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University of Arizona Office of Admissions 

Personal Statement Workbook

Created for the UA Office of Admissions by the UA Writing Program

How to use this workbook:

· Please read the introduction on page 2.

· If you haven’t started writing yet, proceed with the prewriting exercise on page 3.  Have the UA Personal Statement prompt on hand (see the example on page 2).  
· If you have already written a draft of your essay, move on to the “Revision” worksheets, pages 4-7.  

· Consult the following links for more writing hints and sample student writing: 

http://www.azcentral.com/community/phoenix/articles/1115phx-essay1115Z3.html
http://www.conncoll.edu/admissions/essays/#essays
· Use the “Suggested Personal Statement Rubric” on page 8 as a checklist during and after your writing process.
· Carefully proofread and spell-check your essay and then ask someone to read it for you. A second pair of eyes on your writing is always a good idea! Happy writing!

UA Admissions Personal Statement Prompt

This is the prompt that the University of Arizona typically uses on application materials. Other colleges around the nation use similar prompts to ask you to reflect on yourself as a potential college student. Be sure to read the prompt carefully and try to understand what exactly the admissions officers are asking you to do:

A Personal Statement is our best means of getting to know you and your best means of putting your academic performance and activities in the context of your life. There are 

no “wrong” answers. When you write your statement, tell us about those aspects of your life that are not evident from your academic record. Because personal statements are 

brief, they usually focus on one aspect of a student’s life. For example, you could focus on a character-defining moment, a cultural awareness, a challenge faced, family 

background or cultural heritage, individual talents, academic commitment, or extracurricular activities. Tell us what you would like us to know about you in considering you for admission and/or scholarships. 

Understanding the Personal Statement

Your purpose: To share your experiences with your readers in a way that will enlighten or move them, and to convey the significance of your experience with precision.  

There is very little mystery to writing the personal statement essay. There is no “proper” topic. An essay can be about a variety of personal experiences. You, the writer, have the right to say what you want about your personal experience. You can write about anything –Aunt Sally, the funky necklace you bought at a garage sale, the harrowing experience of being stuck in an elevator, the best Christmas you ever had, the worst day of your life. No topic or subject is off-limits. Often the reason behind wanting to write a personal essay is unclear. Once the writing begins and the events are recorded and recounted it becomes clear that the writer is searching to find the meaning, the universal truth, the lesson learned from the experience. When writing, rewriting, and good editing come together, a personal statement essay becomes a beautiful thing. It shows how the past or a memory’s significance affects the present or even the future.  

hints:

· Begin in the narrative— your intro should “hook” the reader’s attention immediately and set the tone for the rest of the essay.

· Use vivid details to paint a picture for the reader. 

· Organization doesn’t have to be linear or chronological, but should make sense.

· A reader should be able to say why the experience was significant without the writer telling them why.

· Experiment with creative language use— the writing should be interesting.

· Think about your audience.  Admissions counselors at the University of Arizona will be interested in learning what your unique contributions to our community might be. This may require that you read through the recruitment materials and/or surf the University of Arizona website for keywords, programs, or philosophies that you could address in your writing, whether overtly or subtly.

Prewriting

Listing: 
Make lists of five to ten things that come to mind under the following headings:

1. Write “I” on a blank page.  Write I was, I saw, I did, I went, I cried, I screamed, I took for granted. I is an empowering word. Once you write it on the page it empowers you to tell your story. 

2. Tell the story as it flows from your mind. Write for ten minutes. Don’t worry how scattered and unfocused thoughts are. Write however your mind tells you to write. This style is often called 

freewriting or stream of consciousness. Once the story is all down on paper you will go 

back and begin to shape the essay into a form that says exactly what you want it to say 

about your experience.

3. Let the story rest in its scattered, unfocused form. Take a walk. Do something that distracts your mind from writing the essay. Many writers find that even while doing something other than writing, their writing mind continues to work out what needs to be said and continues to uncover the multi-layered associations and voices of what they’re writing about. 

4. Begin rewriting, shaping events in a way to best suit what you want to say. This might be chronological, or you may use flashbacks and flashforwards to talk about things that happened in the distant past or the more recent past.

5. Think about the moment of significance of the experience.  As the writer, your job is to pull together all the elements to bring the reader to the key moment or turning point of your story, the lesson learned or insight gained in your experience. 

6. Cut detail that doesn’t move the story forward and add to the detail that does.

“A Picture’s Worth a Thousand Words”

“Photographs usually capture important moments in our lives. Further, photographs can help us remember little details about people, places, and events. In short, they can be powerful narratives” (Steven Kenneth Aloha).
 

This activity asks you to use a personal photograph to help start your narrative paper.
1. Choose a photograph that has special meaning for you and that illustrates something important about who you are. Have this photo out in front of you as you write.

2. Begin by describing the event that the photograph depicts. What happened that day? What events led up to the moment of the photograph? What relationships are represented in it? What background information is needed in order to understand the significance of the moment?

3. Carefully look at the details of the photograph and find ways to incorporate them into your narrative. Consider colors, facial expressions, textures (of the clothing, the furniture, etc.), weather, and things in the background (a favorite lamp, your Aunt’s awesome pool, the cat’s ragged scratching post).

4. Once you have a draft, read it and then look once again at the photograph that inspired it. Could someone reading your story picture the moment in the way the photograph captures it? Does the narrative share the same feeling or mood that the photograph gives? 

Revision

Re-write, re-write, and re-write. Each time you redo the story more will be revealed to you.

Use language that is full of words that tap into the senses (sight, hearing, taste, touch, smell).  You may need to add to descriptions of events or think up examples to better illustrate the theme of your essay. Use the senses when describing anything. The more descriptive language you use, the more you will place the reader right there in the experience with you. Colorful or hard-driving language are the tools of the essayist. 

Get feedback from a reader. Listen to the responses and rewrite the unclear portions. 

Have the essay read aloud. Listen to the flow of words, to where the reader stumbles, to where pauses fall. These are all clues as to where more refining or tweaking need to be done.  Essay writing forces you to shape your experience until it can be fully understood by others.  


Revision Exercise: “Voice”

Voice: “It is the human sound that arises from a written page.  Voice is rhythm and beat, 

inflection and emphasis, volume and pause; it is the manner in which the author speaks; it is the flow of what is spoken; it is the emotional content of writing; it is energy and force; it is the presence of an individual writer speaking to an individual reader.  Voice is the most important, the most magical and powerful element of writing.  During writing and revising, the writer hears the voice of the draft and tunes it to the meaning being developed and made clear.” 
(Murray Write 32)   

Brining out voice in your writing helps college admissions counselors get a feel for who you are. One way to create voice is to add concrete details to your writing.
  
Read the following: 

The most effective writer is the one who can make you see the facts so that they become your own facts and, knowing them, make you come to your own conclusion.  To speak with the facts and to get out of the way, you first have to have them.  Here is one example: 


Sam True was very unpleasant.  He did not have a reputation for honesty and he was not physically attractive.  He was an inadequate employer and the way he treated his customers indicated he was not an effective businessman.  The only advantage his business had was that he offered credit.

It should be obvious that there is no way that Sam True can be made a lively person unless the writer has the specifics which allow him to write the piece in the following way.


Sam True ate cigars.  He’d roll his thick lips back from his teeth, mean little teeth, yellow and sharp, and you’d see them grinding away at the wet rope of tobacco.  That was the first thing I noticed when I went to work for him—the way he chewed his cigars.  After a week in Sam True’s butchershop, I realized he treated his customers the way he treated his Corona Corona.  He gave everyone credit and once he got his teeth into them he ground away at their self-respect.  When Jack Adams’ new widow came in with their three boys and asked for a “pound of hamburg please, on credit,” I watched Sam raise his lips to receive a new cigar and saw his teeth snap down.  I knew she’d get the hamburg and Sam his bite of pride.

That’s a crude portrait, but an effective one, for the reader has the specifics which make him see Sam True, and be repulsed by him.  

After going over this example, add more concrete details and specifics to your own paragraphs, perhaps rewriting them entirely.

Revision Exercise: Details and Description

Read the following:
From Goldberg, Natalie. “Don’t Tell, but Show,” Writing Down the Bones. Boston: Shambhala P, 1986.

There’s an old adage in writing: “Don’t tell, but show.”  What does this actually mean?  It means don’t tell us about anger (or any of those big words like honesty, truth, hate, love, sorrow, life, justice, etc.); show us what made you angry.  We will read it and feel angry.  Don’t tell readers what to feel.  Show them the situation, and that feeling will awaken in them. 


Writing is not psychology.  We do not talk “about” feelings.  Instead, the writer feels and through her words awakens those feelings in the reader.  The writer takes the reader’s hand and guides him through the valley of sorrow and joy without ever having to mention those words.  


When you write, stay in direct connection with the senses and what you are writing about.  If you are writing from first thoughts— the way your mind first flashes on something before second and third thoughts take over and comment, criticize, and evaluate— you won’t have to worry.  

As soon as I hear the word about in someone’s writing, it is an automatic alarm.  “This story is about life.”  Skip that line and go willy-nilly right into life in your writing.  Naturally, when we do practice writing in our notebooks, we might write a general line: “I want to write about my grandmother” or “This is a story about success.”  That’s fine.  Don’t castigate yourself for writing it; don’t get critical and mix up the creator and editor.  Simply write it, note it, and drop to a deeper level and enter the story and take us into it (14).

Don’t tell, but show: 
This activity can be used in conjunction with the “Sam True” excerpts from the “Voice” workshop, as the first paragraph “tells” and the second “shows.” 

1. Re-read your personal statement draft.  

2. Replace dull, ordinary language with colorful, interesting language.  Hint: if you use the word “very,” replace it and the word it modifies with a more concrete adjective or adverb.  For example, “I am very interested in literature” could become “I am consumed by literature.”  The enthusiasm is more apparent in the second version.

3. Replace dull, ordinary verbs with descriptive verbs.  For example, “I went home” replaced with “I trudged home.”  See how the writer’s emotions are captured in the second version?

4. Be specific in the details you choose.  Name objects and people.  For example, replace “trees” with “Cottonwoods,” or “my teacher” with “Mrs. Sanchez.”  

5. Instead of generalizing, “I have had many powerful influences in my life,” hone in on a specific influence: “My tenth grade Algebra teacher, Mr. Smith, made numbers come alive, sparking my ambition to work with numbers.”
Suggested Personal statement rubric

	(Exceptional)


	(Very Good)


	(Fair)

	(Needs

Improvement)


	Exceptional main idea with rich, supporting 

details that show the significance, not tell.


	Main idea has supporting details that generally show the significance, not tell.


	Undeveloped main idea.

Tells, rather than shows significance.


	Simple main idea.

Significance unclear.



	Order of ideas is

 engaging and fully

 developed.


	Organization enhances main idea.


	Attempts to organize, but organization is not 

effective.


	Lacks sense of direction.



	Colorful, varied, 

appropriate and 

vivid language.  Clear, focused, interesting writing.


	Words get message across.


	Words generally get the message across.


	Words limited and 

misused.



	Voice is engaging, 

expressive, sincere.  

Commitment to topic.  Gives strong sense of “who I am.”


	Strong voice.  Gives sense of “who I am.”  


	Occasionally gives reader a sense of “who I am.” 


	No commitment to topic.



	Holds reader’s attention throughout.  Easy to read aloud.


	Flows but is not quite smooth.  There is sentence variety.


	Functional sentences—some are awkward.  Not much sentence variation.


	Incomplete sentences—choppy, hard to read.
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