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PREFACE

f all the tasks you face when applying to

graduate or professional school—from

choosing universities to preparing for and

taking standardized tests, from soliciting
recommendations to having transcripts sent out--writing the personal
Statement(s) is among the most formidable. With the keen competition
for admission to graduate schools, the personal statement or autobio-
graphical essay often becomes a crucial element of the application
package. This book provides a wide array of information and
suggestions that should make preparation of your personal statement
easier, less intimidating, and more successful.

At the back of this book you will find a set of exclusive, revealing
interviews with a group of admissions professionals from more than
two dozen of the nation’s top-tiered law, business, and medical
schools, as well as other selected graduate programs. With candor and
clarity, these professionals disclose what they look for in personal
statements, describe the mistakes applicants commonly make, and
offer advice on how 10 make your statements as effective as possible. In
conjunction with the information, exercises, and advice provided on
the following pages, their comments should prove an invaluable
resource to you.

Narturally, nothing in this book shall be construed as guarantee-
ing any applicant admission to any graduate or professional school.

vii




INTRODUCING . ..
YOU



personal statement or autobiographical es-

say represents a graduate or professional

school’s first nonnumerical introduction or

exposure (o you, to the way you think, and
to the way you express yourself. There might be interviews later on (for
medical school applicants and some others), but for now, in the
beginning of the application process, the personal statement alone
must serve as a reflection of your personality and intellect. You must
sell yourself through this statement, Just as you would attempt to do in
a job interview, and preparation and thought are essential.

As hard as it is 10 write in general, it is even more difficult to write
about oneselt. So don’t be discouraged; as a consultant who has
advised many applicants, I can assure you that everyone has problems
composing these statements. !f you have a friend who cranks one out
in two hours flat with no agonizing over what he or she is writing,
chances are it's not a statement that will do much to enhance the
prospects for admission. Good ones take time. Bad ones can sabotage
your chances for success.

. The personal statements or essays required of graduate and
professional school applicants fall into two major categories. There is
the general, comprehensive personal statement, which allows the
applicant maximum latitude in terms of what he or she writes. This is
the type of statement often prepared for the Personal Comments
section of the standard medical school application form. It is also the
kind of statement that many law school applicants elect to write.

The second category encompasses essays that are responses to
very specific questions, such as those found on business school and
other graduate application forms. Here you might have less latitude in
terms of the content of your essay(s), butit is still possible and prudent
to compose a well-considered and persuasive response that holds the
reader’s interest.

No matter what type of application form you are dealing with, it is
extremely important that you read each question carefully and make every
effort to understand it and respond to it. Whatever else you choose to
discuss in your essay, you must be certain to address the specific
question that the application poses. Some applications are more vague
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or general in their instructions than others; for these it is often possible
to compose almost any sort of essay you wish. In these instances it is
almost as if you are pariicipating in the dream interview, in which you
both ask and answer the questions. You have virtually total control,
and you also have a remarkable opportunity that you can either
maximize or squander—the choice is yours.

1t is crucial to understand that even graduate schools offering the
same degree often have very different requirements with respect to the
personal statement(s). For example, there are some law schools that
expect essays to revolve around the issue of why you wish to attend law
school (or become a lawyer). Many law schools, however. very
deliberately avoid asking that question because they are bored with the
generally homogeneous responses it tends to provoke, or simply
believe another question {or type of statement) provides them with a
far more interesting and revealing look at their applicants. For the latter
law schools, the applicant's motivation for studying law becomes
almost a peripheral issue.

Understand and Explain Yourself
The most surprising—and damaging—error that many would-be law

students, medical school candidates, and other applicants make is
failing to take a very thorough, probing, and analytical look at
themselves and their objectives. Admissions committee members are
looking for interesting, insightful, revealing, and nongeneric essays
that suggest you have successfully gone through a process of careful
reflection and self-examination.

Set Yourself Apart

By “nongeneric” 1 mean a personal statement that only you could have
written, one that does not closely resemble what all other applicants
are likely writing. You come up with this type of statement by being
personal and analytical. You could achieve the former by including
information rarely shared with others and the latter by assessing your
life more critically than usual. In any event, a personal and analytical
approach is key to success in this endeavor.
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AN IMPORTANT EXERCISE

In order to begin writing your personal statement—your story—you'll
need the answers to some basic questions. Pretend you have five
minutes to speak with someone from an admissions committee. This
person asks, “What's most important for us to know about you?” You
must make a case for yourself and hold the listener’s interest. What
would you say? Figuring that out, determining what you would say, is a
challenge that is critical to your success in preparing an effective
statement. Answering the following questions will facilitate this rask,
but be patient with yourself—this is a difficult exercise.

Questions to Ask Yourself

* What’s special, unique, distinctive, or impressive about you or your
life story? What details of your life (personal or family problems/
history, any genuinely notable accomplishments, people or events
that have shaped you or influenced your goals) might help the
committee better understand you or help set you apart from other
applicants?

¢ When did you originally become interested in this field and what
have you since learned about it—and about yourself—that has further
stimulated your interest and reinforced your conviction that you are
well suited to this field? What insights have you gained?

e How have you learned about this field—through classes, readings,
seminars, work or other experiences, or conversations with people
already in the field?

o If work experiences have consumed significant periods of time
during your college years, what have you learned (leadership or
managerial skills, for example), and how has the work contributed
to your personal growth?

* What are your career goals?

wn
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e Are there any gaps or discrepancies in your academic record that you
should explain (great grades and mediocre LSAT scores, for
example, or a distinct improvement in your GPA il it was only
average in the beginning)?

¢ Have you had to overcome any unusual obstacles or hardships (e.g.,
economic, familial, physical) in your life?

» What personal characteristics (integrity, compassion, persistence,
for example) do you possess that would enhance your prospects for
success in the field or profession? 1s there a way to demonstrate or
document that you have these characteristics?

» What skills (leadership, communicative, analytical, for example) do
you possess?

» Why might you be a stronger candidate for graduate school—and
more successiul and effective in the profession or field—than other
applicants?

e What are the most compelling reasons you can give for the
admissions committee to be interested in you?

It won’t be easy to answer all of these questions, but this is an exercise
that will have great practical benefit in readying you to write an
outstanding personal statement.

Prcbably at least part of the answer to the question “What's most
important for the admissions committee to know about you?” will be
contained in the first paragraph of your essay. But one thing is certain:
Once you complete your essay, you will know exactly what you would
say in that hypothetical meeting with the admissions committee
member. If you've written the essay in the correct way, you will have
thought about yourself, your experiences, and your goals and formu-
lated an interesting and persuasive presentation of your story.

TELL A STORY
The personal statement is (in many cases) just that: a sort of story. By
that 1 don’t mean that you should fabricate or invent anything; be
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truthful and stick to the facts. What you should do, however, is think in
terms of telling a story. If your statement is fresh, lively, different—not
to mention articulate—you'll be putting yourself way ahead of the pack.
Why? Because by distinguishing yourself through your story—by
setting yourself apart from other applicants—you'll make yourself
memorable. If the admissions committee remembers you because what
you wrote was catchy (without being inappropriate), you have an
obvious advantage; much of what is submitted to the committees is
distressingly homogeneous and eminently forgettable, if not sleep-
inducing. -

It never hurts if the story you tell has drama. Some people have
life stories that are inherently dramatic. For example, here in the
United States there are many applicants who have come from other
countries, often settling in a new homeland with no money, connec-

One of the worst things you can do with
your personal statement is to bore the
admissions committee, yet that is exactly
what most applicants do.

tions, or knowledge of the language or culture. Such circumstances,
which obviously apply only to a minority of applicants, constitute
dramatic obstacles that the applicant has had to overcome to reach his
or her present position. But you do not have to be foreign-born to have
experienced some sort of challenge or difficulty that couid be relevant,
absorbing, and—if properly presented-memorably dramatic. (The
latitude you have in composing your essay obviously depends on the
question asked.)

Find an Angle

If you're like most people, however, your life story might well lack
significant drama, so figuring out a way to make it interesting becomes
the big challenge. Finding an angle or “hook” is vital. For example, a
law school applicant with ordinary grades but outstanding credits in
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other areas might choose to present herself as follows, emphasizing
exceptional athletic prowess and relevant work experience in order to
distinguish herself: ““As a former college tennis star, now playing on the
women’s professional circuit, 1 am in a position that many athletes
would covet. If 1 want, 1 can earn a living in pro sports. For most, this
would be a dream come true. In my own case, however, 1 have
decided—after working as a paralegal in a law firm—that I can make a
more significant mark as an attorney, winning my battles not on tennis
courts but in courts of law.” This would provide an offbeat and
memorable introduction to such an applicant’s story.

Concentrate on Your Opening Paragraph
Keep in mind when composing your statement that the lead or

opening paragraph is generally the most important. It is here that you
grab the reader’s attention—or lose it. Once you figure out this first
paragraph, the remainder of the essay should be less problematic
because you will have a framework for what you’re going to say. 1f
there’s drama 10 your statement, it will be introduced in the opening
paragraph so that the reader is eager to continue. If you're telling some
sort of story, you'll use this first paragraph to introduce the elements
most relevant to that story—and the ones that will hold greatest interest
for the reader.

Tell Who You Are

Beyond the first paragraph or two, there might be an elaboration on
material introduced earlier, or simply further distinguishing informa-
tion relating to your background and experiences. The committee
should be getting a sense of who you are, what makes you tick, and
how you are different from other applicants. They should be interested
in you by now, eager 10 hear more, impressed that what you're saying
to them—the story you're relating—is not simply what they've read a
thousand times before.

Later in your personal statement you might want to detail some of
your interest in or exposure to your particular field. You might say
something to suggest to the committee that you have a realistic
perception of what this field or profession entails. Refer to experiences
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(work, research, etc.), classes, conversations with people in the field,
books you've read, seminars you've attended, or any other sources of
specific information about the career you want and why you're suited
to it.

Sometimes a personal statement can be perfectly well written in
terms ol language and grammar, but disastrous in lacking punch or
impact and in being totally off the mark concerning what it chooses to
present about the applicant. Remember, what's most important about
your personal statement is what you say and how you say it! Be selective
about what you tell the admissions committee. Often you are
specifically limited to a certain number of pages (two double-spaced
typed pages—or just over—should suffice for most applicants, unless
multiple questions require more space), so it is necessary to pick and
choose in relating your story. What you choose to say in your
statement is, again, very much a reflection of you because it shows the
committees what your priorities are, what you consider to be
important. For this reason, the personal statement is often an
indication, too, of your judgment, so be careful and give a great deal of
thought to what you write. Much thinking—probably over a period of
weeks—should, ideally, precede the writing. Think about yourself, your
background, experiences, and abilities—as well as what you know
about the profession—and develop a strategy.

Review Your Personal History
Applicants preparing personal statements very often fail to remember

or include facts (experiences, events, achievements) that are extremely
relevant, either to their career choice and application or in terms of
explaining what makes them tick. One law applicant almost forgot that
he had spent a summer working for an assistant district attorney—the
most potent, relevant, and interesting weapon in his arsenal! It sounds
unbelievable, but this occurs all the time. Another law school applicant
almost forgot to tell the admissions committees of his experience as
chief defense witness in a criminal trial. My suggestion: Review your life
very carefully (get help from family or friends if necessary) for facets or
experiences that reveal an unusual dimension, relate to your profes-
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sional goals, or could serve as evidence of your suitability for a certain
career (the Preparatory Questionnaire at the back of this book will be
very helpful to you).

What Not to Include

There are certain things that normally are best left out of personal
statements. In general, references to experiences or accomplishments
during your high school years or earlier are not a good idea. There are
exceptions, I am sure (if there was an extraordinary achievement or
traumatic event that had a significant impact on your development or
career plans, go with it), but as a rule, introducing material from this
period of your life can make your statement seem sophomoric, at a
time when you should want to come across as a mature young adult (or
as even more sophisticated if years have intervened since your
undergraduate work).

Don’t mention subjects that are potentially controversial; it is
impossible for you to know the biases of members of various
admissions committees. Religion and politics normally den’t belong in
these statements, although, again, there may be exceptions (an
applicant who has held an important office on campus or in the
community would likely want to include this fact). Personal political
views usually are not appropriate for personal statements. Any views
that might be interpreted as strange or highly unconventional should
also be omitted because you want to avoid the possibility of offending
any of the individuals in whose hands the fate of your graduate school
application rests.

Sometimes there will be things you want to mention because you
are proud of them, perhaps justly so. At the same time, though, there
are achievements and experiences that do not belong in your
statement, not because youre hiding anything but because you're.
being selective about what you write. Don’t pull something out of left
field—something that doesn’t fit into the story you're telling or the case
you're trying to build—just to stroke your own ego. Be smarter than
that. Again, be selective!

10
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Reviewing What's Been Said (Plus a Few New Points)
Let’s review some of the points we have presented up to now, as well as

a few additional thoughts (and questions) for you to consider.

* Remember that, in a general sense, what’s most important is what
you say and how you say it.

* Whatever else you do, be sure to answer the question(s) the
admissions committee is asking,

¢ Determine what you would tell an admissions committee member if
you had five minutes to answer the question “What's most
important for us to know about yvou?” This exercise will force you 1o
do the type of thinking that must precede the preparation of an

Don’t make the mistake of trying to guess
what the admissions commiittee is looking
for, and don‘t just write what you think
the committee wants to hear. Such ploys
are highly obvious to admissions people
and can be detrimental to your cause.

effective personal statement. For help, refer to the list of questions
you should ask yourself.

* When appropriate, find an angle and tell a story about yourself. If
your life story has drama, use it.

* You are preparing a personal statement. Often it is appropriate and
useful to include material that is quite personal in nature.

* Grab the reader’s attention in your opening paragraph.

* Review your life carefully—with outside help, if necessary—to make
certain you're including all relevant information. (See the Prepara-
tory Questionnaire at the back of the book.)

11
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Be selective. Don’t introduce inappropriate material or get into so
much detail that your judgment can be called into question.

Try to maintain a positive and upbeat tone. While it is often useful wo
deal candidly with aspects of your history that might be perceived
negativety, overall you stll want to project confidence and enthusi-
asm.

Be specific when appropriate.

Avoid potentially controversial subjects.

Express yourself clearly and concisely.

Adhere to stated word limits.

Be meticulous (type and proofread your essay carefully).

A lot of the real superstars have failed
miserably at times. We think the best
candidates are ones who have failed

and learned from it. i

If a school wants to know why you're applying to it rather than
another school, do a bit of research if necessary to find out what sets
your choice apart from other universities or programs. If the school
setting would provide an important geographical or cultural change
for you, this might be a factor to mention.

Think about what you're saying. (Is it interesting, relevant, different,
memorable?)

Be honest. Are you being yourself and revealing yourself? In many
instances, admissions people are interested in finding out about who
you are, and they appreciate honesty and candor. (One representa-
tive from a leading business school even told me that he likes to hear
about applicants’ setbacks because “through events like that, we see
a lot of the qualities of rebounding. A lot of the real superstars have
failed miserably at times. We think the best candidates are ones who
have failed and learned from it.”)

12
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» Are you providing something more than a recitation of information
available elsewhere in the application?

» Are you avoiding obvious clichés? For example, a medical school
applicant who writes that he is good at science and wants to help
other people is not exactly expressing an original thought. (One law
school admissions representative told me, “When we discuss
mistakes, we jokingly refer 1o the person who starts out a personal
statement with a quote, either from de Tocqueville or from
Shakespeare, such as the one that says, “The first thing we do, let’s
kill all the lawyers.”™)

* Use the Evaluative Questionnaire yourself (in addition to giving it to
others) to assess the effectiveness of your rough draft.

WHAT YOU MUST KNOW ABOUT
BUSINESS SCHOOL APPLICATIONS

Business school applications merit special attention because, unlike
those for most medical and law schools, they tend to bypass the single,
comprehensive personal statement in favor of a series of essays.
Business schools typically require responses to a minimum of two to
three questions, with some schools asking for considerably more. This
is clear evidence of the great importance that business schools attach to
this part of the application.

The application which for years has attracted particular attention
due to its unusually high number of required essays is that of Harvard
Business School. Formerly there was some speculation that this was
partly a way of that institution’s compensating for not requesting or
accepting GMAT scores. However, even now that the GMAT require-
ment has been reinstated at Harvard, the school has still been opening
eyes with a daunting seven mandatory essay questions. This circum-
stance would seem to underscore the substantial weight still given to
the essays at Harvard—as well as other business schools—in determin-
ing those applicants who will gain a coveted spot in the entering class.

Confronted with so many different questions for which business
schools expect impressive responses that are thoughtfully conceived,
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well-written, and reasonably sophisticated, MBA applicants find them-
selves with an enormous amount of work to do. Self-assessment is a big
part of this process, as is a careful review of both your life and what you
have done professionally. In my consulting practice. 1 often work with
very successful individuals who have never before had to articulate in
any substantive way exactly what they do. Now, in applying to business
school, these clients for the first time must communicate this
information in a very clear, concise, powerful manner that is immedi-
ately accessible to anyone, even without knowledge of the applicant’s
field. Being able to convey both the substance and significance of what
one does (or has done) in one's work life is crucial for all applicants.

Keep in mind that the whole process of preparing these essays
effectively will be of incalculable benefit 10 you later on, when your
business school interviews take place. Candidates who do a good job
with their essays invariably have learned more about how to explain
and present themselves, and thus typically bring greater confidence
and skill to the interview situation.

A positive trend in business school applications is the increasing
availability of an optional essay for discussing important, relevant
material which the other essays have not provided an opportunity to
introduce. Used with discretion, this optional essay can, for some
individuals, be invaluable.

While applying to a variety of MBA programs is always a
time-consuming challenge, mitigating this problem sometimes, to a
certain degree, is the fact that there often tends to be at least some
overlap in questions posed by different business schools. (However,
this observation comes with a qualifier and a caveat; see the Special
Advice paragraph at the end of this section.) So while the phrasing of
the question may vary from school to school, an inquiry about why the
applicant has decided 10 seek an MBA, for example, can appear on
application after application. (The prevalence of this particular ques-
tion, incidentally, would seem to suggest that the business schools are
very interested not only in how applicants express themselves and
defend the merits of their candidacy for an MBA program, but also in
how they explain their educational and professional plans.)

14
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Over the years several business schools have asked questions
concerning ethical dilemmas the applicant may have faced, some
wanting to know the applicant’s choice of action, others not. Michigan
and, more recently, the Fuqua School have posed complex situational
ethics questions which seem to seek similar insights.

Wharton was in the vanguard of those business schools posing
unusual questions, at one point in the 1980s even asking applicants
what nine items they would choose to take along on a solo space flight
and why. Recently, however, the school's questions have been
somewhat more conventional.

Innovative, provocative, and challenging essay questions or
requests still continue to appear on many business school applications,
and the following represent some recent examples:

* Submit your own interview report providing us an assessment of the
following attributes: maturity, creativity, problem-solving skills, interper-
sonal skills, leadership potential, sense of purpose, and your recommen-
dation to the Admissions Comntittee. (Sloan School/MIT)

* “The unexamined life is not worth living."—Plato. In light of the above
quotation, please discuss a decision you have made which, in retrospect,
has had a profound influence on your present circumstances. In
hindsight, would you have made a different decision? Please explain.
(Haas School/Berkeley)

* Write a newspaper article you might read in the year 2020. (Chicago)

* It’s August in the new century and you have three years of experience with
the company that hired you after you earned your MBA. Layoffs, mergers,
and acquisitions continue to define the business climate. You've just
learned that your position will be eliminated. You don’t have the seniority
required for severance pay or outplacement services but will receive your
salary through September 15. What is your plan of action? (Stern
School/NYU)

* What do you believe to be the most important trend or pivotal event in
Yyour profession gver the past five vears? (Fuqua School/Duke)

15
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¢ Describe a failure and how you dealt with it. (Darden School/Virginia)

e Be your own career counselor. What aspects of your personality or
background present the greatest obstacle(s) to achieving your goals?
(Kellogg/Northwestern)

o Tell us about a risk you have taken (personal or professional). What was
your motivation behind taking it, and what was the ultimate outcome?
What obstacles, if any, did you face? (The Anderson School/UCLA)

» Each of us has been influenced by the people, events, and situations of our
lives. How have these influences shaped who you are today? (Our goal is
to get a sense of who you are, rather than what you’ve done.) (Stanford)

¢ Imagine that through the marvels of technology, you have the ability to
relive one day of your life. What day would you choose? Why? and Ten
years after graduating from the Michigan MBA program you are the
subject of a magazine article. In what magazine would the article appear
and why? What would the article say about your achievements and goals?
(Michigan)

» How would you characterize the effect of your contributions to the groups
or organizations in which you have participated? (Yale)

More common questions deal with the applicant's most significant
accomplishments, professional progression to date, career goals,
examples of leadership, and outside interests.

Special Advice: Some business schools’ questions at first glance
seem similar but are not really the same. Don't fall into the trap of 1)
not noticing nuances that make a difference and affect the way the
question must be answered; and 2) sending identical essays to
different schools despite the fact that their questions are not actually
exactly alike. Admissions officers at major business schools usually
know what other top MBA programs are asking applicants, and they
are unfavorably impressed when a candidate submits another school’s
essay to them.

16
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