Graduate School
Whether, Why and Where to Apply


The personal decision that I will analyze in the context of the literature read throughout Decision Making I is my decision regarding graduate school. The decision includes whether or not to apply, which school(s) to apply to and an analysis of my preferences in terms of where I would go should I be accepted to one or all of my choices. 


First, I will provide some background. I graduated with a Bachelor of Arts (B.A.) in Journalism: Public Relations from the University of Oregon School of Journalism and Communication in August of 2001. Graduate school had been part of my future plans, however I had intended to get two or three years of work experience first. 

I spent some time in Africa during the summer; when I returned home, finding work proved to be quite difficult. I applied to several jobs in Eugene and Portland and had a couple of interviews. I was looking mostly in Eugene. While relocation would ultimately be necessary, and desirable, I was not ready to relocate outside of Oregon. My long-term boyfriend also becomes a factor at this point. He is still finishing his degree and would not be able to follow me had I chosen to relocate. 

I was offered a part-time position with a local public relations agency, Public Relations Services. I had worked for this agency as an intern a year prior to the job offer. It pays well and provides an excellent experience. However, I felt that “just” working part-time would not be enough to stimulate me intellectually or be able to fill my time. I am a work-a-holic and tend to want many things going on at once. I was also interested in supplementing my public relations degree with some additional knowledge about political science. My time in Africa had led to an increased interest in public affairs as a profession. In light of all this information, I chose to take classes toward a second bachelor of arts in political science. 
While all this was going on, I kept one eye on the job market, which didn’t seem to be getting any better. Watching news reports and reading the paper did not make me feel any more confident about my job prospects. This led to a serious reconsideration of when the process of applying to graduate school should begin. I would need to prepare to take the Graduate Records Exam (GRE). Even If I did not apply to graduate school right away, the scores are good for five years. 
All this provides the basis for the multi-part decision that I faced and continue to face. The decision is still in progress. Ultimately, I chose to apply to two graduate programs and one fellowship program. I have heard back from two of the three. 

Whether or Not to Apply

Ultimately, I wanted to make decisions that would give me the maximum number of opportunities among which I could choose. Whether I chose to go to graduate school or was able to find a full-time position in my field of choice, the “best” decisions in the beginning would also further influence my preferences regarding the future consequences of my action. 
According to James March, rational choice involves two types of guesses. The first is a guess about what consequences your current actions will produce. We try to imagine what will happen in the future. The other is what your preferences will be for those consequences. We try to imagine how we will feel about the consequences that we have produced as a result of our actions. I faced both at the beginning of my decision and indeed throughout. (March, p. 589)
I will use a correlation throughout this section that applying to graduate school implies that going to graduate school would follow. If I invested the time and money to apply, I would consider that course to be my decision. I do realize this is a bit of a leap and that I would not have to have to go to graduate school if I applied. But, for the ease of analyzing the decision in light of the literature read during this class, that is the assumption that I will use.  

If I chose to apply to graduate schools, I would need to immediately begin preparation for the GRE. This would cost time, energy and money. There would be measurable opportunity costs present. It would take time and energy to study for and take the exams. This is time and energy not spent working, not spent on class work and not spent doing something I enjoyed. I have a somewhat unique way to measure the value of my time. Because I’m professional who works in an industry in which we bill by the hour, I often assess my personal time in the same terms. In these terms, preparing for the exams was pretty expensive. Taking the exams also had a financial cost. The test itself costs over $100. I was not willing to pay for a preparation class, but I also needed to renew some of my test-taking skills so I purchased two books with hints and practice tests. 

I also faced the “optimal clarity problem” as discussed by March. This problem addresses the presumption that improving the clarity of goals inherently improves the quality of decision making. (March, p.603) My problem was that my goals were not clear. This problem remained throughout this decision making process. Was my goal to go to graduate school to get a better job? To “hide” from the miserable economy? Would I prefer to find full-time work in a less-than-optimal environment? I did not know. But, as March points out, pressing for clarity can have its drawbacks. It does not allow for creative interpretation of goals and often results on the measurement being the primary focus rather than the underlying goal. 
The second theory that applies to whether or not to apply to graduate school is Janis and Mann’s conflict model of decision making as discussed in their book “Decision Making.” 
The model that Janis and Mann discuss applies to emergency decision making, but they also contend that essentially the same model can be used under for “consequential” decisions. They define a consequential decision as those that create some degree of concern or anxiety in the person who is making the decision. The possibility that the decision may result in higher costs than the decision maker can afford or that the decision will result in opportunity costs. Opportunity costs are the failure to obtain gains that might otherwise have been available if another course of action had been chosen. 
My decision involved considerable opportunity costs. Making the decision to apply to graduate schools would involve two-plus years of my exit from the job market. In an entry-level public sector public relations position, this would result in between $60,000 and $80,000 in wages not earned (2.5 years x $25,000 to $30,000 per year). 
Where to Apply

I also faced the optimal ambition problem. I had to balance the expected search costs with the possible improvements in my situation that I expected to achieve from that search. 
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