
 
Guidelines for preparing a stellar Statement of Purpose/ 
Letter of Intent  

Disclaimer: 

The following document has been prepared based on the guidelines released by graduate schools 
including MIT, UC Berkley and San Jose State University. foreignadmits makes no claim for the 
originality of the content. The original content is Open Source Information available on the websites 
of these graduate schools. The intention of the following document is to assist students to prepare a 
stellar SOP for their applications. This document will be updated from time to time and students are 
requested to follow the changes in the latest version of the draft available on the website. 

How do I prepare the draft of my Statement of Purpose?  

Stage I: Do your Homework: 

 Browse through the websites of the schools/departments/programs of interest to you. Obtain 

 brochures and booklets and read through them carefully. Highlight the aspects of the programs 
that appeal to you. 

 Read up on the research interests and projects of the faculty in the 
schools/departments/programs. Read publications from a faculty of interest. 

 Browse through recent articles from the research field of interest and try to get a general 
understanding of how the field developed and what are its current problems and 
challenges. 

Stage II: Reflect and Brainstorm (on paper) 

 Reflect on your intellectual development. 

 What and when were the major moments in your life that have led you to your current 
research interest(s) and school/department/program? 

 What or who influenced your decision or interest (i.e. role models)? What quality about them 
appealed to you? 

 Why did you choose your research topic(s)/field/school? 

 Why did you choose your undergraduate major? 

 What are your career goals? 

 Where do you see yourself in 10 years? 

 What do you hope to accomplish? 

 What drives you? What motivates you? 

Stage III: Outline your Statement of Purpose 

1. From the results of Stage II, determine a central theme/topic that stands out or dominates 

your reflections and brainstorm. 

2. Using bullet points and brief comments/statements, organize your reflections and brainstorm 

ideas that strengthen the central theme/topic of your statement of purpose. 

3. Outline and preparation of the initial draft:  



 

 

 

You can draft your SOP in 4 separate parts: 

Part 1: Introduce yourself, your interests and motivations 

Tell them what you’re interested in, and perhaps, what sparked your desire for graduate study. This 
should be short and to the point; don’t spend a great deal of time on autobiography. 

Part 2: Summarize your undergraduate and previous graduate career 

a) Research you conducted. Indicate with whom, the title of the project, what your responsibilities 
were, and the outcome. Write technically, or in the style of your discipline. Professors are the 
people who read these statements. 

b) Important paper or thesis project you completed, as well as anything scholarly beyond your 
curricular requirements. 

c) Work experience, especially if you had any kind of responsibility for testing, designing, 
researching or interning in an area similar to what you wish to study in graduate school. 

d) You should definitely include any special achievement (if any) that shows your skill / competence 
in the discipline of your interest. 

Part 3: Discuss the relevance of your recent and current activities 

 If you graduated and worked prior to returning to grad school, indicate what you’ve been 
doing: company or non-profit, your work/design team, responsibilities, what you learned. You 
can also indicate here how this helped you focus your graduate studies. 

 You can briefly include a description of your extracurricular activities which throw sufficient 
light on your character, moral and professional values here.  

Part 4: Elaborate on your academic interests 

Here you indicate what you would like to study in graduate school in enough detail to convince the 
faculty that you understand the scope of research in their discipline, and are engaged with current 
research themes. 

 Indicate the area of your interests. Ideally, pose a question, define a problem, or indicate a 
theme that you would like to address, and questions that arise from contemporary research. This 
should be an ample paragraph! 

  Look on the web for information about departments you’re interested in, including professors 
and their research. Are there professors whose research interests parallel yours? If so, 
indicate this. Check the specific program; many may require you to name a professor or 
professors with whom you might work. 

 c) What characteristics of the school/department/program can help you accomplish your 
goals? 

 d) What positive aspects do you bring to the school/department/program? 

 e) End your statement in a positive manner, indicating your excitement and readiness for the 
challenges ahead of you. 

 f) Thank the admissions committee for their time at the end of your statement of purpose. 

Essential Tips:  



 

 What the admissions committee will read between the lines: self-motivation, competence, 
potential as a graduate student. 

 Emphasize everything from a positive perspective and write in an active, not a passive voice. 

 Demonstrate everything by example; don’t say directly that you’re a persistent person, show 
it. 

 If there is something important that happened to you that affected your grades, such as 
poverty, illness, or excessive work, state it. Write it affirmatively, showing your perseverance 
despite obstacles. You can elaborate more in your personal statement. 

 Make sure everything is linked with continuity and focus. 

 Unless the specific program says otherwise, be concise; an ideal essay should say 
everything it needs to with brevity. Approximately 500 to 1000 well-selected words (1-2 
single space pages in 12 point font) is better than more words with less clarity and poor 
organization. 
 

 Concentrate on your life experiences and give specific examples. 

 Put down only those things that excite you. 

 Do not make things up! 

 Always use positive language when referring to yourself. 

 Give detailed, but concise examples. 

 Use transition words, sentences and paragraphs. Your statement must read smoothly. 

 Skip a line after each paragraph. 

 Refrain from starting neighboring paragraphs the same way. 

 Avoid using vocabulary that you do not know. 

 Refrain from repeating yourself. 

 Have strong opening and closing paragraph. 

 Stay within the 2 – 3 page limit! 

 Tip: Never portray that you solely want to pursue higher education for your own personal 
growth. You should convince the committee that your selection will be equally beneficial for 
the grad school as well as the discipline of your study. 

 Try to avoid the approach” I’ve always wanted to be ………… . This is a very rudimentary 
approach.  

 

Stage V: Ask for Critique, Revise and Edit: 

 1. When you are finished with your draft statement of purpose, read it out loud to yourself 
and make corrections. 

  Ask friends, colleagues and professors to read your edited draft. Taking their comments into 
consideration, revise and edit your draft. 

 

Words and phrases to avoid without explanation” 

significant 

interesting 

challenging 

satisfying/satisfaction 

appreciate 

invaluable 

exciting/excited 

enjoyable/enjoy 

feel good 

appealing to me 

appealing aspect 

I like it 

it's important 

I can contribute 

meant a lot to me 

stimulating 

incredible 

gratifying 

fascinating 

meaningful 

helping people 

I like helping people 

remarkable 

rewarding 

useful 

valuable 

helpful 

 


