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The Personal Statement
What is an Essay?

In addition to being referred to as an essay, you might hear it called an application statement, admission statement or letter of intent. All are usually 300-500 words and are formatted as an essay format except the letter which is formatted like a cover letter but is still the same length as an essay (usually resulting in a 2-page letter).
 “The personal statement presents the core of your application. This is where you set yourself apart from other applicants and convince the committee that your experience and interests are a good fit for your prospective program. The graduate admissions committee also uses your personal statement to make funding decisions. If your areas of interest match up with funded research projects in the department, you are more likely to receive an assistantship offer.” 

From the Committee on Institutional Cooperation (CIC) An academic consortium of 12 research universities founded in 1958. Among other activities, CIC universities collaborate to make graduate education more accessible for students from all backgrounds.

Build a Pool of Topics

· Consider: your life, your ancestry, your experiences – what have you lived through? 
· Consider your intellectual influences – researchers, authors, professors, mentors, important books or films – what has influenced you? What has been the single most important concept you’ve learned in college?
· Consider encouraging words – write the actual words; discuss the time, place and events; add your feelings/thoughts regarding how these words influenced you.
· Where were you and what were you doing when you decided to go to grad school? This approach to the topic is sometimes referred to as writing about the “ah-ha” moment or epiphany in your life. It is a fairly common theme.
· Build a historical overview of your grad school decision - How has your interest evolved, and what specific turning points can you identify? 
· Academic background - How have you prepared to excel in grad school? What study/research/lab skills have you developed? What personal/physical attributes make you likely to succeed?
· Accomplishments you’re most proud of
· Research completed - Describe your level of participation, the hypothesis, methodology, findings, and ramifications, whether or not the research is published and if so, cite the exact citation; describe what you really learned
· Drop the names of professors or professionals associated with your target school. List pertinent organization or affiliations related to your field. Mention major thinkers or theorists whose works you have studied.
Outline of a Personal Statement

	No specific or strict order to covering the recommended topics in a statement.

	Distant Past
	Recent Past – Present
	Near Future
	Distant Future

	High School

Childhood


	Relevant undergrad jobs w/ transferrable skills & knowledge

Relevant undergrad research, courses and assignments
Teaching Assistant

Faculty Prominence

Organizations & Leadership 
	About the graduate program
· Why their program?
Will change for each institution – INDIVIDUALIZE!
	About your long-term career aspirations.


	Include only if especially relevant, unique and memorable
	· What have you done?

· Who did you work with?

· What was the result?

· What did you accomplish?
	
	

	
	Volunteer or Service work

Professional Memberships

Honoraries
	
	

	
	Merge Personal with unique opportunities at each institution. MAKE THE CONNECTION!
	Should match what the institution has to offer.
	


Write Your First Draft

· RTDQ = If provided with a prompt or question to which you must respond, be sure to Read The Darn Question! Make sure you are responding to the prompt or answering the question
· Write like you talk and use your preferred style of writing – organized and outlined or from the heart. You can edit later.

· Draw your reader into your “story” by writing an interesting first paragraph. It may be easier to write this opening last, after you have organized your thoughts.

· Use clear, vivid detail to increase the interest factor. Describe an event, your emotions, or your thoughts.

· Avoid vague/trite words throughout your essay like: love, meaningful, challenging, beautiful, wonderful, invaluable, and rewarding. Take the time to describe what you mean or what it meant to you.

· Don’t be redundant. Don’t list information listed elsewhere; list only the information that best illustrates your points in your essay

· Find common threads. Demonstrate you’ve read the catalog, researched their program; consider your reasons for applying.

· After you address specific admissions question/s, weave in points you want to share. Convince them you know the realities of your career choice.

· Share your specific knowledge. They will remember you taught them a new/interesting fact. This is usually the result of in-depth knowledge of a particular topic.
Subsequent Drafts – Review as if YOU are the Admissions/Review Committee

· Look for comments that could be misunderstood as criticism, intolerance, arrogance, or inflammatory. It’s OK to disagree with professionals in your career field but take care not to sound insulting.

· Audit your essay for sexist language; use the male and female singular pronouns instead of the neutral plural pronouns.
· Avoid self-promotions (ex., I am intelligent, compassionate and caring); instead describe scenes and events where you act intelligent, compassionate and caring.
· Resist the temptation to over-edit; read for lines you can “spice up.”Less is more; if a point is worth mentioning, it is worth illustrating.
· Writing about triumph over past personal challenges can result in a powerful essay; however avoid writing about ongoing mental anguish.
Helpful Hints

· Plan ahead so that you have plenty of time to review, rewrite, and edit your essays. Expect to write 1-3 drafts before you are satisfied that you have a final draft. 

· Consult writing and grammar aids. Do not rely solely on the spelling and grammar checks in your word processing software.
· Put your name and page # at the top of each page. You can sign your name at bottom of the essay to show authenticity.
· Do not capitalize nouns unless a proper noun or name; fields of study are not capitalized.

· Quotations marks always go on the outside of punctuation marks.

· Don’t reduce your font to “shrink fit” your essay to the prescribed space. If the essay does not fit in the space provided, do not start on form. Put the entire essay on a separate sheet and print “see attached essay” on form.
· Never print on both sides of paper.
· Visit Polar Careers, the staff can help you brainstorm ideas.

· Visit the Communication Skills Center for help. They can assist you with consolidating your thoughts, proofreading, style, and grammar.

· Ask your professors and advisor/s to review drafts of your statement.
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