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Structure of graduate education in the US

The US education system is not organized at the level of the US
government. Each state sets its own rules and there are private colleges
and universities, so there are no general rules that hold everywhere. Thus
nothing that we say will necessarily hold at any particular college or
university.

There are many categories of education after high school, many of which
are not relevant for graduate school. There are:

Public universities

Private universities and colleges (colleges usually do not have graduate
programs). These include the Ivy league, e.g. Harvard, Yale, etc.

Community colleges (these are institutions where the first two years of
a four year degree can be taken as well as trade schools i.e. plumbing,
etc.)

Each category contains several types – you will mainly be interested in
large public universities and private universities.
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The goal of higher education in the US is different from that in Europe.
US universities typically follow a “liberal arts” education model. This gives
a broad education with a specialization, and can be thought of as two
years of (mostly) general education in a wide variety of fields followed by
two years of (mostly) specialized education in a single field. In particular,
everyone will take courses in the main academic disciplines such as math,
science, English, history, etc.

A consequence of this is that in many areas
there is a very large number of courses that are taught, and some of them
(usually the basic first year courses) are taught by graduate students.
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Generally speaking, most states have a University of (State Name) and a
(State Name) State University.

For example, in Mississippi were we moved
from to Slovenia, there is University of Mississippi and Mississippi State
University. Again, generally, the University of (State Name) will be more
focused on humanities, law, etc., and the (State Name) University is also
often used to be an ”A&M”, which stands for “Agricultural and
Mechanical College”. So such universities have agriculture and
engineering. In larger states, both types will be strong in most areas, but
often the University of (State Name) is stronger. Other state universities,
for example in Mississippi there is “Jackson State University” and
“University of Southern Mississippi” are usually weaker, and often only
have PhD programs in specific areas.
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Funding graduate education in the US

While there are some scholarships for graduate education, in many areas
the vast majority of funding comes from either a Teaching or Research
Assistantship. Teaching Assistantships are common in ares like math,
English, etc., and Research Assistantship are common in lab sciences and
engineering. In many areas scientific and engineering areas, it is expected
that the funding for an Assistantship will cover the cost of tuition, living
expenses, and health insurance. So for many people, and especially in
technical areas such as math, engineering, and science, graduate education
in the US is in effect free.
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Requirements you may have to fulfill

Many universities will require the Graduate Record Exam

Many universities will also require the TOEFL or the Test of English in a
Foreign Language
Both cost around $250 and can be taken online or at a testing center
(there is one in Ljubljana).

On the topic of money, most graduate schools will charge a $50 to $100
application fee (mainly as a measure of the applicants sincerity). They also
may have the ability to waive the fee for low income applicants (and you
are almost surely low income), and should ask that the fee be waived.
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How to raise the chances of admission and funding

One of the largest obstacles you will face is that the people making
decisions about who to admit and fund might not have any idea at all
about what your academic credentials mean. There are three ways this
obstacle may be eliminated.

1 There are GRE subject tests in Chemistry, Math, Physics, and
Psychology. Sometimes these are required in those fields.

2 Apply to a university where faculty here have contacts!

3 Apply for a position in a Masters program, and then transfer after
graduation to a better university. BEWARE: Most US universities
admit few students for a masters degree alone, and leaving a
masters/PhD program with a masters degree alone is regarded as an
unsuccessful outcome. Clear communication will be required.
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Differences in the job opportunities in the US in
comparison with Europe

Most PhD’s graduating in the US, at least in math which is the area we
are most familiar with, do not go on to become researchers at university.

That proportion is about 25%. In the US, there are many small, usually
private, colleges which do not have PhD programs, as well as regional
universities which do not have PhD programs. Together, these account for
the majority of educational institutions (but perhaps not by student
population), and a great deal of the PhD hiring the US. Some of the more
prestigious institutions in this group will have a small research component
(and correspondingly less teaching). Private institutions in this category
will typically have smaller class sizes, as well as expect engagement with
undergraduates in research. The rest are full time teaching jobs, with little
or no research component. There are also a smaller number of PhD’s who
go into industry, and teach at community colleges (which we don’t know
much about).
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How to tell if a university is good in your area

For assessing US university quality, there are many ranking systems. US
News and World Report is still probably the best. I believe the ranking of
mathematics graduate schools to be generally somewhat reliable, although
the rankings by subdiscipline (Analysis etc) are not so great. See
US News and World Report Graduate School Rankings.
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