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THE STATEMENT OF PURPOSE
=

THE PRESENTATION OF A COHERENT INTELLECTUAL PROJECT
Helpful exercise:  Write two paragraphs on what attracted you to your major, why you love your discipline.  In a third paragraph, recount a seminal moment from your childhood, the moment when you knew you had to be a literary critic, historian, etc.  It is important for you to know what your attachment to your discipline is.  However, notice how different this task is from the presentation of a critical project.  Be very cautious about including a lot of stuff from this exercise in your actual statement of purpose!
Structuring Your Essay:  Some Components of Successful Statements
I. Say plainly and clearly what specific topic you wish to pursue.  What precisely in nineteenth-century British literature are you going to study?  The answer should not be a single noun but a complete, well-formed sentence. 
Reason:  Your admissions committee is made up of several very busy professors in that department.  These poor souls are receiving hundreds of applications right at the end of one semester or the beginning of the next.  They don’t really want to know if you love your discipline.  Love is a necessary but insufficient condition.  90% of the applications will begin with a declaration of love, and most will go ungentle into that good night.

NB:  There are always exceptions, but remember that you are playing the odds.  You should only present a personal story if it is pretty freakin’ remarkable and illuminates the reasons why you are studying the specific subfield you intend to study.

II. Say where you are coming from (which university), and how your education there has given you a foundation in your discipline.  Specific is better than general.  Most importantly, you want to convey to these professionals who have devoted their lives to this particular field that your critical project has a history and is not the product of whim.  Provide an academic genealogy of your interest by describing two or three courses/papers, or your honors thesis.  Be specific, and provide titles.  Your description should not be too long-winded; a sentence or two for each paper will do.  Your thesis might require its own paragraph, but only if that thesis is directly relevant to your current research proposal.  This section requires a reader who understands your field, so obviously you should be working with a favorite professor.
Reason:  The committee will want to see that your interest has scholarly depth and is the result of participating in scholarly discourse about your subject.  You might be the smartest person in the world, but if you have no sense of your field’s way of talking about its problems, you will not appear ready to join the scholarly conversation.  Would you want Einstein to teach you a class on Latin American women poets?
NB:  It looks good to present as a writing sample one of the papers that you mention in your statement.  It also looks good to have received an A for that class, and to have a letter of recommendation from that professor.  Getting things to line up well isn’t always possible or important.  But every little bit helps.

III. Tell them how you might develop your project in a graduate program.  Say which thinkers you want to explore further, what new directions the project might take.  What are some examples of more complex questions that your investigation would raise?   (If you have a striking bit of personal history that illuminates why you are pursuing graduate studies, you might consider placing it toward the end of this section, or close to the end of the entire essay.)
Reason:  Duh.  Prove to them that your project has a future as well as a history.  

IV. Consider tailoring your essay to each particular school, but only if you can do the tailoring well.  This section of the essay is not always advisable.  

Reason:  Every school has strengths and weaknesses.  Which scholar at Princesston would be an ideal director for your project?  Why?  What have you read by this scholar that would lead you to believe you have a match?  Conversely, why would you want to apply to Howvard to pursue studies on T.S. Eliot’s plays when the only Eliot scholar there died five years ago, and every other member of the faculty is hostile to the very idea of Eliot?
NB:  If you don’t do your homework for this section, i.e., figuring out who is in that department and researching the specific work they have done in the field, then forget about tailoring.  This section can devolve very quickly into ridiculous name-dropping, and can therefore spoil an otherwise excellent statement of purpose.  
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