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UCMERGED Session Goals & Outcomes

By the end of this session, you’ll know how to:

 Research opportunities for MS and PhD at UC, CSU
and private universities

* Compare the MS and Ph.D. in terms of time,
finances, and careers.

* Reflect on which path makes sense for you right now




Quick Poll

Let's get a sense of the room:
* How many freshman?
e ...Sophomores?
* ...Transfers?
* ...Juniors and Seniors?
* How many already have a Master's degree?

How many are considering a Master's?
...Ph.D.?
...Not sure?
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What is Graduate School?

Graduate School is not:

o Simply an extension of undergraduate studies

o A place to stumble into when you lack direction

o Avenue for figuring things out without a clear professional path
o Just an accumulation of additional coursework

Graduate schoolis:
v'Advanced training in a specific field
v'A platform for innovation and tackling intricate challenges

v'A community fostering your development as a scholar, researcher,
or expert

v’ Typically includes independent research, projects, teaching,
fieldwork, or artistic creation



Graduate Degree Paths

UCMERCED

Master of Public Administration (MPA)
or Public Health (MPH); Doctor of
Medicine (MD); Juris Doctor (JD)

Outcome | Gets you ready
for high-level jobs in fields
like medicine, law, or
dentistry.

UROC

Undergraduate Research
Opportunities Center

Research Degrees
Master of Science (MS);
Doctor of Philosophy (PhD)

Focus | Creating new
ideas and knowledge
through in-depth
research.

Practice-Based Degrees
Doctor of Education (EdD);
Master of Fine Arts (MFA)

Focus | Combining theory
with real-world experience
to improve practice.

Outcome | Train as a

leader or practitioner who
can use research to make
changes and enhance
professional work.
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Master's vs Ph.D.

Key Comparisons




Key Differences

Degree 1-3years 5-7+years
Funding Often self-funded Usually funded (tuition + stipend via TA/RA)
Structure Coursework-heavy; sometimes thesis or project Research-focused; dissertation; some coursework
Purpose Build skills, advance professionally Create new knowledge through original research
Out?:I:;;s Mid-levelroles, industry, government, applied work  Academia, research labs, specialized consulting, leadership
Easier to pivot or finish earl : .
Flexibility asierto pivo O.r e e.ar y . Long-term commitment with limited exit options
Good for exploring or trying things out
Credential : : : : :
r?,af:e'a Strong professional credential Terminal degree, required for research/academia

» What outcomes matter more to you—career entry soon or deep specialization??

UROC : : : -
Resource: For more information on job outlook, refer to the Bureau of Labor Statistics

Undergraduate R h )
o:pf,rr%:,ani;:secftﬁrc Occupational Outlook Handbook: https://www.bls.gov/ooh/

UCMERCED



Time + Money: The Real Trade-Offs

Short-Term Realities

Tuition and fees are often self-funded

Master's May need loans or part-time work

Working while enrolled

Usually funded (tuition + stipend)

Ph.D. Typically full-time; difficult to work outside program

M Undergraduate Research
Opportunities Center

5-7+ years out of full-time workforce

UCMERCED



Time + Money: The Real Trade-Offs

Long-Term Outcomes

Faster entry or advancement in workforce

Master's Qualifies for mid-level or specialized professional roles

Good ROl in certain fields (business, healthcare, etc.)

Highest academic credential

Ph . D Access to academia, research, leadership roles

M Undergraduate Research
Opportunities Center

Potential for higher lifetime earnings (field-dependent)

UCMERCED



Bureau of Labor Statistics — Education Pays

Earnings and Unemployment Rates by Educational Attainment, 2024
Median usual weekly earnings ($) Unemployment rate (%)

Doctoral degree

Professional degree

Master's degree

Bachelor's degree

Associate's degree
Some college, no degree
High school diploma

Less than a high school diploma

All workers: $1,221 Total: 3.3%

Note: Data are for persons age 25 and over. Earnings are for full-time wage and salary workers.
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey.
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Long-Term Earnings Potential for PhD Holders

Net Worth Over Time
] Baseline Scenario [ Back to School Scenario [ Difference - Back to School vs Baseline
$3,500,000
5 years from Most with PhD
i i will have higher
$3,000,000 Dutingand fightafter graduation with your G i 74 gv :
your PhD, youhave D total earnings are et worth ove
#2,00,000 : higher than with a time
earned less money Mire
than if just had the asters
$2,000,000 ;
< Master’s
5
= $1,500,000
@
z
$1,000,000
$500,000
-
$0 ¢ =
$-500,000
0 5 10 15 20 25 o
# of Years from Today

Going back to school becomes the better financial decision after 10.8 years

UROC

Undergraduate Research Explore more here: https://themeasureofaplan.com/grad-school-calculator/
Opportunities Center
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Strategic Decision-Making
Which path is for you?




UROC
M csinee Should | earn a Master's Before a Ph.D?
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Benefits

¢ Try Before you Buy - Explore your field and confirm your interest in
research before fully committing to a Ph.D.

« [Earn aValuable Degree Along the way - Leave after 1-3
years with a completed credential, even if you choose not to continue to the
doctorate.

¢ Strong Career Options —In some fields an M.S. can lead to
salaries and positions comparable to those of Ph.D. holders.

e Can Shorten Your Ph.D. Path - Credits may transfer and

requirements may be waived—especially if you pursue the Ph.D. at the
same institution.

e Research Rea dy Skills - By completing a master’s, you’ve already

built critical research, writing, and analytical skills that prepare you for
doctoral work.

» What skills or experiences do | still need before committing to Ph.D.?




Should | earn a Master's Before a Ph.D.? M
Potential Drawbacks

* Longer Total Time in Graduate School - Completing both
degrees means spending more years before entering your full-time career.

* Higher Overall Costs - More tuition, living expenses, and

opportunity costs—plus extra time earning a lower graduate stipend or
salary.

 Limited Added Value - in many fields, having both a Master’s and

Ph.D. doesn’t necessarily increase earning potential compared to holding a
Ph.D. alone.

* Employers Focus on Your Final Degree - Most employers

consider your highest degree the defining qualification, unless your
Master’s is in a different or complementary field that adds unique expertise.

» Does earning both degrees align with my career goals and financial plans?

UROC

Undergraduate Research
Opportunities Center




When You Need a Ph.D.

Essential
for leading
independent
research in
national labs,
think tanks, or
R&D divisions in
government and
industry.

Needed forroles
where you’ll
create new
knowledge,

Often expected
for high-level
consulting, policy
analysis, and

expert advisory
roles that demand

deep subject-
matter expertise.

develop
technologies, or
lead research-
driven initiatives.

Academic Careers Research-Intensive Specialized Consulting Innovation &

Roles & Policy Work Leadership in
Specialized Fields

» Is your dream career one that requires creating new knowledge, or applying existing knowledge?

UROC

Undergraduate Research
Opportunities Center
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M Thinking About Grad School? Ask yourself...

Green Light; Red Light
Join us on Padlet to complete a self-assessment

padlet.com/dianahez62/diversityforum



g Thinking About Grad School? Ask yourself...

Motivation & Purpose

* Why do | want to go to grad school?

* Am | pursuing this for the right reasons; curiosity, career
goals, love of research, or long-term growth?

* Oram | doing this because I’m unsure what else to do,
feeling pressure from others, or anxious about the job
market?




g Thinking About Grad School? Ask yourself...

Career Fit

* Dol need a graduate degree to reach my career goal?

* Some careers require it (e.g., licensed therapist, university
professor, research scientist).

* Others value experience more than credentials.
 Have | talked to people currently in my desired career?
* What path did they take?

* What helped them most?




g Thinking About Grad School? Ask yourself...

Curiosity & Commitment

* Am | curious enough to specialize deeply in one area for 5—
7 years?

* What kinds of problems do | enjoy solving most?

* Do | want to work primarily with people, data, ideas,
technology or a mix of all four?

* Does the thought of long-term, independent research
energize or intimidate me?




g Thinking About Grad School? Ask yourself...

Daily Work & Lifestyle

* What kind of daily work excites me; collaboration, writing,
analysis, experimentation, or teaching?

* How do | feel about uncertainty, long projects, and delayed
rewards?

* Am | ready for the level of self-direction and persistence
grad school requires?




g Thinking About Grad School? Ask yourself...

Preparation & Exploration

* Have | gained experience through internships, research
assistantships, or volunteering?

e Have | attended a seminar, conference, or academic talk, even
justto observe?

* Do l understand what graduate-level work looks and feels like?




UCMERCED

Thinking About Grad School? Ask yourself...

Motivation & Purpose
I’m excited about learning and research, not just getting a degree.
@ 'm considering grad school mainly because I’m unsure what else to do.

. I’m motivated by curiosity, long-term goals, or the desire to solve
meaningful problems.

| feel pressure from others (family, professors, peers) to go to grad school.

Career Fit

. I’ve researched my career path and know whether a graduate degree is
required.

. | haven’t checked if my career goal actually requires a master’s or Ph.D.

. I’ve talked to people doing the job | wantand learned from their
experience.
. I’m basing my decision on assumptions, not real-world conversations.

riosi mmitment
. I’m genuinely curious enough to dive deeply into one topic for several
years.
. | prefer variety and quick results—I get restless with long-term projects.

. | enjoy solving complex problems and doing independent research.
. | struggle with staying motivated without frequent feedback or structure.

> Which statements were most

often for you?"

Daily Work & Lifestyle

. | enjoy reading, writing, analyzing, and learning new concepts on my own.
. | find academic writing and research tedious or stressful.

. I’m comfortable managing my time and projects independently.
. | often need external deadlines or supervision to stay on track.

Daily Work & Lifestyle

. I’ve tried internships, research assistantships, or volunteered in a
relevant field.
. | haven’t yet explored what graduate-level work or research feels like.

. I’'ve attended seminars, conferences, or academic events to learn more.
. I’ve never been in an environment where research or advanced study
happens.

v What could you do this semester
to turn one red light into green?

v How might informational
interviews or research
experiences help you decide?
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Finding the Right
Fit & Next Steps




How to Choose the Right Program

Find .
Faculty Visit/Talk to

Know Your Whose Students B
Goal efore You

Work Abbl
Excites You PPy

Consider

Program Trust Your
Size and Gut - Fit
Cohort Matters
Culture
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Copy of slides:

Resources for More Information
and Slides at QR code here

* Guide to UC Graduate Programs:
https://graduate.universityofcalifornia.edu/index.html

* Guide to CSU Graduate Programs:
https://www.calstate.edu/attend/graduate

* US News and World Report: https://www.usnews.com/best-
graduate-schools

* Bureau of Labor Statistics:https://www.bls.gov/emp/chart-
unemployment-earnings-education.htm

* To Grad School or Not to Grad School? A Calculator:
https://themeasureofaplan.com/grad-school-calculator/

 UC Merced UROC Additional Grad Prep for Dreamers:
https://uroc.ucmerced.edu/resources/grad-prep/additional-
grad-prep-dreamers

* UC Merced UROC Grad Prep Guide:
https://uroc.ucmerced.edu/training/graduate-prep-guide
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Q&A and Wrap-Up
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