                What is “good” and “not so good” in personal statements.
Beginnings:

Melodramatic or “corny” introductions: “As I walked down the long dark hallway I could see light coming from the one open doorway at the end.” Comment—Stay away from melodramatic or “corny” introductions. Readers ‘roll their eyes’ at such stuff. 
Quotes: “I have taken the road less traveled.” Comments: Admissions people have read them all before. Again, corny. Show how you have taken the less traveled road; don’t tell them.
Too long: “We were having a family picnic on a warm Sunday in July in the park in the middle of town that has a play-field, swings, horseshoes, and a small wading pool. We had fried chicken and mashed potatoes for lunch and ice cream for dessert. Grandpa said he did not feel well. We had him lie down and rest. He still complained of chest pains. After a while, we called 911 and he was taken away in an ambulance after being examined by the paramedics. I felt so helpless that I could not do anything for Grandpa. I then and there decided that I would become a doctor.” Comments: Way too long. Lots of unnecessary details. What do all these facts (ice cream) have to do with understanding you? Nothing. Get right at what you are trying to do. Many statements spend far, far too much of the precious space on a lengthy opening that says little of importance about the author. People like their opening lines and resist giving them up. Listen to criticism & advice.
Unnecessary information & telling them what you are going to do: “My name is John Smith and in this statement I am going to tell you why you want me as a student. I have the characteristics that make me a fine candidate for your school.” Comments: They know your name and that you are an applicant—pointless information. Don’t tell them what you are going to do; just do it and let them infer from it. 

Note: Many statements use a quarter to a third or more of the space to set the stage for what the authors hope to show. As a result, there is not enough room to develop the crucial parts of the statement—often who are you---The focus is out of balance. Remember that each word counts; be concise, say a lot in as few words as possible.
Errors in the body: 

Thinking a personal statement is the same as an English essay: While a personal statement should be as well written as any English essay, the purposes of the two often are different. While an English paper might describe and analyze a character in literature, the personal statement is all about the author; it is an attempt to convey to the reader the skills, accomplishments, interests, and values of the writer. It should be personally revealing. It is centered on the author.

Making statements of fact: “There is a lot of injustice in the world.” Comment: Everyone knows that. The admissions readers do not want to learn about the world from you; they want to learn about You. What you have done about injustice is of real interest to them. “Student body leadership requires…”  Comment: Show them your leadership; don’t lecture on it. Again, show and don’t tell—more on this below.
Being vague: “My internship was challenging and rewarding. Comment: What in the world do those words mean? Better: “My work as publicity chair was challenging as attendance at club meetings had fallen badly due to lack of interest, and our budget had been cut in half. Nevertheless, it was rewarding when attendance hit all time highs resulting in us having to find a larger meeting space. While people laughed at me for walking around with a sandwich board announcing our meetings, I laughed last when they joined our club.” 
Telling rather than showing: “Bike racing takes lot of hard work. Thus, my four years of it shows that I can achieve what I set out to accomplish.” Better: “My work in the lab began as a volunteer washing the glassware. Finally, the staff got tired of my never-ending stream of questions, and I think, partly to shut me up, allowed me a small part of the experiment as my own. However, they left me on my own as to what to do. As a result, I had to go to the research literature to find some experiments to follow. Slowly, I began to get some results, and as I did, I found myself in the lab Friday nights and all day Saturday. Soon, the lab was counting on me for first class gels.” Comments: What did you learn about this last person? Is showing better than telling? 
Telling them their business: “Admissions officers should be seeking interesting people as the student body will be better…” Comment: They know their business and are not looking to be told about it by applicants. They want to learn about you. Show them you are interesting and the kind of person who will add something. 

Describing things and events rather than revealing you: “In Olympic bike racing the racers go around a track at high speed hoping to get to the finish line first. When teams are involved, it is important that … Such activity requires a lot of … and so on and so on.” Comment: We are not trying to learn about bike racing but about you from your experiences with it. Keep the focus on you and show your traits, skills, & values. 
Forgetting your environment when appropriate: Comment: In some settings, e.g., rural or inner city, educational and cultural opportunities such as museums, art galleries, and libraries may be lacking as compared to more advantaged areas. Schools try to look at your achievements in light of your opportunities. If something was lacking or hard to find did you go about looking for it and find a way to overcome any shortcomings? Did you go above and beyond your immediate surroundings to achieve important things? Did you stretch? 
Covering too many topics: “I took part in cross country, band, class council, 4-H, etc. etc.” Comments: If you write about them all your statement will be a list. Pick one or two and develop the most important & revealing. Usually, there is a place in the application to list activities; the personal statement is not the place. 

Misplaced focus: Comment: Many spend too much space on a past event rather than focusing on what they did as a result of the event. Your childhood is only important if it influenced you in your more mature years. A statement that dwells on your childhood or some event of some years ago likely will be out of focus. The schools want to know what you are like today, not yesterday. 
Not giving yourself enough credit: Comment: You want the readers to see and appreciate what you have accomplished. People who have overcome obstacles or have taken advantage of opportunities are appreciated. Be fair to yourself and let your light shine through. 
Endings: “In the preceding paragraphs I have demonstrated the following three things about myself that make a strong candidate: 1…., 2…., and 3….” Comment: Make it a conclusion rather than a summary. “The problems of lack of support from my family and the demands of work and school that I have balanced have made me confident that I can overcome any obstacle.” 
Final comments: These comments are my opinions based upon years of experience with personal statements. However, they are personal opinions and are offered for guidance only. When in doubt, contact the schools to which you are applying and follow the directions contained in the applications. Be sure to address the questions asked giving them what they are requesting. Peter S. Van Houten, Ed.D. pvanhcal@att.net   8/09
