
cultural anthropology ma admission
requirements
Applying for a Master of Arts in Cultural Anthropology is an exciting step towards a deeper
understanding of human societies and their diverse expressions. cultural anthropology
ma admission requirements can vary significantly from one university to another,
making thorough research essential for prospective students. This comprehensive guide will
walk you through the typical components of a competitive application, from academic
prerequisites and standardized test scores to compelling personal statements and letters of
recommendation. We'll explore the nuances of what admissions committees look for,
helping you navigate the application process with confidence and strategic insight to
showcase your passion for anthropological inquiry.

Table of Contents
Academic Background and Prerequisites
Standardized Test Scores
Statement of Purpose/Personal Essay
Letters of Recommendation
Curriculum Vitae (CV) or Resume
Language Proficiency Requirements
Interview Process
Portfolio or Writing Samples
Understanding the "Fit"

Academic Background and Prerequisites for
Cultural Anthropology MA Programs

The foundation of any successful graduate application in cultural anthropology lies in a
strong undergraduate academic record. Admissions committees want to see evidence that
you have the intellectual rigor and foundational knowledge to succeed in advanced
coursework and research. While specific course requirements can differ, most programs
strongly prefer or require a bachelor's degree in anthropology or a closely related social
science field, such as sociology, psychology, history, or international relations.

Beyond the major, certain courses are often considered essential. These typically include
introductory anthropology courses, particularly those focusing on cultural anthropology,
anthropological theory, and research methods. A solid understanding of statistical analysis
or qualitative research methodologies is also highly valued, as these are the tools you'll be
using throughout your graduate studies. Some programs may even specify a minimum GPA,
often around 3.0 or higher on a 4.0 scale, though highly competitive programs will look for
averages significantly above this threshold.



Undergraduate Coursework Expectations

When evaluating your transcript, admissions committees will be scrutinizing not just your
overall GPA but also the rigor of your coursework. They want to see a trajectory of
academic excellence, demonstrating your ability to handle challenging material. This
means paying attention to the grades you received in your major courses, especially those
directly related to anthropology and research. If your undergraduate degree is in a different
field, you'll need to demonstrate how you've acquired the necessary anthropological
knowledge through electives or independent study.

For instance, having taken courses in linguistic anthropology, biological anthropology, and
archaeology can showcase a well-rounded understanding of the discipline. However, the
emphasis for a cultural anthropology MA will naturally be on courses that delve into cultural
theory, ethnography, and the comparative study of human societies. If you're concerned
about gaps in your undergraduate preparation, consider completing a few post-
baccalaureate courses before applying. This can demonstrate your commitment and bolster
your application.

GPA and Academic Performance Metrics

Your Grade Point Average (GPA) serves as a quantitative indicator of your academic
performance. While a strong overall GPA is important, admissions committees often place
particular emphasis on your GPA within your major. This allows them to assess your
aptitude for the specific discipline you intend to pursue at the graduate level. A GPA of 3.5
or higher is generally considered competitive for most MA programs in cultural
anthropology, but top-tier programs may expect an average closer to 3.7 or 4.0.

It's also worth noting how institutions weigh different components of your academic record.
Some programs may look favorably upon a rising GPA trend, indicating that you've
improved over time. Conversely, a significant dip in grades could raise concerns. If there
are extenuating circumstances that affected your academic performance, such as illness or
personal hardship, be prepared to address these thoughtfully in your statement of purpose.

Standardized Test Scores: GRE and Beyond

Many cultural anthropology MA programs require applicants to submit scores from
standardized tests, most commonly the Graduate Record Examinations (GRE). The GRE
General Test assesses verbal reasoning, quantitative reasoning, and analytical writing
skills, all of which are crucial for success in graduate-level academic work. While some
universities are moving towards making GRE scores optional, many still consider them a
significant component of the application, especially for international students or those
seeking funding.

The specific score expectations vary widely. There isn't a single "magic number" that



guarantees admission, as programs evaluate scores in the context of your entire
application. However, aiming for scores that are at or above the average for admitted
students at your target programs is a wise strategy. Remember to check if your chosen
universities require the GRE General Test or if they also consider the GRE Subject Test
(though this is less common for cultural anthropology).

GRE General Test Expectations

For the GRE General Test, applicants are typically scored on a scale of 130-170 for the
Verbal Reasoning and Quantitative Reasoning sections, and 0-6 for the Analytical Writing
section. While a perfect score is not necessary, strong scores in the Verbal and Analytical
Writing sections are particularly important for cultural anthropology, as they reflect your
ability to articulate complex ideas, analyze texts, and engage in critical thinking.
Quantitative scores are also important, especially if your intended research involves
statistical analysis.

Many programs will provide a range of average GRE scores for their admitted students on
their website. Researching these averages for your target programs will give you a
benchmark to aim for. It's also important to remember that the GRE is just one piece of the
puzzle. A stellar academic record, a compelling personal statement, and strong letters of
recommendation can often compensate for slightly lower GRE scores, and vice versa.

Waivers and Alternative Testing

In recent years, an increasing number of universities have adopted GRE-optional or GRE-
waiver policies. This is often a response to concerns about equity and accessibility,
acknowledging that standardized tests may not always accurately reflect an applicant's
true potential. Before you invest time and money in preparing for and taking the GRE,
thoroughly check the admission requirements of each program you are interested in. Some
programs might offer waivers based on specific criteria, such as having a master's degree,
a very high GPA, or extensive relevant professional experience.

If a program is GRE-optional, you have a choice to make. If you feel your GRE scores would
significantly strengthen your application, it's advisable to take the test. However, if you
believe your scores might be weaker or if you have other standout aspects of your
application, you might choose not to submit them. The key is to understand the program's
philosophy and make an informed decision that best represents your qualifications.

The Statement of Purpose/Personal Essay: Your
Narrative

The statement of purpose (SOP), sometimes called a personal essay or statement of



academic interest, is arguably the most critical component of your cultural anthropology
MA application. This is your opportunity to speak directly to the admissions committee, to
articulate your motivations, your intellectual interests, and your future aspirations in
anthropology. It's where you weave together your academic background, research
experience, and personal experiences into a compelling narrative that demonstrates your
fit for their specific program.

Think of the SOP as your chance to showcase your passion, your critical thinking skills, and
your understanding of anthropological scholarship. It's not just a summary of your resume;
it's a thoughtful exploration of why you want to study cultural anthropology, what research
questions excite you, and how this particular program will help you achieve your goals. A
well-crafted SOP can elevate an application from good to exceptional.

Articulating Research Interests and Fit

A crucial element of your SOP is clearly articulating your research interests. Be specific.
Instead of saying "I'm interested in global cultures," try to narrow it down. Are you
fascinated by the impact of technology on indigenous communities? Or perhaps the
anthropology of food in urban settings? Connect your interests to specific theoretical
frameworks or ethnographic examples. This demonstrates that you've done your homework
and have a sophisticated understanding of the field.

Equally important is explaining why their program is the right fit for you. Mention specific
faculty members whose research aligns with your interests and explain why you want to
work with them. Highlight unique courses, research centers, or specializations offered by
the department that attract you. This shows that you've thoroughly researched their
offerings and are not sending out a generic application to every university you can find.

Showcasing Relevant Experience and Skills

Your SOP is also the place to highlight any relevant experiences that have shaped your
interest in cultural anthropology and prepared you for graduate study. This can include
undergraduate research projects, internships, fieldwork, volunteer work, or even significant
travel experiences that provided you with cross-cultural insights. Don't just list these
experiences; explain what you learned from them and how they contributed to your
development as a potential anthropologist.

For example, if you conducted an independent research project on a local community,
describe your methodology, your findings, and what challenges you encountered and
overcame. Discuss any skills you developed, such as qualitative data analysis, interview
techniques, or community engagement. The goal is to demonstrate your readiness for the
rigors of graduate-level research and your capacity to contribute to the academic
community.



The Importance of Strong Letters of
Recommendation

Letters of recommendation are a vital part of your cultural anthropology MA application.
They provide objective assessments of your abilities, character, and potential from
individuals who know you in an academic or professional capacity. Admissions committees
rely heavily on these letters to gain a deeper understanding of your strengths and
weaknesses beyond what your grades and essays can convey.

Ideally, you should request letters from professors who have taught you in anthropology
courses or supervised your research. These individuals can speak directly to your academic
performance, critical thinking skills, engagement in class discussions, and research
potential. If you have a strong relationship with a supervisor from an internship or research
assistant position, they can also provide valuable insights, especially if they can speak to
your fieldwork or analytical skills.

Choosing the Right Recommenders

Selecting the right individuals to write your letters of recommendation is a strategic
decision. You want recommenders who know you well enough to write a detailed and
personalized letter, not a generic one. Think about professors who have seen your best
work, who can comment on your intellectual curiosity, your work ethic, and your ability to
collaborate. A strong letter from someone who knows you moderately well is far better than
a lukewarm letter from someone famous in the field whom you've only met once.

Before asking, consider meeting with your potential recommenders to discuss your plans
and remind them of your academic achievements and specific projects you worked on with
them. Providing them with your CV, statement of purpose draft, and a list of the programs
you're applying to, along with their deadlines, can greatly assist them in writing a tailored
and effective letter.

What Makes a Strong Recommendation Letter

A truly impactful letter of recommendation goes beyond simply stating that you are a good
student. It provides specific examples and anecdotes that illustrate your qualities. For
instance, a recommender might recall a particular insightful contribution you made to a
seminar discussion, a challenging research problem you successfully tackled, or your
dedication to a project. They should be able to comment on your intellectual curiosity, your
analytical skills, your writing abilities, and your potential for graduate-level research.

Look for letters that rank you among other students the recommender has taught,
especially those who have gone on to graduate school. Phrases like "among the top 5% of
students I've taught" or "possesses the intellectual maturity to excel in a demanding



graduate program" are highly valuable. Conversely, a letter that is vague, overly brief, or
filled with clichés will not serve your application well.

Curriculum Vitae (CV) or Resume: Highlighting
Your Accomplishments

Your Curriculum Vitae (CV) or resume is a crucial document that serves as a comprehensive
overview of your academic and professional background. For a cultural anthropology MA
application, a CV is generally preferred as it allows for more detail and breadth than a
typical resume. It's not just a list of your experiences; it's a carefully curated presentation
of your qualifications, demonstrating your preparedness for graduate-level study and
research.

Think of your CV as a narrative of your intellectual journey and your engagement with
anthropology. It should be meticulously organized, professionally formatted, and free of
errors. Admissions committees will use it to quickly assess your relevant background,
research experience, publications (if any), presentations, awards, and skills.

Key Components of an Anthropology CV

A strong academic CV for a cultural anthropology MA application should include several key
sections. These typically include:

Contact Information

Education (listing degrees, institutions, dates, and relevant coursework or honors)

Research Experience (detailing projects, methodologies, and findings)

Publications (if applicable, even undergraduate publications or conference
proceedings)

Presentations (at conferences, symposia, or departmental colloquia)

Awards and Honors

Teaching Experience (if any)

Relevant Work Experience (especially if it involved research, analysis, or cross-cultural
engagement)

Skills (e.g., languages, software proficiency, statistical analysis)

Professional Affiliations



Each section should be presented clearly and concisely. For research experience, use action
verbs and quantify your achievements whenever possible. For example, instead of "Helped
with research," write "Collected and analyzed interview data from 50 participants using
NVivo software."

Tailoring Your CV for Each Application

While your CV should be comprehensive, it's also important to tailor it slightly for each
program you apply to. This doesn't mean fabricating experience, but rather emphasizing
aspects of your background that align most closely with the specific program's strengths
and faculty interests. For instance, if a program has a strong focus on medical
anthropology, you might want to highlight any relevant coursework, research, or work
experience in that area more prominently.

Review the program's website and faculty profiles to understand their current research
areas. Then, ensure your CV reflects how your own interests and experiences connect with
those areas. This demonstrates your genuine interest and your understanding of the
department's scholarly community. A well-tailored CV shows you've done your homework
and are seriously considering their program.

Language Proficiency Requirements for
International Applicants

For international applicants whose native language is not English, demonstrating
proficiency in English is a critical admission requirement for most cultural anthropology MA
programs in English-speaking countries. Universities need to ensure that all students can
fully participate in lectures, seminars, discussions, and academic writing without significant
linguistic barriers.

The most common way to demonstrate English language proficiency is by achieving a
satisfactory score on standardized tests like the Test of English as a Foreign Language
(TOEFL) or the International English Language Testing System (IELTS). These tests assess
your reading, writing, listening, and speaking skills in an academic context.

TOEFL and IELTS Score Expectations

The minimum score requirements for TOEFL and IELTS vary from one university to another.
Generally, most cultural anthropology MA programs will look for a TOEFL score in the range
of 80-100 (iBT), with sub-scores above 20 in each section. For IELTS, a minimum overall
band score of 6.5 or 7.0 is typically expected, with individual band scores usually not falling
below 6.0.



It is absolutely essential to check the specific score requirements for each program you are
applying to, as these can differ. Some highly competitive programs may have higher
expectations. If you are close to the minimum score, it's often advisable to retake the test
to improve your chances. Also, be aware that some universities may have separate
minimums for the speaking and writing sections, as these are crucial for academic
communication.

Understanding Exemptions and Alternatives

There are instances where international applicants may be exempt from submitting TOEFL
or IELTS scores. These exemptions typically apply if you have completed a significant
portion of your previous education in an English-speaking country or at an institution where
the primary language of instruction was English. However, the definition of "significant
portion" can vary, so it's crucial to verify the specific criteria with each university.

Some universities might also consider other forms of evidence of English proficiency,
though this is less common for standardized testing requirements. Always consult the
international admissions office of your target universities to clarify their policies on
language proficiency and potential exemptions. Failing to meet these requirements can
lead to an incomplete application and automatic rejection.

The Interview Process in Graduate Admissions

While not all cultural anthropology MA programs require an interview, some do, especially
those that are highly competitive or that place a strong emphasis on the personal fit
between a student and the department's faculty and research environment. An interview,
whether in-person or virtual, serves as another opportunity for the admissions committee to
assess your suitability for their program and for you to learn more about them.

If an interview is part of the process, it's important to prepare thoroughly. Think of it as a
conversation where you can expand on the points made in your application materials and
demonstrate your enthusiasm and intellectual curiosity. It's a chance to showcase your
personality, your communication skills, and your understanding of anthropological
concepts.

Preparing for the Interview

To prepare for an interview, revisit your statement of purpose and CV. Be ready to discuss
your research interests in detail, citing specific scholars whose work you admire and
explaining how your own research questions fit within current anthropological debates. Be
prepared to talk about your undergraduate thesis or any significant research projects
you've undertaken, including your methodologies and findings.



Consider potential interview questions related to your motivations for pursuing a master's
degree, your career aspirations, your understanding of cultural anthropology as a discipline,
and your awareness of the program's strengths and faculty expertise. It's also wise to have
a few thoughtful questions prepared to ask the interviewer(s). This demonstrates your
engagement and interest in their program.

What Admissions Committees Look For

During the interview, admissions committees are assessing several key qualities. They want
to see evidence of your intellectual maturity and your ability to engage in sophisticated
academic discourse. They will be evaluating your communication skills – can you articulate
your ideas clearly, concisely, and persuasively? Your passion for cultural anthropology
should be palpable, as should your genuine enthusiasm for their specific program.

They are also looking for signs of your potential to succeed in graduate-level research. This
includes your critical thinking abilities, your capacity for independent work, and your
potential to contribute to the intellectual life of the department. A positive and collegial
demeanor is also important, as graduate students are expected to be active members of
their academic community.

Portfolio or Writing Samples: Demonstrating Your
Skills

For cultural anthropology MA programs, a writing sample is often a crucial component of
the application. This is your chance to showcase your analytical abilities, your research
skills, and your capacity to write clearly and persuasively in an academic style. Admissions
committees use writing samples to gauge your readiness for the demands of graduate-level
coursework and research, where sophisticated writing and critical argumentation are
paramount.

The ideal writing sample is typically a research paper, an excerpt from your undergraduate
thesis, or a chapter from a larger research project that you completed during your
undergraduate studies. It should demonstrate your ability to formulate a clear research
question, engage with relevant literature, present a coherent argument, and analyze data
or ethnographic material.

Selecting and Refining Your Writing Sample

When choosing a writing sample, select a piece that best represents your strongest
academic work and aligns with your stated research interests. It should be a polished piece
of scholarly writing, not a general essay or creative writing piece. Ensure it is well-
researched, properly cited according to a standard academic style (like APA, Chicago, or



MLA), and free from grammatical errors and typos.

Many programs specify a page or word limit for writing samples, so be sure to adhere to
these guidelines. If your best work exceeds the limit, you may need to condense it or select
a shorter, self-contained piece. It is highly recommended to have trusted professors or
mentors review your writing sample and provide feedback before you submit it. They can
help you identify areas for improvement and ensure it meets the highest academic
standards.

What Constitutes a Strong Sample

A strong cultural anthropology writing sample will typically exhibit several key
characteristics. First, it will have a clear and focused thesis statement or research question
that drives the entire paper. Second, it will demonstrate a thorough understanding and
engagement with relevant anthropological theories and scholarly literature. Third, it will
present a well-supported argument, using evidence from ethnographic data, interviews, or
other sources to bolster its claims.

Furthermore, a good sample will showcase your analytical prowess, your ability to interpret
complex social phenomena, and your skill in constructing a logical and coherent narrative.
The writing itself should be clear, precise, and engaging, reflecting a mature academic
voice. Finally, proper formatting and citation are essential; they indicate attention to detail
and adherence to academic conventions.

Understanding the "Fit": Aligning with the
Department

Beyond meeting the formal admission requirements, a critical aspect of a successful
cultural anthropology MA application is demonstrating "fit" with the department. This refers
to how well your academic interests, research goals, and methodological approaches align
with the strengths and specializations of the faculty and the overall intellectual climate of
the program. Admissions committees are not just looking for bright students; they are
looking for students who will thrive in their environment and contribute meaningfully to it.

Identifying this fit requires significant research into the department. You need to
understand the research areas of the faculty members, the theoretical orientations
prevalent in the department, and the types of research projects that graduate students
typically undertake. This knowledge will inform every aspect of your application, from your
statement of purpose to your choice of recommenders.

Researching Faculty and Their Specializations



The cornerstone of demonstrating fit is thorough research into the faculty members within
the department. Explore their individual faculty pages on the university website. Read
about their current research projects, their publications, and their areas of expertise. Note
which faculty members are working on topics that resonate with your own developing
interests. You might be drawn to faculty specializing in political anthropology, medical
anthropology, environmental anthropology, urban studies, or specific geographic regions.

Consider the theoretical frameworks they employ. Are they known for critical theory,
practice theory, feminist anthropology, or other approaches? Understanding these nuances
will help you articulate how your own scholarly leanings complement their work. When you
mention specific faculty in your statement of purpose, ensure you can articulate why their
work is relevant to yours, beyond just listing their name.

Connecting Your Interests to Program Strengths

Once you have a good understanding of the faculty, you can begin to connect your own
interests to the broader strengths of the department. Does the program have a renowned
center for the study of a particular region or issue? Are there specific interdisciplinary
initiatives that align with your goals? Perhaps the department is known for its strong
methodological training in qualitative research, or it fosters unique collaborations with other
disciplines.

Your application should convey that you have chosen this program deliberately because of
its unique offerings and the scholarly community it fosters. Instead of presenting yourself
as a general candidate for any MA in anthropology, position yourself as a student whose
specific intellectual trajectory will be nurtured and enhanced by the resources and
expertise available at their institution. This strategic alignment is often what distinguishes a
strong application from an exceptional one.

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: What is the most important factor for admission to a
Cultural Anthropology MA program?
A: While all components of the application are important, the statement of purpose or
personal essay is often considered the most crucial factor. It allows you to articulate your
unique motivations, research interests, and how you fit with the program, which can
sometimes outweigh less stellar grades or GRE scores.

Q: Can I apply to a Cultural Anthropology MA program if



my undergraduate degree is not in Anthropology?
A: Yes, it is often possible. However, you will need to demonstrate that you have acquired
the foundational knowledge and skills necessary for graduate-level anthropology study.
This might involve taking prerequisite courses, highlighting relevant coursework from your
previous degree, and clearly explaining your self-study and demonstrated passion for the
field in your application.

Q: How much research experience is typically required
for a Cultural Anthropology MA?
A: While extensive prior research experience is not always mandatory, demonstrating some
form of engagement with research is highly beneficial. This could include undergraduate
research projects, theses, independent studies, research assistant positions, or even
significant fieldwork during travel or volunteer work. The quality and depth of your research
experience are often more important than the quantity.

Q: Should I contact potential faculty advisors before
applying to a Cultural Anthropology MA program?
A: Yes, it is generally a good idea to contact faculty members whose research interests
align with yours. Briefly introduce yourself, express your interest in their work, and inquire
if they are accepting new students for the upcoming academic year. This can help you
gauge their availability and potentially get personalized advice, while also showing the
department your proactive engagement.

Q: What are common mistakes to avoid in a statement
of purpose for Cultural Anthropology MA admissions?
A: Common mistakes include being too general, failing to explain the "fit" with the specific
program, simply summarizing your CV without deeper reflection, poor writing and grammar,
and not addressing any perceived weaknesses in your academic record. Avoid clichés and
generic statements about wanting to "understand different cultures."

Q: How important are GRE scores for Cultural
Anthropology MA applications nowadays?
A: The importance of GRE scores is evolving, with many programs becoming GRE-optional.
However, if a program still requires or recommends them, strong scores, particularly in the
Verbal and Analytical Writing sections, can certainly enhance your application. If a program
is GRE-optional, carefully consider whether submitting your scores will strengthen or
detract from your overall application.



Q: What kind of writing sample is most effective for a
Cultural Anthropology MA application?
A: The most effective writing sample is typically an academic research paper that
demonstrates your ability to formulate a research question, engage with scholarly
literature, present a clear argument, and analyze evidence. An excerpt from an
undergraduate thesis or a substantial research paper from a relevant course is ideal. It
should be polished, well-cited, and representative of your best analytical and writing skills.

Q: How can I best demonstrate "fit" with a Cultural
Anthropology MA program?
A: To demonstrate fit, you must thoroughly research the program's faculty, their research
interests, and the department's overall intellectual focus. In your statement of purpose,
specifically mention faculty whose work aligns with your interests and explain how their
research and the program's resources will help you achieve your academic and research
goals.
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