¢

The Student Notebook _ ey pemen o miior

Applying to Graduate School:
Writing a Compelling Personal Statement

Bette L. Bottoms and Kari L. Nysse!
University af lllinois-Chicago

our first step toward a graduate

.! degree in psychology is to apply to

graduate programs that are right for

you. Your goalisto doeverything possible

to assure admission to at least one, and
hopefully more, programs.

The typical psychology graduate
school application package includes four
crucial elements: Graduate Record Exami-
nation (GRE) scores, official undergradu-
ate transcripts, letters of recommendation,
and a personal statement from the appli-
cant. Different schools, programs, and
faculty members attach different relative
value to each element, but all are impor-
tant.

In general, most programs expect ap-
plicants to score highly on each subtest of
the GRE, maintain a strong GPA during
college course work, submit excellent let-
ters of recommendation, and write an im-
pressive personal statement. Of these four
elements, students typically agonize a great
deal over the personal statement, perhaps
because they have never written one be-
fore, because it scems awkward to write
about oneself, or because the task is not
well defined by graduvate programs. In this
brief article, we outline basic guidelines
for writing a persuasive personal state-
ment. Note that our own expertise is in
research-oriented graduate programs; con-
sequently, our advice is largely specific to
applications to such programs. Even so,
students interested in purely applied pro-
grams should also benefit from many of
our tips. Finally, keep in mind that there is
no one perfect formuia for a personal state-
ment. By the very nature of the task,
everyone’s personal statement will be
unique, yet the basic suggestions we pro-
vide can be incorporated into any personal
statement.

The Basics
Keep four basics in mind as you write
your personal statement: length, tone, writ-
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ing style, and the need for feedback and
revision.

Length

In general, a good perscnal statement
will be around two single-spaced pages. In
our experience, shorter statements provide
too little information; longer statements are
redundant and wordy. Longer statements
might be fine if you have substantive issues
to discuss. For example, if you have alot of
research experience, you may need to ex-
ceed two pages to describe your work in
sufficient detail. Above all, aim for quality
rather than quantity. No reader will appre-
ciate your stretching two pages worth of
information into six or seven pages. Re-
member, readers will be assessing the con-
tent of your personal statement as well as
your ability to communicate effectively and
corncisely.

Writing Style

Your personal statement is your oppor-
tunity to create a good first impression. This
means your writing must be ¢lear and cor-
rect. No one is impressed by careless gram-
matical and typographical errors. Failure to
attend to such details raises concerns about
conscientiousness and reliability. Remem-
ber, paying attention to detail and writing
well are extremely important research skills.
You should also carefully attend to your use
of vocabulary. Large doses of unusual or
obscure vocabulary will only distract read-
ers and cause them to doubt your writing
ability. To learn more about this and other
writing errors, buy yourself a copy of Strunk
and White's (1979) The Elements of Style
and read every word. This little book is a
classic for a very good reason. '

Tone

Do not misinterpret the meaning of
personal in the phrase personal statement!
This statement is not a place for you to
espouse your personal philosophy of life, to
describe in detail your first romance, or to
tell the story of the time you were bitten by
the neighbor’s dog and subsequently devel-
oped an anxiety disorder. Instead, think of
the statement as a professional statement.
Write about the activities and experiences
that led you to apply to graduate school and
that have prepared you for its rigors. Pro-
vide concrete, detailed examples of your
experiences and abilities when possible (see
below for more information about content).
Above all, write in a professional tone that

conveys your self-confidence: You need
showcase your abilities and convince tt
reader that you are smart and driven 1
succeed. The personal statement is achanc
to sell yourself — now is not the time to t
overly humble, hiding your assets. (
course, you should not misrepresent you
self, and you should avoid sounding pomy
ous,

Feedback and Revision

After you have drafted your statemen
solicit detailed feedback from one or mo:
professors and incorporate their suggestior
into subsequent drafts. It is especially usi
ful to obtain feedback from psycholog
faculty, particularly those who make grad
ate admissions decisions themselves. Fe
professors will consider this animposition-
as long as you give them enough time. Sta
writing early and give your professors
least two weeks to read your statemer,
Never wait until the eleventh hour to beg:
writing and then expect your professors |
drop everything and read your stateme:
only days before the application deadlin
(Follow that advice in approaching facul
for recommendation letters, too.)

Content: The Key Components
of a Statement

Now that we have covered the basics:
how to write a personal statement, let
focus on what to write. At least four ke
components should be included: your pr
vious research experience, current researt
interests, other relevant experience, and
ture career goals. (As you consider o
advice, you might find it helpful to keep
mind the characteristics valued by gradua
programs as described in an article t
Appleby, Keenan, and Mauer in the Sprit
1999 issue of Eye on Psi Chi.)

Previous research experience

The faculty evaluating your applic
tion (often your potential advisors) are pa
ticularly interested in your research expet
ence, sodescribe each project you’ ve worke
onindetail. Aim toconvince the reader th
you understood all aspects of the work, n
just your specific duties. For example, ¢
not write “I entered some data for Raney
political opinion survey.” Instead, descril
the details of your involvement. Who s
pervised your work? Did you do the
search to fulfill a laboratory class requir

SEE GRAD SCHOOL ON PAGE Z
December 1999



¢

GraDp SCHOOL FROM PAGE 24

understand the scientific goals of the re-
search (by, for example, reading articles
related to the research and discussing the
work with your research supervisors). Also,
note any tangible products that resulted from
the project, such asclass papers, conference
presentations, or publications. If you were
an author on a conference presentation or
publication, mention that in your statement
and include a copy of the publication in your
application packet.

By working on research projects, you
acquired valuable research skills such as
computer programming, data entry, litera-
ture review, etc. Discuss all such skillsina
manner that conveys the importance of the
skill, no matter how simple it may be, For
example, notice the different impression
created when you say that you organized
mass mailings, prepared subject materials,
and conducted literature searches rather than
stuffed envelopes, stapled subject packets,
and ran library errands. Not only does it
sound more impressive, but it implies that
you understood the importance of the skill
within the overall research enterprise.

Finally, state how your research expe-
riences shaped your attitude toward research
in general and toward research in a given
domain. Explain why your experience did
or did not make you want to continue work-

ing in that area of psychology (or other’

discipline).

Current and Future
Research Interests

Describe the topics within psychology
that most interest you now. You should
have a good idea of this before you apply,
because you should pick potential graduate
prograrmns based on the fit between your and
the faculty's researchinterests. This doesn’t
mean you have to know exactly what you
want to study. For example, you might be
interested in two or three areas of research
such as stereotyping, small group dynam-
ics, and self-esteem. That’s fine, because
all of those topics can be studied within a
program of social psychology, and you will
findmany socialpsychology programs with
faculty who have one, if not two or three, of
those interests. In general, it’s best to be
neither too broad (all research in social
psychology) nor too narrow (research on
the effects of sleep deprivation on 5- to 6-
year-olds’ math skills) in defining your in-
terasts.

Once you have clarified your research
interests and identified schools with faculty
whose research programs could accommo-
date those interests, tailor your personal
statement so that it will stand out to faculty
whose research interests you. To do this
intelligently, you need to do your home-
work. Familiarize yourself with the re-
search conducted by faculty members at the
programs you are considering by reading
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their web pages (if available), by locating
articles they have published, and/or by con-
tacting them and requesting reprints and
preprints of their papers. (Such pre-appli-
cation contact sends a positive message to
the faculty member about your interest in
his or her work.) Then, in your statement,
mention what interested you about various
professors” work. State your preferred re-
search interests, but express your openness
to studying related topics — that is, any
topics you honestly would be happy study-
ing. Discussing the research interests of
several faculty members will increase your
chances of getting accepted at a particular
program. For example, let’s say you apply
to a program that uses a mentorship system
(a one-to-one matching of students to fac-
ulty advisors). In such a program, faculty
will seek students who are truly interested
in some aspect of the topics they study.
Let’s say that in your personal statement,
you discuss only your interest in working
with Professor Walsh. If Professor Walshis
not accepting students the year you apply,
and you didn’t mention an interest in any
other faculty member's research, you might
not be accepted to the program no matter
how stellar your qualifications. Now, if you
truly wanted to go to that program only if
Professor Walsh advised you, then such an
outcome is acceptable. If, however, you
would have been happy conducting research
in another faculty member’s laboratory in
that program, the rejection would be unfor-
tunate. The rejection might have been
avoided had you been more clear about the
breadth of your research interests in your
personal statement.

Other relevant experience

Potential future advisors will also want
to know about other experiences that make
you particularly qualified for graduate work
or that explain your decision to pursue a
career in psychology. For example, you
might want to highlight particular psychol-
ogy classes you've taken, such as labora-
tory courses in which you studied scientific
writing style, or special topics courses that
piqued your interest in certain psychologi-
cal issues. You may also want to describe
work, internship, or volunteer experiences
that pulled you toward a particular subfield
of psychology (or pushed you away from
another subfield or field). Forexample, you
might describe how you struggled to decide
whether to pursue clinical or social psychol-
ogy, and how your experience as an emer-
gency mental health intern helped you de-
cide.

Aswementioned earlier, very personal,
emotional self-disclosures are nearly always
best avoided, There may be exceptions; for
example, revelations about friends” or rela-
tives’ personal experiences with mental ill-
ness might be illustrative conceming your
reasons for pursuing a particular interest in
clinical psychology, but even then, such

topics should be discussed professional
and concisely.

Career goals

The final componentis one thatis oft
overlooked — a statement of what y:
would like to do as a psychologist aft
graduating from the program. If you ha-
chosen to pursue graduate training, y
must have at least a general idea of the ty
of career you would like to have once y:
receive your degree. Convince your reac
that you understand your options, and ¢
plain why you favor a particular career go
What are your options? If you envisi
yourselfin aresearch-oriented job, youcot
work in an academic setting as a profess
who conducts research and teaches. R
search positions are also available in nc
academic business or government settin;
If you are considering more applied wo
you might want to work as a consultant is
business organization or you may want
gointo private practice as a therapist. (Cc
sult the American Psychological Assoc
tion for more information on career optic
in psychology.) Itis fine to discuss a couy
options and to be uncertain about whi
option you will likely pursue, but in a
case, make sure you are up-front about y¢
intentions and that the options you are cc
sidering match the goals of the progra
For example, you should not apply to
search-orniented programs if you do not
tend to conduct research after you gradus

Closing

We hope we have dispelled some of !
mystery surrounding the personal stateme
and that some of our advice will be help
to you. Just remember: The clearer you
withvourselfabout your goals and intere.
the clearer you will be in writing aboutth
in your personal statement. Be hom
professional, and self-confident. Then 1
assured that you represented yourself ac
rately and fairly, and that, in tarn, you h:
maximized the chances that admissi:
outcomes will be driven by accurate ass¢
ments of your potential fit with the
grams to which you apply.
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