
Common pitfalls of personal statements 

Personal statements might be the most difficult genre of writing out there. In 500-1000 words, it’s 

up to you to convince someone why you deserve and would be a good fit for an opportunity you 

really, really want: admission to graduate school, a competitive scholarship/fellowship, an exciting 

research opportunity. You want to capture your voice, but not be too informal; showcase your 

accomplishments without seeming full of yourself; give details about your work without getting 

bogged down in the nitty-gritty. This balance can sometimes feel overwhelming. 

Sadly, there’s no magic bullet for the perfect personal statement. Each applicant is different, and 

each opportunity is different. At the end of the day, the most important thing is that oldest (and 

perhaps most irritating) piece of advice: Be Yourself. Tell the truth about your experiences and what 

draws you to this opportunity in the clearest, most straightforward way you can. That’s it. 

That being said, while there’s no “right” way to write a personal statement, there are some wrong 

ways. Here’s a list of the most common mistakes applicants make when writing personal statements, 

and ways to address them. 

Too Vague/Generic 

“I have always been interested in science, and how things work.” 

Here’s the thing: everyone who is applying for a nationally competitive grant or to graduate school finds the subject 

matter interesting—if you didn’t, you wouldn’t be pursing this opportunity, right? Make a specific argument in your 

personal statement that demonstrates why you would be a good candidate for this opportunity: what specific questions 

are you interested in answering? What specific incidents in your experience/background have shaped your intellectual 

interests?  

Reciting Your Resume 

“During my sophomore year, I worked as a research assistant in the lab of Dr. Emil Sciencegenius. 

The following summer, I was lucky enough to be granted a competitive internship at 

iSwearit’snotpoisonous Chemicals. My courses CH001, CS102, and BIO013 gave me invaluable 

skills that will enable me to pursue further research.” 

Your reviewers already have a copy of your resume and your transcript. Rather than just repeating yourself, choose 

specific incidents from your research experience and coursework that gave you the skills that have been central to your 

development as a researcher and a scientist. Your experiences are the evidence that back up your central argument. 

 

 

 

 



Sounding like a show-off 

“I was the only first-year student chosen to work as an RA in the Sciencegenius lab, beating out at 

least five other applicants for the position.” 

Leave it to your recommenders to give these kinds of details—they’re looking for ways to distinguish you from other 

applicants, so they’ll mention your shininess. When you mention it, you sound like a jerk. Other bad moves: listing the 

number of pages you wrote or read for a class, mentioning your grades, name-dropping. Instead of just stating that it 

was competitive, talk about the responsibility you had or what you were able to learn. 

Not showing off enough 

“I worked at the Sciencegenius lab from 2011-2013.”  

When, actually, you were mentoring three underclassmen and also in charge of your own experiment. Give details 

about your work, again highlighting your responsibility and what you learned. The balance between downplaying your 

own achievements vs. showing off (what I like to call the “jackass-o-meter”) is one of the most difficult tricks of writing 

a personal statement. The best way around it is to keep the emphasis on your own development—what you learned, 

how your approach to the discipline changed. 

Not addressing specific criteria of scholarship 

“Another good reason I’d be an excellent candidate for this summer research internship in chemical 

engineering is my awesome and extremely popular radio show.” 

Some fellowships and scholarships care about leadership and public service and some just don’t. When deciding what 

incidents to build on in your personal statement and crafting the story you want to tell about yourself, consider the 

scholarship’s criteria and choose the elements of your background that match it. 

Not leaving yourself enough time for revision 

“In concluson, please consider me for Oops I wrote the wrong scholarship name here.” 

The more rushed you are, the less coherent your statement will be, and the more likely that you’ll make sloppy 

mistakes. Work with a team of experts (graduate writing consultants, faculty mentors, the office of Scholar 

Development) who can help you set early deadlines and come up with an essay that accurately represents your strengths 

as a student. 


