
Many graduate school programs require some sort of written statement as part of the application. 
It may be referred to as a statement of purpose, personal statement, letter of intent, or personal 
narrative. Sometimes there will be specific questions to answer. In other cases, candidates may 
write about a topic of their choice. 

This tipsheet contains several resources to help you plan, write, and revise your personal state-
ment. The WPI Career Development Center (CDC) and Writing Center are also available to critique 
your personal statement. 

What should I include in  
my personal statement?

Before you begin to write, make a list of points you 
would like to cover in the statement. Consider your 
educational and career goals and select items from 
your list that reflect experience, skills, and interests that 
relate. Your essay should have a beginning, middle, and 
end. Your first draft will not be your final copy, as you will 
edit and rewrite several times. When preparing your final 
draft, you should proofread carefully to be sure there are 
no errors in spelling or grammar. 

Make sure to include the following information in your 
personal statement:

•  Your Background: This should include your prior 
academic experiences, project experiences, intern-
ships/research experiences, leadership and extra-
curricular involvement, and any other experiences 
that are relevant. You will likely want to reflect 
on your Major Qualifying Project (MQP) and your 
Interactive Qualifying Project (IQP) and stress any 
techniques or skillsets that relate to the program to 
which you are applying. Any internships or summer 
research experiences should also be highlighted. 
When talking about your background, make sure 
not to just share your experiences, but instead high-
light how these experiences have prepared you for 
graduate school--what have your experiences pro-

vided you with that you can take into the classroom 
and apply to advanced research?

•  Your Interests: When talking about the program 
you are applying for, make sure you emphasize why 
you need this specific degree and area of study to 
advance your career aspirations. You should refer-
ence particular classes of interest, along with profes-
sors (by name) and their area of focus. Make it clear 
that you want this particular degree and program 
and why.

•  Why this school: Your statement should specifically 
mention why you want to attend this particular 
school and department and study under specific 
faculty members. If you are interested in Teaching 
Assistantships or Research Assistantships, inquire 
about those by referencing professors of interest. 
You should also try to have prior conversations with 
faculty members who interest you before applying, 
so that you can reference these conversations in 
your statement.

•  Your Future Career Goals: In your personal state-
ment, clearly articulate what you want to do with 
your advanced degree, and why you need this 
education to achieve the type of opportunities you 
are interested in. If you aren’t exactly sure, pick a few 
areas of the program that really call to you and em-
phasize those. It is important that you have a clear 
direction when writing your personal statement.
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Getting Personal

A grad school’s first impression of you is your  
personal statement. Make it count.

By Joe Schall

Do you long to make your mark in image sequence 
analysis, conduct research on robust 3-D object recog-
nition or master exemplary cache management skills? 
Then you’re probably headed for graduate school, and 
to get there, you’ll need to write a persuasive personal 
statement. Whether it’s called a personal statement, 
a statement of purpose or a letter of intent, the goal 
is the same—you have about 500 words to petition 
for admission into a program that probably receives 
10 times more applicants than it can accept. A well-
written, thoughtful personal statement will help elevate 
you above the crowd.

Discern the Criteria of the Essay Question

Although some applications may simply request a 
one-page statement without specifying any content 
guidelines, typically you are asked to comment on mat-
ters of personal background, work experience, research 
goals, long-term objectives and your particular interest 
in the program to which you are applying. Attend to 
each of these categories, perhaps devoting one short 
paragraph to each, explicitly and efficiently. Anchor 
your topic sentences in the language of the criteria (e.g., 
“My long-term goals are...”; “My past research endeavors 
include...”), followed by examples demonstrating the 
specifics of your background and the clarity of your 
thinking.

Articulate Your Personal and  
Professional Inspiration

Having read hundreds of personal statements over the 
years, I recognize how valuable it is to paint an interest-
ing personal but professional picture of yourself. Some 
students make the mistake of discussing something far 

too private or unsettling in their personal background 
(such as a serious family crisis or a bout with depres-
sion), while others come off as a wannabe hacker or ex-
ude a “computers are really cool” naiveté. Instead, give a 
thumbnail sketch that stresses positive and professional 
influence: a memorable and uplifting early experience, 
a high school or college project that ignited or deep-
ened your interest in computer science, an especially 
inspiring teacher or relative who followed a career path 
that you emulate. The goal is to write an opening para-
graph that no other candidate could have written, while 
striking a professional, positive tone.

Discuss Your Experience as a  
Set of Acquired Skills

With emphasis on professional experience and transfer-
able skills, describe your background using action verbs 
(e.g., “I programmed...”; “I installed and maintained...”; 
“As part of a team, I redesigned...”). If you are not invited 
to submit a resume with your application, you may 
want to incorporate the job descriptions from your 
resume into your statement. Also, seek to interweave a 
discussion of your coursework, teaching and activities 
with a description of your actual work experience as 
necessary. Those web pages you designed as part of a 
classroom project, or your work as a teaching assistant 
for a lab course, or your active involvement in the stu-
dent chapter of a professional association can be just as 
relevant as an internship position.

Describe a Research Plan or Identify an 
Area of Research Interest

Herein lies the toughest yet most important job for 
most grad school applicants—describing your specific 
research interest. Recognize, however, that you are not 
committing to an unbreakable covenant, but simply 
identifying a compatible area of interest. For specifics 
here, turn to your previous coursework, think about 
successful projects you have already taken part in, and 
browse the host program’s web pages and applica-
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tion materials to determine what kinds of projects the 
professors and research teams undertake. Selection 
committees will give special attention to students who 
show an interest in theoretical computer science, or 
those who have a background in a related application 
area, such as chemistry, mathematics or geographic 
information systems, and successfully tie their interests 
to a projected area of research. Stress your desire and 
ability to solve relevant problems and address research 
questions.

Establish Long-Term Objectives

As with the discussion of a research plan, long-term ob-
jectives are not lifetime commitments but thoughtful, 
concrete plans. Valuable options here include specify-
ing continued work in a particular research area, the 
desire to obtain a Ph.D. or teach at the university level, 
or future plans to work as an independent or corpo-
rate consultant. By articulating a reasonable long-term 
objective or two, you persuade a program that you are 
worthy of serious consideration. If you’re hazy about 
long-term objectives, discuss some possibilities with an 
advisor in your field from whom you might also receive 
feedback on your personal statement.

Close by Discussing Specifics About the 
Program to Which You Are Applying

Learning all you can about the target program not only 
makes sense, it gives you concrete closing material to 
include in your essay. Many graduate programs include 
downloadable application materials on their web sites, 
and just one phone call to the program’s graduate of-
fice will secure plenty of materials. Also, be certain to 
research information about the faculty, perhaps reading 
some of the faculty publications to familiarize yourself 
with the research being done. Some students even 
email faculties whom they are especially interested 
in working with, establish a correspondence, and cite 
this interaction in their personal statement. The goal is 
to create a professional link between yourself and the 
program, its facilities and its faculty. Go beyond simply 
inserting the program name into your final paragraph; 
prove that you have done your homework.

Pay a Visit

Without question, an on-site visit is the best way to 
ensure a good fit between you and a graduate program, 
and graduate directors will always give special atten-
tion to candidates willing to make a visit. Do not count 
on being invited specifically to visit a program but set 
up an appointment on your own, ideally before or while 
your application is under consideration. While visiting 
the site, be certain to have relevant questions ready for 
the graduate director, ask to tour the facilities, and try 
to meet with a faculty member or two. If you are espe-
cially interested in a particular program, an on-site visit 
would be a finishing stroke to a perfect application.
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If you are applying for nationally competitive scholarships, for 
graduate school, or for a number of post-graduate service or 
employment opportunities, you have seen the vaguely phrased re-
quest; in one form or another, it comes down to “tell us something 
about yourself.”

The Rhodes and Marshall competitions require a 1000-word per-
sonal essay: the Fulbright, a “curriculum vita.”

You are asked to share your “academic and other interests.” A clearer 
charge might be: compose an essay that reveals who you are, what 
you care about, and what you intend to do in this life.  Tell this story 
in a compelling manner, and do so in less than a thousand words. 
What’s so hard about that? Simply make sense of your life. (right.)  
But what does that mean?  What will it look like?

Because personal statements are personal, there is no one type or 
style of writing that is set out as a model. That can be liberating; 
it can also be maddening.  But while every personal statement is 
unique in style, its purpose is the same.

A personal  statement is:

•  A picture. Your personal essay should produce a picture of you as 
a person, a student, a potential scholarship winner, and (looking 
into the future) a former scholarship recipient.

•  An invitation. The reader must be invited to get to know you, 
personally.  Bridge the assumed distance of strangers.  Make 
your reader welcome.

•  An indication  of your priorities and judgement. What you choose 
to say in your statement tells the committee what your priorities 
are. What you say, and how you say it, is crucial.

•  A story, or more precisely, your story. Everyone has a story to tell, 
but we are not all natural storytellers.  If you are like most people, 
your life lacks inherent drama. This is when serious self-reflection, 
conversation with friends, family, and mentors, and permission 
to be creative come in handy.

A personal statement is not:

•  An academic paper with you as the subject. The papers you write 
for class are typically designed to interpret data, reflect research, 
and analyze events or reading— all at some distance.  We are 
taught to eliminate the “I” from our academic writing.  In a per-
sonal statement your goal is to close the distance between you 
and the reader. You must engage on a different, more personal 
level that you have been trained to in college.

•  A resume in narrative form.  An essay that reads like a resume of 
accomplishments and goals tells the reader nothing that they 

could not glean from the rest of the application.  It reveals little 
about the candidate, and is a wasted opportunity.

•  A journal entry.  While you may draw on experiences or observa-
tions captured in your personal journal, your essay should not 
read like a diary.  Share what is relevant, using these experiences 
to give a helpful context for your story. And include only what 
you are comfortable sharing—be prepared to discuss at an 
interview what you include.

•   A plea of justification for the scholarship. This is not an invitation 
to “make your case.” Defending an assertion that you are more 
deserving of the scholarship than other candidates is a wasted 
effort—you’ve likely just accomplished the opposit 

Most importantly, a personal statement is authentic. Don’t make 
the mistake of trying to guess what the committee is  looking for, 
and don’t write what you think they want to hear. They want to 
know you.

So, what must you include in the personal statement? 
An effective personal statement will answer the following ques-
tions:

• Who am I?

• Who do I want to be?

• What kind of contribution do I want to make, and how?

•  Why does it make sense for me to study at Oxford (or York, LSE, 
Cambridge, Sussex)?

For the Rhodes, you will want to include a proposal of study, one 
or two paragraphs devoted to why Oxford makes sense to you.  For 
the Marshall and Fulbright, your “proposed academic programme” 
is presented separately.  Your proposal should be as detailed and 
specific as possible, including degree plans, course titles, and 
professors with whom you hope to study (especially if you have 
contacted them by email or letter). Why is this the right place and 
program?  Is it consistent with your studies and activities to date?  
Draw connections.

Remember the goal: grab the readers’ interest, and make them 
want to meet you for an interview. Get a sense of the experiences 
and dreams you wish to share, then examine them for a helpful 
means of making sense of it all.  You will find your story; and if you 
share it honestly, you will have written a personal statement.

Finally, know that writing a personal essay is hard and will take 
many drafts and much reflection. Don’t wait until you have it right 
to share it with others; their input will likely make it stronger, clear-
er, and tighter. Don’t put it off until you have it right … just write!

Definition of a Personal Statement 
Mary Hale Tolar1 

Deputy Executive Secretary, Truman Scholarship Foundation

1 Mary Tolar is a 1988 Truman Scholar and 1990 Rhodes Scholar; served as scholarships advisor at four institutions, and has  served 
on a State Rhodes Committee of Selection. She has helped over sixty students win nationally competitive scholarships.
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The phrase “must be comfortable working with live bees” jumped 
out at me as I browsed work study positions on campus during new 
student orientation. Though I had plans to pursue an engineering 
degree, the idea of hands-on work in a laboratory setting studying 
animal behavior was very enticing. The decision to apply for this posi-
tion resulted in my first foray into biological research, which I quickly 
discovered I had a passion for. By pursuing research opportunities over 
the course of my college career, I have refined my research interests 
while developing an extensive repertoire of lab skills. I am seeking 
admission to the Molecular Genetics and Microbiology (MGM) PhD 
program at Science University in order to investigate host-pathogen 
interactions in human diseases and to further hone my research 
skills. My time at WPI has prepared me to pursue a PhD by providing 
me with many opportunities for research, teaching, mentoring, and 
presenting.

I am currently in my fourth year of working in Dr. Staphylococcus 
Aureus’s animal behavior lab, using the common eastern bumblebee 
Bombus impatiens as a model organism to study potential causes of 
bee population decline. I have conducted experiments and analyzed 
data related to behavioral impairments caused by immune stimuli. Our 
lab proposed that infection in bees was linked to neurological deficits, 
contributing to population decline. After stimulating the bumblebee 
immune system by injecting them with Escherichia coli lipopolysac-
charide (LPS), I performed task switching assays that allowed me to 
analyze foraging rates, frequency of visits to non-rewarding flowers, 
floral handling times, and ability to switch between rewarding flower 
types in the LPS-injected bees as compared to control bees. We were 
able to demonstrate a significant impairment of immune-stimulated 
bees, which exhibit slower foraging rates and impaired flexibility to 
switch between different flower types, impeding their ability to effi-
ciently gather food. A paper on this study on which I will be listed as a 
co-author is currently undergoing peer review. Working in this lab has 
helped me to become adept at data analysis and experimental design 
and to learn how exciting biological research can be.

By my junior year, I had refined my interests to the study of infectious 
disease. I am now completing my senior Major Qualifying Project 
(MQP) in Dr. Klebsiella Pneumoniae’s lab, studying host-pathogen 
interactions in the pathogenic yeast Candida albicans. C. albicans 
is a medically important fungus that causes diseases such as yeast 
infections, oral thrush, and life-threatening systemic blood infections. 
My independent project involves using a macrophage invasion assay 
to monitor C. albicans survival, using mutants of both the host and 
the pathogen to explore the roles of secreted aspartyl proteinases 
(SAPs) and cell wall β-glucans in virulence. First, I will test the role of 
the macrophage receptor Dectin-1, which binds cell wall β-glucans. To 
do this, I will plate C. albicans with macrophages lacking this receptor 
and comparing this to yeast survival with wild-type macrophages. 
I hypothesize that I will observe greater survival rates of C. albicans 
exposed to macrophages lacking this receptor, as the macrophages 
will be unable to recognize and kill the yeast. To study C. albicans 
genes that play a role in pathogenesis, I am using yeast lacking SAPs, a 
set of virulence factors that play a role in evasion of the host immune 
response via degradation of host proteins. I will test C. albicans single 
knockouts of SAP 4, 5, and 6, and a triple knockout in the macrophage 
invasion assay against both wild-type and mutant macrophages. The 
SAP mutants are expected to exhibit lower survival rates because 
they will be unable to secrete the proteases needed to overcome the 
macrophages by degrading host proteins. Additionally, I am using 
a specialized CRISPR/Cas9 system developed for use in C. albicans 
to generate a SMI1 knockout strain, as this gene plays a role in the 
synthesis and deposition of β-glucans. I will use this mutant strain of 
C. albicans to test the hypothesis that the SMI1 knockout will have 

increased survival, since this mutant is less likely to be recognized by 
the host. Through this research, I will help elucidate why certain strains 
are more virulent than others. This project has helped me confirm my 
passion for microbiology and develop the skills to plan experiments, 
adapt protocols, and discern the meaning behind unexpected results.

In addition to building a solid repertoire of laboratory skills, I believe it 
is incredibly important for scientists to develop confidence discussing 
science and mentoring students. I have gained teaching experience 
as a peer learning assistant for Medical Microbiology, leading exam 
reviews and extra help sessions. As a peer advisor for the Career 
Development Center at WPI, I lead panel discussions about college 
majors, meet with students one-on-one to discuss possible career 
paths, and grade assignments for the Discovering Majors and Careers 
course. I also designed and led a new workshop on searching for jobs 
and research opportunities as a life science major in order to inform 
students about opportunities in this field. In both labs I work in, I have 
trained new undergraduate and graduate lab members, which has 
been a chance to communicate the details of my work as well as the 
broader implications. Through these experiences as well as presenta-
tions for course projects, I have gained many skills necessary to discuss 
scientific work and to teach others how to get involved with research.

My decision to apply to Science University was solidified when Dr. 
Bacillus Subtilis came to WPI to deliver a seminar on his work on 
sexual reproduction and evolution of Cryptococcus and related 
fungi. Through attending this seminar and speaking with Dr. Subtilis, 
I gained insight into the cutting edge research occurring at Science. 
Science University is exactly the type of institution I am looking for be-
cause it is a prestigious research university with exceptional resources, 
including state-of-the-art labs, an affiliate medical center, and re-
nowned faculty. MGM stands out for its integration of two distinct yet 
interrelated research areas. I am interested primarily in host-pathogen 
interactions, so it is important for me to develop a thorough com-
prehension not only of pathogens, but also of host systems from an 
immunological and genetic perspective. Virology and Viral Oncology 
is one course I would like to take that highlights this duality. I am very 
interested in the mechanisms by which viruses and bacteria cause 
cancer, though I have not had the opportunity to conduct laboratory 
research in this field. Therefore, Dr. Pseudomonas Aeruginosa’s work 
studying the role of microRNAs in herpesvirus oncogenic potential 
is the type of research I would like to be a part of. Another strength 
of MGM is the prevalence of animal models. While I have experience 
working with bees, I have not yet had the opportunity to work with 
traditional model organisms to conduct in vivo experiments related 
to microbial pathogenesis. Based on this desire to learn about model 
organisms, two additional labs I would like to complete rotations in are 
those of Dr. Carsonella Rudii and Dr. Saccharomyces Cerevisiae, who 
respectively use Caenorhabditis elegans and zebrafish as models of 
infection. I am very excited for the opportunity graduate lab rotations 
will provide to refine my interests and learn about the work of multiple 
labs though hands-on work.

My ultimate career goal is to head a research laboratory studying 
pathogenesis in medically important diseases. I seek to become a pro-
fessor at a research-intensive university such that I will have adequate 
resources to conduct my desired research. In addition to research, I am 
interested in the pedagogical side of professorship, which will allow 
me to serve as a mentor and train the next generation of scientists. 
Earning a PhD from Science University is the ideal preparation for the 
type of advanced research I hope to accomplish and I am excited by 
the prospect of joining a program with a strong sense of community 
cultivated through events like retreats and seminars. 
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