
The Personal Statement 

 
 
Selling Yourself 
 
Of all the tasks that students have to complete when completing an application for university, it 
is the writing of a personal statement that causes the most angst.  
 
In many ways, I completely understand this because like so many other people, I find it 
excruciatingly difficult at times to sell myself on paper, to tell someone what it is about me that 
make me an ideal person, in my case, for a job that I am applying for. The problem is, of course, 
it is expected of you and, as I have touched on above, it remains a requirement throughout 
your working career. Like a potential future employer who will want to know if you are 
someone who is the best fit for a particular role in a business or profession, university 
admissions officers need to know what makes you a good fit for the course that you are 
interested in.  
 
Beginning  
 
In the opening sections of your statement you should quickly establish precisely why you are 
interested in a particular course and what it is that has motivated you to apply for it. The best 
statements that I have read tend to be grounded from the start in an absolute commitment to a 
field of study, one that the student has researched and, ideally and where possible, gained 
some practical experience of usually through some kind of work experience. Simply saying 
something like "I have studied biology, physics and chemistry at A Level and so I would like to 
be a doctor" is not enough. Seeing a university course simply as the big brother of A Levels or 
your IB Diploma is guaranteed to get you nowhere. 
 
One of the best openings for a personal statement that I have ever read is this one from a 
former student of mine. She went on to achieve her ambitions by studying Medicine at 
university. I have included this one because she has made such pointed references to work 
experience.  
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I am fully aware of the fact that studying medicine is a grueling task, making as it does the 
toughest of demands on an individual’s dedication, devotion and commitment. I am also 
convinced, however, that such rigorous demands are entirely justified given the nature of the 
career that any successful graduate would then be entitled to enter. As a doctor, one has to deal 
with tough decisions, real life and death ones that can have devastating consequences for 
patients and their families. Getting those decisions right and recommending the right treatment 
is though only a part of a physician’s role, there is also the human element to consider, the 
ability to interact with people in a way that makes the whole process of treatment and 
recuperation easier for them to bear.  
 
In an ideal world, part of my preparation for a place on such a course would have involved some 
form of work-related experience. Unfortunately, here in Kuwait, it is against the law to either 
shadow a GP or work in any hospital before obtaining a medical degree. The only recourse left 
open to me, therefore, was to gain limited volunteer work experience in government hospitals, 
where I worked alongside the Kuwait Handicapped Society- a residence cum hospital for 
physically handicapped and mentally challenged people from 2 to 60 years of age.  
 
 
Here is another. This young man is now in his second year studying photography in the UK: 
 
Art and design is my passion: in particular graphic design and photography. You can portray 
many messages through a piece of work or a photograph, some of which will connect with, and 
perhaps influence, other people. This is not only true of more obvious pieces like posters or 
advertisements but also of abstract work that looks at the world from very different 
perspectives. It is the challenge of connecting with people in this variety of ways that is at the 
heart of my passion for my chosen courses. 
 
This next example is taken from the statement of a young lady who has just completed her 
Masters in Economics at the London School of Economics: 
 
As an Indian national who has lived in Kuwait for many years, I have experienced life in a 
developing country as well as in an oil rich state. In India, resource management is the key, 
whereas in Kuwait, wealth management is the area of focus; these divergent scenarios require 
valuable economic inputs for policy decisions. It is this relevance of Economics in different 
situations, which has kindled my interest in the subject.  
 
Experience and Enthusiasm 
 
As the above examples show, a real understanding of how your chosen course links to a clearly 
defined career path or an awareness of the wider applications of what you intend to study, add 
real strength to your statement. Ideally, you will be able at some stage to show how your work 
experience placements, your involvement in extracurricular activities or your CAS commitments 
(IB schools) have enhanced and/or developed your understanding of what is required of you, if 
you are to succeed in your course and the possible careers that it will open up for you. Taking 
the risk of applying blindly for a course and waiting another three years before looking at 
possible career links is something that I would advise you to avoid at all costs. Effective course 
and career planning might well save you a lot of valuable time and expense at a later date. 



 
Developing the Statement  
 
Having set out those areas recommended above, you can then spend some time describing 
your reasons for following a particular academic path at school and, more importantly, 
outlining the ways in which you have made the most of your opportunities at school through 
involvement in other activities. This can then lead on to you commenting on other 
commitments outside school and your reasons for committing to them. Basically, what you 
should be trying to do is convince the reader not only of your academic suitability but also of 
the fact that you have worked hard to develop the personal skills that will enable you to adjust 
to the demands of university life.  
 
The example below is taken from the statement of another successful applicant for a place on a 
Medicine course. What she demonstrates here is not just exceptional commitment to a wide 
range of activities, but also the fact that she is more than just another student who has A 
grades in her core subjects to offer. The references to public speaking and debating also show 
that she has the potential to develop the interpersonal and other professional skills that will be 
required in her chosen career. 
 
Outside the classroom, I have also taken part in a range of extracurricular activities and taken 
on extra responsibilities. I have been a Prefect for the past two years and was recently 
appointed a member of the school’s Senior Prefect Team. I have also participated in various 
musical and artistic pursuits. I have completed the ABRSM's Grade 5 in Music and secured the 
LAMDA Gold Medal for Public Speaking. I shall complete the IAYP Gold award this year. Most 
significant of all though has been my success in debating. I recently represented Kuwait in the 
World Schools Debating Championship that was held in Washington DC in September. The 
public speaking and debate experiences have helped me to develop logical thinking and 
confidence in delivering my view point, both of which will help me succeed in the career that I 
am determined to pursue.  
 
 
Want more advice?? 

Watch the following link from Imperial University (UK) 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5jQ3MJgdkJY 
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