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ost graduate programs require students to write one or more essays as part of the 

application process. MBA programs often ask applicants to answer several specific 

essay questions. For instance, several MBA programs ask students to discuss a time 

when they failed or to describe a situation in which they had to deal with conflict. If you are applying to 

an MBA program, it is very important that your essays clearly answer the specific questions. 

 Unlike MBA programs, many other graduate programs have a more general essay assignment. These 

general essays may be called a statement of purpose, personal statement, a study plan, or other similar 

names. The topics that you should address in this type of essay are your interest in the field, your 

background in the field, your short- and long-term goals, and your interest in that particular university. 

 Before you begin to write your essay, you should spend some time thinking very carefully about 

your answer. You will want to have many detailed examples that support your points. The worksheet on 

the following page is one way to begin to generate ideas. You can also use other pre-writing techniques 

like brainstorming, clustering, or freewriting, if you prefer. Brainstorming means simply listing all the 

details that come to your head without worrying about their order or importance. To begin clustering, 

circle your main idea in the center of the page and use other circled ideas and connecting lines to show 

associated ideas. Freewriting means simply writing down all your thoughts without worrying about 

grammar, spelling, or organization. Each of these methods is an excellent way to discover your ideas. 

 You may also find it helpful to look at other students’ essays before you begin to write.  This web 

site includes a page of tips and sample essays, but you can also find sample essays and writing tips in 

books or on many Internet sites. Some helpful sites include  

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/handouts/pw/p_perstate.html,   

http://www.rpi.edu/dept/llc/writecenter/web/gradapp.html, and  

http://www.accepted.com/grad/personalstatement.aspx. Useful books include Richard Stelzer’s How to 

Write a Winning Personal Statement for Graduate and Professional School and Donald Asher’s Graduate 

Admission Essays: Write Your Way into the Graduate School of Your Choice.   

 Once you have generated ideas and examples, you are ready to write. If the university specifies a 

certain length, follow it. Many schools require an essay between 300 and 500 words. Remember that 

longer is not necessarily better! 

 After you complete your draft, ask a classmate to use the peer review sheet that follows to edit your 

draft. As you prepare your final copy, your essay should be typed in 12-point Times New Roman, and you 

should proofread carefully for grammatical and spelling errors. Good luck! 

 M

WWrriittiinngg  aa  GGrraadduuaattee  SScchhooooll  

SSttaatteemmeenntt  ooff  PPuurrppoossee  
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1. Read the question very carefully and be sure that your essay answers exactly what the question is 

asking. Do not use a generic essay that is only loosely connected to the question.  

 

2. If the university does not ask a specific question, normal topics to address in a personal statement 

include the following: your interest in the field, your background in the field, your short- and 

long-term goals, and your interest in this particular university.  

 

3. Have a clear thesis or main idea. This main idea should be stated in your introduction and 

reinforced throughout the essay. Every detail should be in some way connected to this main idea. 

 

4. Use specific details to support your points. For example, to show that you have background in the 

field, you can refer to specific courses you have taken, research projects that you have completed, 

and related extracurricular activities. 

 

5. Write a strong introductory paragraph and conclusion. Your introduction needs to attract the 

readers’ attention immediately, and your conclusion needs to restate your main idea in a memorable 

fashion. 

 

6. Sound interesting and intelligent. Do not write a boring essay! Remember that you need to make 

yourself stand out from the other applicants. 

 

7. Do not lie. Falsifying information in an application is considered a serious offense in the United 

States.  

 

8. Do not include the kind of material that you would use for an autobiography for a Taiwanese 

job application. In other words, do not begin with “I was born,” and do not include family 

background unless it is related to the main idea of your application. 

 

9. If you have any weaknesses in your record, you can explain them in your letter. For instance, if 

you made low grades in courses unrelated to your major but made very high grades in your major’s 

courses, you can point that out.   

 

10. Check your grammar, spelling, and typing very carefully. How you write can be as important as 

what you write. Remember that writing standards are high for graduate programs.  

 

 

Tips for a Successful Graduate School Application Essay 
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Worksheet for Your Statement of Purpose 

 

Intended University:__________________________________  

Intended Major:__________________________________ 

 

1. Why are you interested in this field? 

 

 

 

 

2. Have you majored in, taken classes in, or had other academic experiences with this field? 

 

 

 

 

3. Which of your work experiences or extracurricular activities are related to this field? 

 

 

 

 

4. What are your short-term and long-term goals? 

 

 

 

 

5. Why are you interested in this particular university?  

 

 

 

 

6. Why are you “special”? 

 

 

 

7. Do you have any weaknesses (like low grades your freshman year) that you need to explain? 
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Sample Statement of Purpose 

 

This is a sample statement of purpose that would be appropriate for a Foreign Languages and 

Literature major applying to San Francisco State University’s Asian American Studies 

Department. This essay answers the university’s question of how Asian American Studies will 

contribute to her professional and personal goals.  

 

 

 My personal interest in Asian American studies began when, as a high school student, I first met my 

cousins in California. I had naively expected their lives to be just like mine even though I lived in Taiwan 

and they lived in the United States. However, even though my ABC (American-born Chinese) cousins 

looked like me, their lives were very different from mine. After that trip to California, I became fascinated 

with the differences between Asian Americans and Asians.  

 I began my formal study of Asian American culture and literature in college. As a student in Tunghai 

University’s Foreign Languages and Literature Department, I took both a seminar and an elective on 

Asian American literature.  I also attended Dr. Shirley Geok-lin Lim’s presentation, “Asian American 

Inventive Identities: Rethinking Difference and Hybridity in Chinese Mixed Race Identities,” when this 

Asian American scholar from UC-Santa Barbara spoke at the 2005 English and American Literature 

Association Conference at Tunghai. Thanks to these influences, I chose to write my senior thesis on an 

Asian American topic. Entitled “Chinatown in Fact and Fiction,” my thesis compares San Francisco’s 

historical Chinatown with the way it is portrayed in selected Chinese American fiction. I am enclosing a 

chapter of my thesis as my writing sample. 

After my graduation from Tunghai University, I would like to continue my research into this topic in 

a graduate program where I can receive a broader background in Asian America history and culture. San 
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Francisco State University’s Asian American Studies Department includes many such courses in its 

interdisciplinary program. I would also benefit from your department’s strong emphasis on research 

methodology. Moreover, by living in San Francisco, I would be able to investigate Chinatown’s present 

and history first hand.   

 After completing my master’s degree at San Francisco State, I plan to earn a doctorate in American 

literature with a specialization in Asian American literature. Once I have graduated, I plan to return to 

Taiwan where I hope to find a position teaching in a university’s English Department or Foreign 

Languages and Literature Department.  As this essay indicates, a master’s degree from San Francisco 

State University’s Asian American Studies Department is a logical next step toward meeting my 

long-term goals for my personal and professional life. 
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Peer Review Sheet 

Editor’s Name:_______________ 

Writer’s Name: _______________ 

 

1. First read the entire essay. If the writer has a specific essay question from a university, does this 

essay answer that question?_____ If the essay does not clearly answer the question, please suggest 

ways the writer could revise it.  

 

 

2. If the writer does not have a specific topic from a university, does the essay explain the writer’s 

nterest in this field, background in this field, interest in this university, and long- and short-term 

goals? Please let the writer know if he or she has left out any of these topics. 

 

 

3. What is the main idea that the writer is trying to convey in this essay? ______________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________. 

Does the introductory paragraph convey this main idea? 

 

 

4. Is the introductory paragraph interesting?____ If you can improve it, please offer suggestions. 

 

5. Does the writer include enough specific details as support? _______ If you can suggest additional 

details, please do so. 

 

6. Is every sentence in the essay connected to its main idea? ____If not, please cross out material that 

does not belong in the essay. 

 

7. Does the writer’s conclusion restate the essay’s main idea? ____If not, please suggest ways the 

writer could improve the essay’s conclusion. 

 

 

8. Does the writer convince you that he or she should be admitted to graduate school? If not, suggest 

ways that the essay could be more persuasive. 

 

 

9. Check very carefully for grammatical errors, spelling mistakes, and odd wording. 

  

10.What else could the writer do to improve this essay? 
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Northwestern Kellogg School of Management 2006  

Application Essay Question 

 

Each of our applicants is unique. Describe how your background, values, academics, activities 

and/or leadership skills will enhance the experience of other Kellogg students. (one to two pages 

double-spaced) 

 

I believe that everyone is unique, and that behind everyone, there is always a special story. For me, I 

was born in Taiwan. Because my father is a diplomat, I constantly moved between three countries Taiwan, 

France, and Ivory Coast. Having to change schools every two to three years did not make me an aloof 

person; instead, it made me an outgoing and strong person. My background has probably shaped the 

person I am today, and I believe that my background, academics, values, and leadership skills will 

enhance the experience of other Kellogg students. 

 Ever since I was a little girl, I have enjoyed making friends with people of all nationalities. I find it 

very interesting to learn about people’s cultures and their different points of view. I think that since 

globalization is becoming a trend, it is very important for people to accept the differences between 

individuals. Having interacted with international students for more than ten years has made me open to 

diversity, and with this special background, I can help other Kellogg students to learn how to work with 

people of different backgrounds. 

 During my four years in Tunghai University (Taichung, Taiwan), I accomplished a great deal. Not 

only did I take many honors courses and remain in the top three of my department, I also did a six-month 

research project based on Michael Porter’s national competitive advantage theory with my professor. I 

think the reasons I do well in class is because of my habit of previewing and reviewing the materials 
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and my ability to grasp the main points. If I am admitted to Kellogg, I will help my classmates by 

introducing them to my method of learning. 

 I believe in the importance of team work. Since time is finite and we each have limited ideas, it is 

very important for students to have study groups to share knowledge and thoughts with each other. Also, I 

believe that only through discussion and exchanging ideas can people really make progress. Moreover, I 

think that honesty and sincerity are also two very important characteristics. When I work with my 

partners, I always show my sincerity by honestly sharing all my knowledge and ideas with them, and I 

will definitely continue to do so when I am part of the Kellogg community. 

 As a university student, I was often the group leader of research projects. This is because of my 

ability to hold a discussion, to divide each member’s work according to his or her ability, and to complete 

the project on schedule. Also, because of my organizing skills and logic, I am often in charge of 

assembling everyone’s work. I am hoping that I will be able to use my leadership skills to enhance the 

learning experience of other Kellogg students. 

 Having lived in three different countries and absorbed three different kinds of cultures has made me 

the person I am today. Being able to use my background, academics, values, and leadership skills to 

enhance the experience of other Kellogg students would definitely be a great honor. 

 

 


