Personal Statement Structure

Disclaimer: There is no one “correct” way to write a personal statement. It is always a good idea to get as much feedback as possible on your application materials. This document is just intended to serve as a starting point.

General notes: Most personal statements are restricted to 1-2 pages. Sometimes programs neglect to mention if the document should be single-spaced or double-spaced. If the limit is one page, it is safe to say that the document can be single-spaced. If the limit is two pages, either single-spaced or double-spaced should be fine. Regardless, the personal statement is meant to concisely communicate five things: (1) who are you, (2) why are you interested in a graduate degree, (3) why are you interested in this program, (4) what have you already done to prepare for graduate school, and (5) what do you hope to do in the future with your graduate degree.

Tip: Try to create a narrative that weaves together your response to the five questions above. Committees have to read a lot of applications, and you want your application to be one that they remember. This means that you should provide specific examples whenever possible.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Paragraph #1: Introduce Yourself

Provide a short summary of who you are as a person. You should share any details that would make you a unique candidate (that you feel comfortable sharing). A good example is being a first-generation college student. In this paragraph, you do not need to list every challenge that you face or have faced. Instead, you simply want to present yourself as a complex person that will add to the richness of the program.

Paragraph #2: Your Motivations

Programs have a limited number of slots for graduate students. When members of the admission committee read over your materials, they want to feel confident that you will take the opportunity seriously. So, you want to make sure that your reasoning for pursing a graduate degree is not something generic like: “I love philosophy, and I would like to keep taking classes.” Instead, try to ground your interest in an experience or a passion. For example, you could say something like: “I became passionate about environmental justice at an early age because I grew up near a Superfund site.” Again, this paragraph does not need to be dramatic to be successful. Instead, the idea is to make your desire to pursue a graduate degree personal.

Paragraph #3: Program Fit

As previously stated, admission committees want to be sure that they offer their limited slots to graduate students that genuinely want to be in their program. Most paragraphs you can keep from one application to the next. This is the one paragraph that you should tailor to each program. Also, try to dovetail this paragraph with the previous one. You can start this paragraph with something like: “Given the department’s strengths in areas Y and Z, I know that program X is an ideal fit.” Remember, most professors enjoy mentoring graduate students. Be sure to convey how you would be excited to benefit from their mentorship. One note: there are different opinions on if you should mention faculty members by name in your personal statement. One thing to keep in mind is that you do not know who is on the admission committee.

Paragraph #4: Extraordinary Student

Pretty much every prospective graduate student has a high GPA. And GPA is not always a significant consideration for admittance into a program. Sometimes outside activities receive more weight. So, this paragraph is designed to show the committee that you are extraordinary. As before, examples are a premium. You can discuss how you have participated in clubs, presented at symposia or conferences, worked with a professor on a research project, or served as a tutor. The more concrete the example(s) the better. One thing to keep in mind, though, is that you should not simply list everything. Articulate why the example is relevant to the personal statement.

Paragraph #5: Looking to the Future

This can be a relatively short paragraph. No one expects you to have your future mapped out at this point in your career. But most committees do like to know that you have aspirations beyond graduate school. Here, you could write something as simple as: “In the future, I hope to accomplish X. [a sentence that describes why you want to accomplish X]. And I believe that program X is an ideal place for me to begin my journey.”
