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WRITING THE PERSONAL STATEMENT
1. What is a personal statement?

The personal statement is an essay written to give the selection committee of a fellowship-granting organization, graduate institution, or employer a sense of who you are.  It represents your opportunity to persuade the committee that your interests and abilities qualify you to undertake the project or field of study you propose, and to show how your plans and goals fulfill the criteria for selection.  By fulfilling those criteria, you are showing that you and the grant-giver are a good “fit”:  the personal statement helps the committee see the ways in which your skills help them to reach their goals.  

Sometimes the application poses specific questions for you to answer; but often the application asks for a general statement.  In this case, you have wide latitude in how you structure ideas and present yourself.  

2. Who is your audience?  What are they looking for?

a. Make every effort to familiarize yourself with the values, interests, and goals of the organization and institution.  Read the application materials carefully to understand what kind of person or project they seek; and consult with people on campus familiar with the selection criteria.  

b. Keep in mind that the selection committee may well read tens or even hundreds of personal statements in a brief period of time.  Your goal is to make your statement stand out from the crowd.  In general, your essay should:

· capture the reader’s attention
· cohere logically and thematically
· present relevant information and solid reasons why you or your project should be chosen
· avoid basic writing errors (in syntax, grammar, punctuation, diction, etc.)  

3. How should you prepare to write?  
Writing about yourself can be difficult.  Before you begin drafting your essay, try one or two of these exercises to crystallize your thoughts and devise an approach:

· Write an autobiography, focusing on experiences you feel have shaped you and your interests or relevant problems you have addressed in your life.  Look for recurring themes or patterns:  What interests, strengths, or skills repeat themselves in these life experiences?  In what way are they relevant to the interests of the organization or institution to which you are applying?  
· Ask yourself some of the following questions, and brainstorm the answers:

· What is special or distinctive about you and/or the project you plan to undertake?

· What details would help the selection committee single you out from among the other applicants?
· When did your interest in this project or field of study develop, and what insights have you gained as you have pursued it?

· How have you prepared yourself to make the best use of the opportunity which the fellowship, internship, or graduate school admission represents?  

· What skills (e.g., communication?  leadership? interpersonal skills?) do you possess?  How do they help make you the right person for this project or field of study?

4. What should you keep in mind once you begin to write?


Answer the question(s) asked.
Read the application form as carefully as you would an exam question.  Notice the language used in the application materials, and keep key terms and concepts in mind as you write.  If you are asked to answer a specific question, pay particular attention to words of direction (e.g., “show,” “describe,” or “explain), and tailor your ideas to fit the form of the question.  

Try to build a narrative.
Rather than baldly asserting your worthiness for the award you seek, or listing your accomplishments, try to present yourself in terms of concrete experiences you have had.  You are less likely to bore your audience if you dramatize your interest in your project instead of merely describing it.  Plunge your readers into the middle of your most significant experience; place them at the scene of an important moment of your life; let them discover through your eyes something that amazed you.  Even if dramatization isn’t your style, keep in mind that showing communicates more effectively than telling.  
Be specific.  Avoid clichés.

Don’t state that you would be the best candidate for the fellowship or that you would make an excellent doctor unless you can present specific reasons to support your claim.  Also, avoid commonplace phrases or statements you have heard many times before.  Someone who wants to go to France because “studying in Europe is a broadening experience” is traveling often-covered ground.
Pay particular attention to your opening paragraph.
Spend some time writing and revising your first paragraph.  If you can find a way to engage your reader’s attention, she may well be hooked for the whole essay.  A memorable opening can make the entire statement stand out in the reader’s mind.  

Write, get feedback, and revise.

Leave yourself plenty of time to write more than one draft.  Don’t be afraid to try several approaches until you find one that works.  When you have a draft that you like, have a friend or a Writing Center tutor read and respond to it.  You may want to go through the process of drafting, getting feedback, and revising several times until you are satisfied with the results.  

Attend to details.

This is not the occasion for carelessness.  When readers have several good proposals from which to choose, small errors can make the difference between success and failure.  Don’t assume they don’t matter.  Be a scrupulous copy editor in order to catch grammar and punctuation mistakes.  Aim for a clear, not a convoluted style; and avoid jargon or specialized language.  Though a personal statement doesn’t require great formality, it shouldn’t contain colloquial language or slang.  
Other things to avoid:

· Don’t praise yourself

· Don’t include long lists of your achievements

· Don’t toss around vague abstractions

· Don’t adopt a confrontational or adversarial style

· Don’t claim to be someone or something you aren’t

Some of the material in this handout was adapted from two websites:

The Prodigy/Internet Writing Center (associated with Purdue University):  http://97.com/pi/writing_center/115.html

Cornell University Career Services:  www.career.cornell.edu
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