	 INTRODUCTION :


 

Statement of purpose ( or  S O P  as it is called) is, for most graduate students, just a formality. SOPs are written by most students within a few hours and contain some hackneyed phrases about their interest and their academic achievements. "I have good grades, a good GRE or GMAT score ..why would I need a statement of purpose ? " seems to be the mindset of most students. Nothing could be farther from the truth. The statement of purpose is one of the most important parts of your application packet and will be carefully scrutinized by the admissions committee. Here we try to answer some basic questions about SOPS and help you prepare a statement of purpose which is unique as well as effective.
REMEMBER : A good SOP will certainly improve your chances of getting admission to the  graduate school of your choice, and even compensate some drawbacks as slightly low GRE scores or low grades. A bad SOP, on the other hand, has the potential to nullify your strong academic credentials. 
 Are we saying that the SOP is the main deciding factor ? 

 No. Your academic record, grades and the courses you took- are the first section admission committee members turn to.  Standardized test scores are useful to know where you stand in the applicant pool. Relevant course work and good grades confer a distinct advantage. What your teachers or boss think of you goes a long way towards the school's opinion. A good work sample can show your creativity, skill and professionalism.
However, once you have satisfied all the minimum criteria required by the graduate school ( which many will ) then the SOP or application essays can bring out your uniqueness. And therefore make or break your application. An applicant who does not take the SOP seriously is throwing away the best opportunity available.  

There have been instances where students with better grades and GRE scores have lost out to students with better SOPS .( within limits of comparison ! )
What is a statement of purpose ? 
What do graduate schools look for in a statement of purpose ?
What should a  successful statement of purpose contain ?
Preparing an effective statement of purpose
Some sample SOPS
 



	 What is a statement of purpose ?  


A statement of purpose can be defined as a personal statement about your academic life, people and factors which have influenced you to take up this career, your plans for the future and how  this course is going to aid you in achieving your goals. 
A statement of purpose is the means by which you address the admissions committee and tell them something about yourself .Academic grades and GRE / GMAT scores speak for themselves about your potential but a SOP is where you can convince the people judging you that you are indeed worthy of being admitted to their esteemed institution.
A statement of purpose is just not some fancy paragraphs woven around your resume !!!While a resume highlights your achievements and skills a statement of purpose should go beyond that and address your motivations which has lead you to this stage in your career.


	What do graduate schools look for in a statement of purpose ?  


The members in the graduate school admissions committee read thousands of SOPS every year and in nine cases out of ten they can spot a phony quite easily. Once the committee feels that you are a phony you can almost bid your chances of admission goodbye !!  SOPS are often read by 3 or more members before a decision is made. 

The admissions committee members are looking for the answers to :
· What does this essay tell me about the person who wrote it ? 

· Will this student be an asset to my class ? 

· Is there anything unique about him / her ? 

when they read your Statement of Purpose. 
Most graduate schools receive thousands of applications every year and among all applicants there will be several hundreds with equally good academic records and standardized test scores. So here the SOP plays an important part by helping the committee members distinguish between individuals. Thus recommendation letters and SOP help you establish your individuality to the committee.  

Here is what  we feel that the members of the graduate committee will be looking for :
· Originality and ability to think independently ( the backbone of research ! ) 

· A desire for learning and an interest in the subject  

· Ability to work in teams  

· Some instances to prove the above claims . 



	 Contents of a successful Statement of Purpose  :


Well now that we have seen what a SOP is and what do graduate schools look for, we can now make a rough draft of as to what a SOP should contain .
Honesty :
When the graduate admissions committee members read your SOP, they must feel that you are being truthful and you have presented yourself honestly. Try to be as truthful as possible when you write your SOP. Do not try to portray yourself as the next Einstein or Hawking you will be caught ! However address all issues such as your achievements and interests with honesty . Since all of us cannot have led remarkable lives do not try to manufacture instances. Remember you are presenting yourself not writing creative fiction.
eg : If you state that as you stared into the night sky and the stars and awed by the vastness of the universe you decided to study physics it does not ring true. However a statement that you were awfully impressed by Hawking's book "A brief history of time" or Feynman's lectures on Physics and some instances to show the same will really be impressive.
 

Knowledge : 
Convince the committee that you know your subject .Do not be superficial .If you are applying to the Electrical Engineering department , do not just harp about electrical engineering. State your specific field of interest such as modeling of devices,  VLSI, networking, or power systems. Demonstrate your knowledge in your field of interest by speaking about your work in the field, some latest publications which you might have read or reviewed etc.
 

Desire to learn & Work experience :
You have to prove that you are interested in your subject. Just good grades are not sufficient to prove your interest. Speak about  some extracurricular activity you might have done to learn more ( as in attending a conference or a science fair ). Any extra effort on your part that demonstrates your desire to learn more, it might be as simple as reading a book by an authority ont he subject should be mentioned. Any work which you have done ( as in assisting a faculty member in research or course work ) will be viewed favorably .Try to present your research work comprehensively without sounding repetitive or rambling on. 
 

Substantiate your claims  and avoid platitudes :
Always try to site some instance to prove what you are saying. Do not make statements like" I would like to pursue graduate study to work for the benefit of humanity " : what happens next is simple ..The committee is going to look for some instance where you have done something to benefit  humanity ..and finding no such instance in your SOP, your claims are  going to be branded as false. A simple deed such as building a working model of a burglar alarm will be viewed favorably as compared to your claim that in the future you would build a super computer ! Remember DEEDS speak louder than WORDS !
 

Confidence and Knowing yourself :
Your SOP must present you as a person who knows what  he / she wants to do with his / her life . You must  be able to convince the committee that you have made this career choice based on your interests. Just earning more money or better career opportunities are considered as poor motives for graduate study !
 

Do not ramble just to fill pages :
Though you should try to present your achievements and work comprehensively do not ramble needlessly. If you do not have too many things to say just put across that you have to the best of your ability . A long SOP with no substance can be harmful. Speak about your projects and research work but do not speak about prizes you won when you were in       1st grade as it has no relevance whatsoever. Remember this is not a History exam .
 

Avoid Repetitions :
Do not fill in your SOP with details of achievements such as grades awards etc . These are best represented in your resume. You can make a brief mention in your SOP that you stand in the top 5 % of your class and add       ( refer resume for details ).
 

Well now that we know what SOPS are all about let us go on to see how to prepare a Good SOP !
