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TAdmissions Essay

&
The admissions essay is written by an applicant to graduate school in response to an
assignment posed in the graduate application. Graduate programs will often assign specific topics
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that applicants must address in writing their essay. Sometimes they ask for a generic
“ autobiographical statement” in which the applicant discusses his or her life, experiences, and
goals. The admissions essay is sometimes referred to as a “ personal statement”. The graduate
admissions essay is a critical part of the graduate application because it is through this essay that
applicants can speak directly to the committee and demonstrate their unique fit to the program.

The purpose of the graduate admissions essay

Admissions committees deal with countless stacks of applications: faceless GRE scores and
GPAs. How do they differentiate among applicants with similar scores and academic backgrounds?
One essential evidence they refer to is the personal statement. Your personal statement reveals a
great deal about your ability ;

e to write;

 to determine the purpose of the essay;

e to stick to the task at hand;

o to “sell” yourself and explain why you’re a good match to the program.

Essentially, the essay is your opportunity to talk directly with the admissions committee, to
call attention to important parts of your application that might otherwise be overlooked, and to
explain any discrepancies or potentially negative aspects of your application. It’s your chance to
help the admissions committee see you as a person instead of a grade point average and a clump of
standardized test scores.

Advice from the admissions committee

The admissions essay is an opportunity for applicants to stand out. Here’s what the
admissions committee considers when reading an applicant’s admissions essay :

» How well does the applicant address the assigned question?

e If no specific topic is assigned, how well does the applicant manage the ambiguous
assignment and construct an essay that is relevant and informative?

* How well does the applicant write?

 Does the applicant attend to details, such as spelling and presentation?

« Does the essay illustrate critical thinking?

 Does the applicant demonstrate abstract and complex reasoning?

e Is the essay appropriate? Is it too informal?

e Does the applicant reveal appropriate personal details and avoid sharing irrelevant and
overly personal information (e. g., mental illness, childhood experiences, family tragedies,
etc. ) ?
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Is the essay free of careless errors (e. g. , listing the wrong school) ?

How well is the essay organized? Is it easy to read and to follow the author’s ideas?

Writing an effective admissions essay or personal statement takes time to consider the topic,

plan your points, organize and structure your argument, draft the essay, evaluate whether you

have addressed all of the above issues, seek feedback, and write a final version. Therefore, it is

better for you to start your writing far ahead of the deadline to ensure that you write an appropriate
and effective admissions essay. Don’t take shortcuts because the admissions essay can be what
makes the difference between acceptance and rejection.

How to organize your graduate admissions essay

There are several different ways you can structure your essay but the most common format

includes an introduction, a body, and a concluding paragraph.

1.

Introduction

The introduction is the most important part of the essay, especially the first sentence. The
first sentence introduces your essay and a bad introduction, in person or in writing, is
detrimental to your admissions chances.

Keep the readers interested by making them continue to read your essay after reading the
first paragraph.

The first sentence should be unique and compelling, possibly thought-provoking or
attention-grabbing.

First sentence may explain your desire to study the subject of interest or discuss the
motivation that influenced your desire to study the subject of interest. State it in a creative
manner.

The sentences following the first sentence should provide a brief explanation that supports
the claim stated in the first sentence. '

. The body

The body should include several paragraphs that provide detailed evidence to support the
statetment made in the introductory paragraph. The paragraphs should flow by using
transitions and resolutions.

Each paragraph should have a transition, which starts each paragraph with a topic statement
that will be the theme of that paragraph.

Each paragraph should have a resolution, which ends each paragraph with a meaningful
sentence that provides a transition to the next paragraph.

Experiences, accomplishments, or any other evidence that can support your claims should
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be included in the body. Future goals should also be mentioned in the body.

« A short summary of your educational background can be discussed in the 1st paragraph.

¢ Personal experiences and the reasons for wanting to attend the school can be discussed in
the 2nd paragraph.

* The last paragraph should explain why you should be accepted.

3. Conclusion

e State why you are interested in studying the subject of interest.

* State the key points mentioned in the body, such as your experiences or accomplishments,

which explain your interest in the subject. State it in a conclusive and brief manner.

* End on a positive note with one or two attention-grabbing sentences.

Your essay should include enough details, be personal, and specific. The purpose of a
personal statement is to show the admission committee what makes you unique and different from
other applicants. Your job is to display your distinct personality and provide evidence that
confirms your passion and desire for the subject and the school. However, even if you can write
an interesting and compelling essay, the structure and organization may not be appropriate.
Therefore, it is necessary that you follow the proper structure of an essay and allow all your
paragraphs to flow smoothly. The structure and organization of your personal statement will not
only make your essay more comprehensible and fascinating but it will also increase your chances
of being accepted. ‘

Preparation of your admissions essay

Remember that writing your admissions essay is a process, not a discrete event. The first step
involves preparation, gathering the information needed to compose the essay and understanding the
task at hand. Here are some tips to help you gather the information needed to compose a personal
essay that sets you apart from the rest.

1. Conduct a personal assessment

The first step is to conduct a thorough self-assessment. Leave yourself plenty of time because
this is a process of self-exploration that you don’t want to rush. Sit down with a pad, or at the
keyboard, and begin writing. Don’t censor yourself in any way. Just write what feels natural.

Begin taking notes on what drives you. Describe your hopes, dreams, and aspirations. What
do you hope to gain from graduate study? Granted, not all of this information will make it into the
essay, but your goal at this point is to brainstorm. Identity as much of your personal history as
possible so that you can carefully sift through and sort out events and personal items that will
strengthen your essay.
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Consider ;

¢ hobbies;

» projects that you've completed ;

e jobs;

* responsibilities ;

» accomplishments in the personal and scholastic arena;

¢ major life events that have changed you;

¢ challenges and hurdles you’ve overcome;

» life events that motivate your education;

* people who have influenced you or motivated you;

¢ traits, work habits, and attitudes that will insure your success.

Carefully consider your academic records and personal accomplishments. How do the
attitudes, values, and personal qualities that you’ve listed correspond to these experiences? Try to
pair them up. For example, your curiosity and thirst for knowledge may have led you to conduct
independent research with a professor. Consider how each pair of attitudes/personal qualities and
experiences show that you’re prepared to excel in graduate school. Also consider these questions
that will help you gather information that will be useful in writing your essay.

Once you have a master list, carefully examine the information that you’ve listed. Remember
that the information that you have chosen to present can portray you as a positive and upbeat
person or as a tired and discouraged student. Think about the image that you want to portray and
revise your master list accordingly. Use the revised list as a basis for all of your admissions

essays. Carefully consider what you should (and should not) include in your essay.

2. Do your research

Research the programs that interest you. Read the brochure, check the website, and gather
all information possible to help you determine what the admissions committee is looking for from
potential students. Your research should provide enough of a knowledge base about the school to
tailor your essay to it. Show that you’'re interested and that you’ve taken the time to learn about
the program. Take careful notes on each program and note where your personal interests,
qualities, and accomplishments coincide.

3. Consider the questions posed

Many applications require that students address specific questions in their admissions essays,
such as these common admissions essay topics. Make sure that you’re answering the question.
Take time to think about the question, the central theme asked, and how it corresponds to your
master list of experiences/personal qualities. Some applications offer a string of questions. Pay
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attention to your responses and try to avoid being redundant.

Before you begin your essay, familiarize yourself with the basic structure of admissions
essays. As you begin to write, remember that this is your chance to present your strengths and
really shine. Take advantage of it. Discuss your accomplishments, valuable experiences, and
emphasize the positive. Make it involved and engaging. Show that you’re motivated. Remember
that the committee is composed of professionals who have read hundreds, even thousands of such
statements over the years. Make yours stand out.

Your personal essay is a story that tells the admissions committee who you are and what you
can offer. Granted, the questions posed will differ by program, but the general challenge is to
introduce yourself and describe your potential as a successful candidate. A careful self-assessment
and consideration of the program and the questions posed will aid in your endeavor to write a
winning personal statement.

Q & A with admissions essay

Students often wonder how to approach writing the graduate admissions essay. What do you
include? What do you exclude? Read these answers to common questions.

1. How do I choose a theme for my admissions essay?

It may be helpful to make a list of all of your experiences and interests at first and then try to
find an overlapping theme or connection between the different items on the list. However, your
underlying theme should be why you should be accepted into graduate school or specifically
accepted into the program to which you are applying. Your job is to sell yourself and distinguish
yourself from other applicants through examples.

2. What type of tone (attitude towards the subject) should I incorporate in my essay?

The tone of the éssay should be balanced or moderate. Don’t sound too cheerful or too
depressed but keep a serious and ambitious tone. When discussing positive or negative
experiences, sound open-minded and use a neutral tone. Remember not to hit the extremes ( too
high or too low) and remain in balance. Additionally, do not sound too casual or too formal.
Portray confidence and use an active voice.

3. Should I write in the first person?

You are encouraged to speak in the first person on your personal statement. Your goal is to
make your essay sound personal and active. However, avoid overusing “I” and, instead, alter
between I and other first person terms, such as “my” and “me” and transition words, such as

“however” and “therefore. ”
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4. How should I discuss my research interests in my personal statement?

First, it is not necessary to state a specific and concise dissertation topic in your personal
statement. You are only to state, in broad terms, your research interests within your field. The
reason you are asked to discuss your research interests is because the program would like to
compare the degree of similarity in research interests between you and the faculty member you
wish to work with. Additionally, your aim is to show your readers that you have knowledge in
your proposed field of study.

S. What if I don’t have any unique experiences or qualities?

Everyone has qualities that can distinguish themselves from other individuals. Make a list of
all your qualities and think of how you utilized them in the past. Discuss the ones that will make
you stand out but will still have some connection to your field of interest. If you do not have many
experiences within your field, then try to make your other experiences relate to your interests. For
example, if you are interested in applying to a psychology program but only have experience
working at a supermarket, then find a connection between psychology and your experience at the
supermarket that can show your interest in and knowledge of the field and portray your ability to
become a psychologist. By providing these connections, your experiences and you will be

depicted as unique.
i
6. Should I mention which faculty members I would like to work with?

Yes. It makes it easier for the admissions committee to determine if your interests match with
the faculty members you’re interested in working with. However, if possible, it is recommended
that you mention more than one professor you wish to work with because it is a possibility that the
professor you are interested in working with is not accepting new students for that year. By
mentioning only one professor, you are limiting yourself, which can decrease your chances of
being accepted. Additionally, if you only wish to work with a specific professor, then you are
more likely to be rejected by the admissions committee if that professor 1s not accepting new
students. Alternatively, it may be helpful to contact professors and find out if they are accepting
new students before applying. This reduces the chances of being rejected.

7. Should I discuss all volunteer and job experiences?

You should only mention volunteer and employment experiences that are relevant to your field
of study or have helped you develop or acquire a skill that is necessary for your field of interest.
However, if there is a volunteer or job experience that is not related to your field of interest yet
has helped influence your career and academic goals, discuss it in your personal statement as well.

8. Should I discuss flaws in my application? If yes, how?
If you think it may be helpful, then you should discuss low grades, low GRE scores , etc. ,




providing an explanation. However, do not whine, blame others, or try to explain away three
years of poor performance. When you discuss flaws, make sure you aren’t giving unreasonable
excuses, such as “I failed my test because 1 went out drinking the night before.” Provide
explanations that are reasonably excusable and comprehensive to the academic committee, such as
an unexpected death in the family.

9. Can I use humor in my personal statement?
It depends. Humor may keep the reader entertained but at the same time it may hurt you if it
is not taken in a light manner. If you do plan on using humor, do so cautiously, keep it limited,

and make sure it is appropriate. The last thing you want to do is to offend the admissions
committee. Instead, aim to leave a smile on the readers face.

10. Is there a limit in the Iength of the personal statement?

Yes, there is a limit, but it varies depending on the school and the program. Usually, personal
statements are between 500 -1,000 words long. Do not exceed the limit. More importantly,
remember to answer all the questions being asked.

TCover Letter

What is the cover letter

When mailing out your résumé to a prospective university, you always want to include an
original cover letter. The cover letter is used to transmit your résumé ( or other documents, such
as transcripts) . More importantly, it gives you the opportunity to introduce yourself to a school,
express your interest in a field, offer the admissions officers insight into your personality through
your writing style, and impress them with your communication skills,

‘ A checklist of the cover letter

The cover letter should amplify points that you may or may not have covered in your
résumé; it serves as your introduction to a prospective university. It should be brief and
informative. Several things should be addressed ;

(1) Explain why you are writing to the school and indicate a professional attitude, the
amount of preparation you have done and additional efforts you have made.

(2) Whenever possible, the letter should be addressed/tailored to a specific person, with
the full name and title. Make sure the name of the person addressed is spelled correctly. This
person could be the dean of the department or the specific professor you plan to study after. This
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shows you are familiar with the school and that you have carefully researched this specific area.

(3) Analyze your specified knowledge and skills, acquired both from the courses at school
and in volunteer work or part-time working experience, and then make every effort to match your
skills with those emphasized by the specialty you are applying for.

(4) Make every effort to explore the background of the prospective school, its specified
area and contribution to its development; if possible, some detailed information about your target
supervisor, including his educational background, academic achievement, published works, etc.,
to permit you to match your accomplishments with the goals and objectives of the organization.

(5) In closing, express a desire to arrange a time for an interview ( mostly telephone
interviews with oversea schools) and state that you will telephone to request a time for an
appointment.

TRésumé

Your résumé is one of the most important part of your application for further study. A résumé
is a summary of your education, work experience and accomplishments. Your résumé is
important. Admissions officers often use résumés to decide whether to accept you among
thousands of applicants and whether you are qualified to be join in them. Therefore, you should
highlight your best attributes.

Tips on writing a résumé

1. Arrive quickly at the important points

Résumés are often read in less than a minute; therefore, you should format your résumé in
such a way that your outstanding characteristics are quickly seen.

2. Be clear and concise

A résumé should be as long as it needs to be, but no longer. If possible, keep your résumé to
one page. Second pages often are not read. If, however, you have several publications or much
social experience, you may have to use two pages.

3. Keep vertical lists and use action verbs

Because of the speed with which people read résumés, vertical lists are preferable to
paragraphs. Remember to keep those lists parallel and to use action verbs where possible. Action
verbs, such as “ designed,” * analyzed,” * measured,” and “ organized,” put your
accomplishments in the strongest light. Don’t use declarative sentences like “I developed the. . . ”
or “I assisted in...” ; leave out the “I.”




