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Personal Statements

What is a personal statement?
❖ A personal statement is a short essay in most graduate school, internship, and research

applications that explains how your motivations, relevant experiences, and goals for professional
growth qualify you to be a valuable member in your desired program.

What role does a personal statement serve in the application?
❖ Your personal statement should convince the hiring committee that you will be an asset to their

program.
❖ Your transcripts, resume, CV, letters of recommendation, and test scores speak to your

qualifications, but your personal statement is an opportunity to tell your story with memorable,
concrete details and thoughtfulness.

❖ Essentially, it gives you the chance to elaborate on and describe how you stand out above the
other applicants. What do you have to offer that they don't have?

What questions do personal statements ask?
❖ The format of a personal statement varies depending on the institution. A general prompt to

“write a personal statement” leaves ample freedom to the writer to express their story, while other
committees select questions specific to their field that are answered in a series of essays.

What are the main components of the personal statement?
❖ Expression of motivation: Why are you applying for this position? How has your motivation

encouraged academic and professional growth thus far?
❖ Discussion of relevant experiences and qualifications: Rather than listing experiences, emphasize

and describe the significance of your experiences. What significant qualities, skills, and abilities
have you previously acquired that you will bring to the workplace? Why are you prepared to take
on the challenges of this position?

❖ Goals for professional growth: How will this position fit into your long term goals as an academic
or professional? Employers want to hire applicants with goals and sincere interest in the field.

A Sample Writing Process for the Personal Statement:
1. Analyze the question(s) the program is asking on a specific application. Some are more detailed /

specific than others, while some don't provide any question/prompt at all.
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2. Research the school and/or program to which you're applying. Do they give any extra clues as to
what they would be looking for in their applicants? What projects, research, or work is currently
being conducted at the program?

3. Do some freewriting answering the questions below. Write out a 2-3 sentence response to each
question.

4. Write a draft.
5. Revise your draft for form and content.
6. Ask someone else (a faculty member in your area, a tutor at the Writers' Center, etc.) to read your

essay and make suggestions for further revision.
7. Revise again.
8. Proofread carefully.

Questions for Brainstorming/ Freewriting:
❖ Personal

➢ What makes you unique from any other applicant?
➢ What's the most important thing the admissions committee should know about you?

❖ Motivation
➢ What attracts you to your chosen career? What do you expect to get out of it?
➢ When did you initially become interested in this career? How has this interest developed?

When did you become certain that this is what you wanted to do? What solidified your
decision?

➢ What are your intellectual influences? What writers, books, professors, concepts in
college have shaped you?

❖ Experience
➢ How has your undergraduate academic experience prepared you for graduate school?

What are two or three of the academic accomplishments which have most prepared you?
➢ What research have you conducted? What did you learn from it?
➢ What non-academic experiences contributed to your choice of school and/or career?

(Work, volunteering, family)
❖ Goals

➢ Do you have specific career plans? How does this graduate school, research position, or
internship pertain to them?

➢ How much more education are you interested in?

Here are some common moves writers make in personal statements:
❖ Starting your statement with a brief anecdote from your experience (something that inspired you

to pursue your field, a significant event that occurred during your experience working or studying
in your field, an obstacle you have overcome to get you to this field etc.)

❖ Keep discussion of a specific program to one paragraph so you can easily change it for each
program.
➢ Some writers choose to order their paragraphs chronologically, but you don't have to do

this. Try organizing your paragraphs, instead, by theme.
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What other tips should I know about?
❖ Read your statement out loud after you have written a draft of it so you can catch grammatical

errors, or try reading it backwards.
❖ Make sure your opening paragraph is interesting enough to grab the reader's attention. Many

committees are overwhelmed with submissions, so the more you can do to make them want to
keep reading, the better!

❖ Try to stay away from clichés. Reading, for example, that a candidate wants to go to a Master's in
Education program because he or she is a "good teacher" does not mean much to a committee, as
any candidate could claim this. Try to be more specific and explain what being a good teacher
would mean to you.

Further resources:
❖ Admissions Officer Advice
❖ Statement Examples
❖ Davis Connects Advising

Sources:
Adapted from Dr. Meghan Hancock’s Discussion for Colby Writing Program Writers' Center Pizza
Lunches in Spring 2019

| Tips information taken from the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign Center for Writing Studies
website http://www.cws.illinois.edu/workshop/writers / tips/personalstatement/

Content adapted from Purdue OWL’s guide to writing Personal statements:
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/job_search_writing/preparing_an_application/writing_the_personal_statemen
t/index.html

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/job_search_writing/preparing_an_application/writing_the_personal_statement/advice_from_admissions_officers.html
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/job_search_writing/preparing_an_application/writing_the_personal_statement/examples.html
http://www.colby.edu/davisconnects/student-advising/
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/job_search_writing/preparing_an_application/writing_the_personal_statement/index.html
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/job_search_writing/preparing_an_application/writing_the_personal_statement/index.html

