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WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN A STATEMENT OF PURPOSE AND A PERSONAL STATEMENT? 
While a Personal Statement is more personal, as the name signifies, a Statement of Purpose (SOP) is 
academically based and oriented.  
 
A SOP is a persuasive document – where you do your best to convince an admission committee that you 
are the perfect individual for the position, opening, etc. 
 
WHAT IS A STATEMENT OF PURPOSE? 
It should be a Show-Not-Tell document that portrays your passion and strength of character – AND – 
your ability to succeed in this position. Readers of SOP documents want to see how you know you are 
capable and willing to learn, motivate yourself, maintain the stamina needed to finish, and be successful 
throughout the entire process. 
 
Your audience are individuals who are experts in the field to which you are applying. Do not be 
superficial. Do not be general. Do not think you can pretend to know things. Be honest and up front. Be 
proactive. Show your interest. Make connections – between your experience and the position and/or 
school.  
 
This means performing detailed and in-depth research! This is research beyond using Google to find the 
basics. This means reading the following: press releases, mission statements, publications by professors 
you want to work with, etc. Also, you might want to look into the types of jobs held by alumni from this 
program.  
 
The readers of SOPs are looking to see that you demonstrate your involvement with the specific discourse 
community, including the language, goals, and current discussions within the field. A SOP also requires 
that you set yourself apart from other applicants, provide specific evidence of relevant experience and 
preparation, and show yourself to be qualified as graduate material. 
 
ARE THERE ANY PROMPTS OR QUESTIONS? 
If the university/organization gives you questions or prompts – be sure to address them. 
 
WHAT MAKES A SOP GREAT? 
It sets you apart from other applicants, as mentioned above, establishes your voice within the context of 
your specific field, speaks to your singular audience (admissions’ committee members), and is relevant, 
concise, and well written. 
 
WHAT ARE THE COMPONENTS OF A SOP? 

1. Introduction: Address professional objectives, educational background, and perhaps some 
personal background – only if it is directly related to your professional objectives and educational 
background. 

2. Relevant Experience: Include any research you have performed, awards and/or achievements that 
relate directly to your point(s), work experience that ties in directly. Do not repeat what is in 
your resume/CV. 

3. Short Term Goals – and how they lead to Long Term Goals 
4. How – and Why – you ‘fit' within this program. 
5. Conclusion: Wrap up 

CAN YOU GIVE ME DETAILS ABOUT WHAT TO PUT IN EACH COMPONENT? 
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Introduction 
The tone of this will vary somewhat, depending on your field. For example, in applying for a graduate 
degree in creative writing it could be assumed that the tone could be more open than a graduate degree in 
Biology. The difference in tone between creative writing and literature may even be different, to some 
degree. That said, since a SOP is more objective and academically oriented than a personal statement, a 
professional tone should be your goal.  
 
In your introduction, give a brief background of your academic work, such as where you studied, what 
you studied, previous research, projects, writings, publications, etc. 
 
Relevant Experience: Writing Experience, Research Experience, Work Experience, Etc. 
Consider how you want to set this component up – organizationally speaking. For example, you could 
give your information chronologically, you could explain it by describing separate categories, or you may 
have a different way of viewing your experience. 
 
Include the following: 
- Work you have done with a professor as an aide, intern, or volunteer – or by request of the professor 
- Outstanding in-class work or courses not required by your major, internship and/or shadowing work, 

fieldwork, volunteer work 
- A succinct overview of acquired skills – and – how these skills relate to your current (graduate school 

or organizational) writing/research plans 
- A clear sense of belonging to and working within your specific field/discourse community: This 

means you must understand this discourse community well! 
 
Short-Term Goals  AND Long-Term Goals – AS they related to Graduate School/This Position 
What do you intend to study – and why? Does this include research? Writing? Why this field?  
 
What connection is there between your current work and your graduate study goals? 
 
Why is graduate school your choice right now? Why not something else? – or Why do you want to study 
abroad right now? – or Why do you want to be a part of this organization? 
 
Where do you want, eventually, to end up? What do you want to be doing wherever you end up? AND – 
very important – how will graduate school – at this particular university – help you to get there? 

- With whom at the school do you want to work – and why? This means researching! This also 
means reading publications by this person or persons. 

- Why are you a good fit for this university – specifically? 
 
Conclusion 
Be proactive, just as you would in a job application letter, and ‘assume’ that you are going to get in. Show 
your enthusiasm! 
 
WHAT DO I NEED TO KNOW BEFORE I BEGIN? 

1. Know the requirements: What questions are being asked? What is the tone of the request? Etc. 
2. What is the mission statement of the school?  
3. What is the mission statement of the department? 
4. What types of activities and experiences are shown on the university website? 
5. Who teaches there that I would like to work with during my graduate school time? 
6. What have they written? What awards have they received? 

 
WHAT CAN I DO TO HELP ME GET PREPARED TO WRITE THIS? 
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Perform a freewrite. Consider reflecting on the following: 
- Know yourself! What are your passions? Your short-term goals? Your long-term goals? How are 

you goal oriented? 
- Know your writing! 
- What is your area of interest? Be specific! Be succinct! 
- Does this include research interests? Writing interests? Both? 
- Influences 
- What do you hope to gain from graduate school – personally and professionally? 
- Where do you see yourself in five years? 
- Where do you see yourself in ten years? 
- What have you done outside of the normal that relates to your interests and studies? 
- What makes you stand out from other applicants? 
- What is your passion? 
- How hard are you willing to work to achieve your short- and long-term goals? 
- What is the tie-in between your inspiration and your current research interest(s)? 
- What is it about your field of study that motivates you to pursue a graduate degree? In other 

words, why graduate school? Why is an MFA your next and only logical step? 
- Consider any inconsistencies/challenges/issues/problems you have, such as a low GPA, low GRE 

scores. How can you address this positively and honestly? 
- What can you bring to the department? To the university? 

 
WHAT NEXT? 

- Outline your paper 
- Begin writing a first draft (after you outline the paper). 
- Use Show-Not-Tell when writing your paper. 
- Use active (not passive!) voice. Take responsibility for your learning, etc. 
- Show your awareness of the field…. and of the community. 
- Be interesting. 
- Be assertive without sounding arrogant. 
- Do not write any negative statements! 
- Do not write “I believe” or “I think.” 
- Perform a spell check. Perform a grammar check. Read your paper – and read it sentence by 

sentence from the bottom up if you have to – to catch all spelling errors. 
- Have someone else read it and give you feedback. 
- Finish a first draft – and leave it for a day. 
- Read it again – all the way through – and then revise. 
- Leave it for a day, then read it again – and revise it again: Cut out any sentences/words that are 

not necessary. Every sentence and every word should have a reason to be there – and should be 
important – and directly related to your point(s). 

 
WHAT ELSE DO I HAVE TO DO? 

- Revise your SOP for each school – and I do not mean by just changing the name of the university. 
- Research the department of the university and the university. Yes. I know I already said this. 

However, do it again. 
 
 
 
 


