strengths: figure out which subjects you are best at and what interests you the most

b. Get in touch with faculty and take up some projects to get a feel of things and decide later whether you enjoyed it or not

c. Look for interns abroad as well as in India as it’s a good way to get exposure and participate in some excellent research activity. Interning in a univ gets you the added advantage of securing a recommendation.

d. Doing interns in finance/banking are a waste unless you want to go in for a masters in that. Don’t run after high paying interns but instead look for quality work under established guides whether in univs or private research labs

3. Registering and preparing for GRE/TOEFL: Both these exams are expensive so I suggest preparing thoroughly to avoid having to give them again to improve ure scores. You can visit the ETS website www.ets.org and register well in advance as the dates tend to run out quickly. My personal advice is to give GRE and TOEFL in your third year as there is ample time to prepare and takes off the added burden in your final year since there are so many other things that need to be worked upon. 

a. GRE: Univs see GRE as a way of assessing your basic mental aptitude as well as your command over English since they want to make sure that you are skilled in communicating in English whether it be written or verbal. Research involves reading/publishing complicated journals so you need to be quick in grasping complex sentence contructions etc.. Though you might be good at all of this but still sometimes people end up scoring low on their verbal section especially the Reading Comprehension section so watch out for that. Practise essay writing by picking up sample topics from the net and get a good guide book (Kaplan). Memorise the word list thoroughly as well as develop your grasp of etymology since the words in the exam might not always be form that list.

You should aim to score a minimum of 1350 in GRE as some schools have cut-offs. 800 in math is expected (780 makes them wonder what happened!) Also don’t forget to take your passport for the day of your exam and make sure your name and DOB are written correctly on it. ETS is very strict about this and will refuse to let you sit for the exam without exception.

b. TOEFL: This is a very simple test with 4 sections. Reading, Writing, Listening and Speaking. There are TOEFL IBT softwares on LAN and practicing one test should be more sufficient. I would consider a score of 100/120 decent but aim for 110+. A good toefl score is a must if you want to be considered for TAship( a min of 105 for most)

4. Choosing the right college: You should be well aware of your own profile because only a very strong application (high cpi, excellent reccos, publications etc.) can make it to the top schools (MIT, STAN, Berkeley, CALTECH, UMICH). So choose wisely as sending applications is very very expensive. General acceptance rates are ~10% for mid level schools and much below that for the top ones.  Always keep a few safety schools which you are confident of getting through to and then apply to the good ones. Unless you’re at the top of your class aim to send atleast 10 applications with the right mix of top/mid/safety schools. Talk to your seniors who have sent apps and better still get info from faculty and the admission offices of the target institution. Look for acceptance statistics online and build a strong network between fellow appers to share information (Trust me, a mailing list can save your life !)

5. Approaching professors for recommendations: Easy for the toppers and the scariest part for the not so good ones. You better make sure that you have atleast 3 profs who are willing to give you a recco. A pretty standard set of profs would be your internship guide (preferable if you did a univ intern, in case of an industrial intern, try to get it from someone who has a Masters / PhD themselves), your seminar / supervised learning guide and your BTP / DDP guide is pretty much essential because it would also be a major part of your SOP. Now if one of them is missing, I would advise you to approach a prof whose course you’ve done well in (preferably AA) and it would help if there was a course project involved. LOR’s are really important since they act as an endorsement to parts of your SOP, so make sure that you show whatever you’ve written about the project or better still the whole SOP and resume to your professor, trust me, a communication gap could prove deadly. Approach them well in advance and always ask if they feel they would be able to write you a strong LOR. A weak LOR goes against you and admission decisions often hinge on them. Build excellent relations with faculty by scoring good grades and doing projects. 

6. Preparing a good SOP: I CANNOT STRESS ENOUGH ON HOW IMPORTANT THIS IS ! A good SOP can make or break your application. A few pointers:

a. Be precise: Don’t write long essays on how you were passionate about science since school and how you were the topper there etc.. It is a waste of wordspace and that is at a premium here. Start off directly by mentioning you target degree, field of study and your research interests in the first 2 paras. 

b. Make it interesting: Don’t use clichés like research is my lifelong passion, your first love etc etc.. its silly. Use well constructed sentences to convey your interests and your accomplishments. No need to be extra witty/funny as it might not go down to well with the committee.. Limit your use of strong emotional words and instead make it look professional and concise

c. Convince them that you are capable of research: Don’t waste space on writing about school accomplishments unless its NTSE, NMO, IMO, IPO etc.. Start off directly with your projects and publications in college. Any personal endeavors of yours such as some tech projects, social work can make you stand out as they show u are dedicated beyond the classroom.

d. Customise your basic SOP to adapt it to individual target colleges. Mention the names of professors/labs you want to work in and why XYZ college is your choice for study.

e. Don’t try to make sorry excuses for low CPIs unless you have a genuine problem such as prolonged illness etc..

f. Make up for your low CPI by mentioning your projects and interns and initiatives in brief

g. Get your sop reviewed by seniors and batchies and if possible go through their sops though not many are willing to share them !!

h. There is no absolute right or wrong way to go about, so you must feel yourself that your sop is strong since you are your best judge. Don’t get misled by silly tips and pointers from arbit people as they might just confuse you. Choose the right person to seek help from! (preferably a successful senior/ over-achiever batchie, and someone with just a really good command over English to proof read)

7. Contacting professors abroad for funding/opportunities: It’s a good idea to mail profs and ask them if they have projects that are to your liking and whether they would be willing to fund you as RA, TAs. Go through their webpages first and see if your research interests match. Pick out projects you might be interested in 

Mention them in your cover letter/SOP. Send your resumes along with your cover letter always. Sometimes emails with attachments get filtered out as spam so u can put in your resume below ure cover letter in the mail.

8. Building a strong application: Here is what makes a strong application

a. An excellent SOP

b. A strong resume: projects, interns, publications, awards

c. High CPI

d. Strong LORs

e. Getting a prof interested in taking u on their team sort of ensures that you are of prime importance in their selection process

9. The leg work involved: everyone hates it but ghodagiri is always involved :p

a. sending application material to univs: 

i. Use reputed courier services such as DHL/FEDEX [DHL in hiranandani does a fine job]

ii. Make use of promotional schemes..there are always bulk discounts for students

iii. Multiple students can send their application in one package if u are applying to the same univ. Consult your univs admission office on how to go about it (just make a sorry face and say its too expensive for Indian students :p)

iv. Do Not staple or stick documents unless required as they get pissed with this.

v. Send it well in advance to avoid delays and possible rejection

b. Getting transcripts: Trasncripts are again expensive (500 for the first + 100 each for the remaining). So get atleast 15 copies(they will come handy believe me since some univs want 2 copies) this is ofcourse subjective and left for you to decide(but don’t be chindi…ull end up wasting more money in the end) Updated transcripts for the 7th semesters become available after December so if ure univ is willing to accept them u can send them later if u have of a grade increase..otherwise just forget it. Also the acad office is pretty much a typical sarkari office so go at the proper working hour and well in advance

c. Financial Documents: Ask your mom/dad to prepare sufficient funds in their accounts. Univs need to know that u can pay for your first year of college in case you aren’t eligible for funding. Never show sponsors from abroad (US specifically) because that is a sure shot way of getting your visa rejected. They will only consider money parked in bank accounts so any other financial resource is pointless (FDs, Mutual funds etc.) If you do not have the sufficient funds (usually around ~40k to 50k USD) in your accounts then well god be with you if you don’t secure funding as they will not issue you an  I-20 unless you can prove other resources such as loans etc. It is a good idea to borrow money from relatives etc and park it in your account, then take a statement letter mentioning the amount in dollars in your account (banks are usually helpful with this). This document should not be more than 3 months old. Even though the money in your account is not ures…you just need to show it to the stupid clerks sitting there and they will grant you the I-20 after which u can obv return the money (though we all prefer otherwise !)

10. Getting Visas and other official documentation: Apply for a Visa as early as possible ( u are allowed to apply 3-4 months in advance of ure joining date). U need to pay ure SEVIS fee online for a US visa and fill in the online application form. Go through visa application procedures thoroughly on consulate websites. Sometimes a US visa cant get stuck under administrative processing as the visa counselor may feel that your research area is a sensitive one. You are in serious bad luck then. Your application will be put under section 221(G) administrative processing and will be sent to Washington for a background check. Aero students be careful. Don’t mention explicitly in ure resume research interests like UAVs, Robotics, Artificial intelligence, Navigation etc..unless unavoidable. (for example a controls guys could say robust and optimal control instead autonomous vehicles/ mobile robotics! A hypersonics guy could say laminar flow study blah blah)

This nightmare of section221g can take anywhere from 1 month to over 3 months for processing so apply to European univs as well for backup!

Last but not the least it is suggested that you sit for placements as well to secure your backup incase ure application doesn’t go through or ure visa gets rejected etc. 

Section B: Intern Apping guide for the App enthu IITian:
1. First of all make yourself a decent resume, get resumes from seniors but preferably do not look at placement resumes, they are all bullet-pointy and action-verby. Resumes for interns should be simple and it doesn’t hurt to write clearly about what you did in your few past projects.

2. Now you have 2 broad ways to go: Industrial intern / University Intern. Each has its own pro’s and con’s, but for apping univ interns are preferable. Industrial interns in core companies do not hurt (especially R&D departments), but random coding / finance interns do not help your case. 

3. There are always some good core interns through the PT cell, apply, give an interview, get an intern, this is probably the easiest way to go, just make sure that you find out what exactly the intern is about before you do apply.

4. Now for Univ interns, not everyone is lucky enough to get a foreign intern, but the IISc and IITB themselves offer some of the best facilities and sometimes better opportunities than foreign ones, for example, a 2nd year internship in IIT has the added advantage of being able to continue through the 3rd year, this would definitely lead to a good rapport with the prof which would help in a LOR, contacts for the 3rd year intern / 4th year app, and perhaps even a publication somewhere in between.

5. For foreign univ interns again the PT cell would perhaps be the easiest way out, MITACS and DAAD provide great opportunities and hopefully there are more by the time you read this. 

6. If you are applying abroad on your own, apply sensibly, there is no point in sending out hundreds of random mails, look at the profs websites properly, try to justify why you want to work with that prof, personalize the mail a little, the extra effort shows. Even with all of this, it is still a bit of a lottery unless you have a 9.9 cpi, the best bet is to convince some of your seniors to pass on their contacts to you. Generally everyone manages to do a decent enough job that profs are enthu to take another student from IITB again.

7. If all this doesn’t work out, do not hesitate to ask your parents for any contacts in good companies, you’d be surprised at how many amazing interns have a long lost ‘uncle’ as the initial point of contact. 

Hope this was useful and Happy Apping! Anyone who wants to add to this should feel free to do so as Im sure I could have missed out a few things since there a ton of them to consider. 

Forums you must seee:

1. The grad café

2. Happy schools blog [visa related]
WARNING / ACHTUNG / DHOKKA / SAVDHAN: If you ask me(or anyone for that matter) the cost of individual applications/ courier costs/visa fee/housing costs abroad etc. …I will seriously pray to satan that he zap your pc/laptop with cosmic rays so that no one in the future receives silly emails from you. All this info is freely available on individual univ websites. Also go through the univ application procedures on admissions office website / departmental websites as there are myriad requirements before dropping a mail. Other than that any questions are welcome!
