So You Want to go to Law School

Part 8

Your Personal Statement

For some people, this will be easy.  For many of you this will be next to impossible.  This is also another of those questions that are hard for me to answer because the answer is different for everyone.  So let’s start with a few easy answers.

Make Sure You Do the Following:

1. English and Grammar: Your statement must be perfect as far as English, grammar, spelling, and all that other stuff they taught you in High School and in the English core.  Have several people that are actually good in English composition.  Have them read it and re-read it.  Take their corrections to heart and don’t be upset.  

Write in a simple manner.  This is your interview for the job of law student – but on paper.  You may have noticed if you have read any of the other papers on getting into law school that I’ve written them pretty much the way I talk.  Can I write like a pompous lawyer or in Army or Air Force Talk?  Can I write in a style like you might find in a political science peer-review journal?  Sure, but that stiff writing is not what you want to use for your personal statement.

2. The First Paragraph: The people reading your statement are going to be reading hundreds of these.  You need to make sure that you grab their attention in the first paragraph.  You need to make them want to finish it and not have their eyes glass over as they kind of read it, or worse, just stop reading and move on to the next one.  If you haven’t peaked their curiosity, they might look at the words but not really pay attention.  You just wasted all that time writing your statement for what?  Make them want to read it and talk about it to someone on the committee that holds your acceptance or not in their hands.  

Now that you’ve got their attention with the first sentence or paragraph, keep it interesting.  Use an active voice.  Write with energy.  Tell a story; paint a picture with words.  BUT, although I want a picture, be careful that you don’t go overboard with too much flowery language.  

If the law school wants three pages – try to write three pages.  If they say, ‘no more than three pages’, then write what you want to say, and quit.  Only one and a half pages, but killer pages – that’s okay.  If you try to beef up your one and a half pages to three, you will probably find that the other page and a half are filler and not interesting.  If the law school says one page, make every effort to keep it to one page.  This may be a small test to see if you can follow instructions.  I once had a teacher that told the class the next paper was no more than five pages.  She followed that with you can write as much as you want, but I stop reading at five pages.  You should stop where the law school has drawn the line.

Most law schools also say double space your statement.  If they do, don’t single space it.  If they tell you want font and size to use, make sure you do.  You don’t want your paper to stand out from the other hundreds of applications because you can’t follow instructions and used a different font.

Now comes the hard part.  What do I write about?  What’s my theme?
3. Your Topic: This is where everyone is going to have a different slant.  

Don’t tell your life story in chronological order.  I won a baby contest when I was two and a half.  Does anybody care, other than me?  No.  I promise you the law school doesn’t either.  But what about winning the 6th grade spelling Bee for the whole county?  [By the way, I didn’t.]  The law school doesn’t care about that or the winning touchdown you caught at homecoming in high school or . . . .  Get the point.  Unless something unbelievable happened before you got to college, admissions committees don’t care.  
Don’t be a cliché.  When I ask a lot of students the big ‘why’, a lot of responses boil down to, “I want to save the world,” or “I want to make sure that everyone has an equal chance in the world and fight for the poor and discriminated against.”  These are overused and, well just come across as BS.  That may be what you really want to do, but why?  If you are going to talk about a law school concentration that interests, back it up with a solid why.  There’s got to be a story about what caused you to want to ‘save the environment’ or ‘save the sea turtle’.  Tell that little story.  
Don’t be controversial.  If I haven’t hurt your feelings somewhere in all these papers I’ve written, I guess it’s time to step on a few toes.  The country is fairly divided on a number of issues.  If you think the last presidential election was stolen from former President Trump, well, don’t write your personal statement on it.  It you believe all police are racists and shoot African-Americans for fun, well, don’t write on that either.  

You may be very passionate about certain topics that have led you to want to be a lawyer, but trying to see how far left or right on the political spectrum you can get for shock value is probably not the way to get into your number one choice law school.  If you feel you must discuss the election or BLMs, try to find a way to do it with sounding like a raving lunatic.  
Picking a Topic

A few law schools ask you to write on a certain topic.  If they do, do it.  Write on what they tell you to write on.  If they give you a free hand and say ‘write me two pages of personal statement’ you have to come up with the topic.  You may decide to write on why you want to be a lawyer.  Was there something in your past that pushed you that way?  Little kids just don’t wake up one morning and say, “Mommy, I want to be a lawyer.”  Well, I don’t know any that did.  
It’s also possible that you have had something traumatic in your life that you have overcome.  I have read some unbelievable personal statements of tragedy and hardships that some of your fellow UH students have overcome.  Some were heart-warming, other horrifying, some real tear-jerkers.  Most of us don’t have those kind of stories that grab and hold the attention of the admissions committee.  

I’m glad that I don’t have a copy of my personal statement.  Even today, I can’t really think of what kind of a statement I could write that would interest anyone, let alone an admissions committee.  A few of the things I wrote in college were, well, just horrible.  I can’t even image how bad my personal statement must have been.  Thank the stars for a high LSAT score.
This is not the first paper you’ve had to write that required thought and imagination.  Dig deep and find out who you are and why you are on this path to be a lawyer.  Remember in the first paper I wrote for you [SYWTGTLS 1], the first question I told you to ask yourself is WHY.  Why do you want to be a lawyer?  Although your personal statement doesn’t have to be about why you want to be a lawyer, asking yourself again ‘why’ may lead you to the topic and personal statement that will make you standout compared to the other applicants – and hopefully standout in a good way.

Still got nothing?  Look at the following.  Give you any ideas?

· Personal challenges, hardships, or completed goals

· A turning point in your life

· Unique personal interests

· Special achievements or awards, not listed in-depth on your initial application

· A situation or environment that changed you or your values

· A project that got results and you're passionate about

· Your upbringing, culture, education, or a personal or professional experience

Still nothing?  Let’s talk.
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