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GOALS OF THIS WORKSHOP:

1. Understand what the Statement of Purpose (SOP) is (and is not)

2. Learn strategies to make meaning of your experiences and plan a draft 

3. See examples of how writers communicate in real SOP drafts
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Grad school applications have many parts

A CV or resume

Transcript

Recommendation 
letters

Personal or diversity 
statement

Essay questions 
(sometimes, specific 

to program)

Statement of 
Purpose
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SOP

CVPS

You, the ideal grad student

Research interests
& experience

Full scope of 
experiences to date 

Your mindset and 
perspectives on the field

The “story” behind you as a 
scientist

You as part of an 
academic community

Personal experiences that have 
shaped your path

Contributions to a healthy 
academic community

Teaching, outreach, 
leadership, soft 

skills, etc



What is a 
Statement of 

Purpose? 
And how 

does it help 
my 

application?
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• Focuses on you as a scientist, including your:

• Qualifications and achievements

• Research experiences (how you think like a scientist)

• Future goals and research interests 

• Potential contributions to the graduate and scientific community

• Builds a narrative that demonstrates:

• What brings you to this specific academic program 

• What experiences will help you thrive and grow in grad school

• Evidence of deliberate decision-making: have you carefully 
considered your decision to pursue a graduate degree in this field?

The Statement of Purpose describes YOU as a 
researcher + your potential for success in grad school 
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LOREM IPSUM
Lorem IpsumSOP Prompts

SOPs may also be called:
• Statement of Objectives
• Letter or Statement of Intent
• Personal Statement (for schools 

that don’t ask for a separate 
personal statement)

Look for a prompt that asks about 
research experience, interests, or 
goals. When in doubt, or a program 
asks for one statement, write an 
SOP!

Find and familiarize yourself with SOP prompts
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Provide a brief statement of your 
scientific and professional interests 

and objectives. Include a 
description of your past 

accomplishments that are not 
evident from the examination of 

other documents submitted. Report, 
if applicable, on any research in 

progress. 
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Please describe your aptitude and motivation 
for graduate study in your area of specialization, 
including your preparation for this field of study, 
your academic plans or research interests, and 

your future career goals. Please be specific 
about why UC Berkeley would be a good 

intellectual fit for you.
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Upload your Statement of Purpose. Please address the following items in 
your statement of purpose and include any other information that you 
would like to share about yourself.

1.Earning a Ph.D. can be rewarding, personally and professionally. Explain 
why you want to pursue a Ph.D. and which elements of the UW BPSD 
program interest you. Which BPSD-affiliated faculty members’ research 
interests you and why?

2. Describe your previous research experience. From that experience, 
what were the most successful and interesting aspects?

3. Graduate school is inherently challenging. Describe a time when you 
overcame a significant challenge, scientific or otherwise.

4. Diversity is important to us. Are there aspects of your background, 
experiences, or interests that would contribute to the diversity of the 
BPSD program and the UW community?
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How many statements do I have to write????

The goal of every SOP is similar: to demonstrate your potential as 
a grad student and your interest and understanding of the subject 
area you plan to study in about 1-2 pages. 

Core components – paragraphs about key 
experiences and your general interests – may 
be reused from draft to draft

Be sure to tailor each SOP to the program to 
which you are applying – usually through 
changing the intro/conclusion and by explicitly 
addressing specific questions or phrasing in 
the prompt



AKA your future teachers, mentors, 
committee members, collaborators, 

and co-developers of projects. 

Your 
application will 

be read by 
faculty in the 
department
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Your readers might be tired, 
busy, stressed, distracted, and 

juggling work at the end of the 
term, just like you. 

Be clear, concise, and engaging. 

Remember - more than just picking 
students, they are choosing their future 
colleagues – they want to know you as a 

person, not just entries on a CV!  
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Are you passionate 
about research? Have 

interests that align 
with the expertise of 
the department? Do 
you understand the 

field is, and its 
approach to solving 

problems?

Are you motivated to 
learn, no matter the 

challenges? What skills 
and mindsets will you 
bring to the program? 
Resilience, creativity, 

problem-solving, etc?

Are you a good team 
member? Do you 

communicate well? 
Will you make the 

scientific community 
better for everyone? 

Faculty want to know how you will contribute 
to THEIR academic community



Before your write: reflect on your 
journey and where you want to go next
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Know thyself: 

What SPECIFIC subject are you 
interested in?

What research area/niche in you field are you most 
interested in? Be specific as you can be about what 

you’d like to study

What motivates you to learn?

Do you have a favorite topic? Experimental approach 
or technique? Certain type of question? What inspires 

you to keep learning more?

What are your VALUES around your 
chosen field?

What do you think is important to do or study? What 
makes work in this area impactful and important to 

continue?
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What SPECIFIC subject are you 
interested in?

What research area/niche in you field are you most 
interested in? Be specific as you can be about what 

you’d like to study

What motivates you to learn?

Do you have a favorite topic? Experimental approach 
or technique? Certain type of question? What inspires 

you to keep learning more?

What are your VALUES around your 
chosen field?

What do you think is important to do or study? What 
makes work in this area impactful and important to 

continue?

What kinds of departments might 
have this research? (note: it’s not 

always where you’d expect!) 

Where can you do more of what 
you find motivating? Where are 

experts in these areas?

What programs align with your 
values? Have resources to help 

you reach your career goals?
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Who might I work with?

Identify 3-5 faculty you might like to 
work with. What projects are ongoing 
(producing publications in recent years) 
in their groups? 

What is the department like?

Research the department that hosts 
your program of interest: What are their 
research focuses? How do these appear 
in the the graduate program structure?

What training can they offer me?
Look at the program, department, and 
university: what unique training 
programs or organizations can you take 
part in to develop teaching, research, 
outreach or other skills relevant for your 
career?

What is the university like?

Small private school or big public R1? 
What other departments might you 
interface with? What’s the culture like? 
What’s it like to work there? Would you 
be happy spending 4+ years of your life 
at that institution in that town? 

Research programs of interest 



STAY ORGANIZED



Notes into 
narratives: 
telling your 

research 
story
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YOUR JOURNEY TO GRAD SCHOOL
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YOUR JOURNEY MAY BE COMPLICATED, BUT YOUR SOP 

SHOULD NOT BE COMPLICATED

Choose the stories that best demonstrate the development of your identity as 
a researcher and potential for future success
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FOCUS ON THE DETAILS THAT MATTER

“I would rather take a student who had only had four weeks of research 
experience where they had developed a great understanding of what it 

meant to think like a scientist than a student who had dozens of 
opportunities but couldn’t explain what the projects were about.” 

(a graduate program director)
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Which experiences 

demonstrate how you 
“think like a scientist?” 

When have you had to solve problems? 

When did you have to design, analyze, 
collaborate, etc to get a project done?

When did you discover something 
you’re passionate about? What 

inspired you to pursue this field?

When did you let your curiosity 
guide your research decisions? 
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Reflect and refine your meaning-making list:
Your SOP doesn’t need to describe EVERYTHING you’ve done – just the highlights

Experience 1

|

Both classes – less 
important than research 

lab experiences, and 
similar enough to 
combine in one 

paragraph

|
Experience 2

|
Experience 4

Experience 3
|

Experience 5
|

A short, temporary project 
you didn’t really like

It’s easy to draw a connection between these two 
projects and your developing interests



A Good Statement Has Story Arcs:

Middle of the action 

Ending

(not where 
you started)

Beginning

Something happened! Everything falls into place



A Good Statement Has Story Arcs:
You as an early-stage scientist discovering what 

you want to do for your career

Who you’ll be 
in the future

You 
discovering 
your field of 

interest

Motivations 
Curiosities

Opportunities 
…that led to 

experience 2 

Specific experiences

New 
understanding 

of your 
interests and 

the field

Research 
question 
or goal

Approach

What you 
contributed 
to the field



Putting the 
plan into 
action: 

building a 
draft
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1. Introductory Paragraph

Provide a story, background information, or direct statement of interest to put 
your experiences in context. 

2. Body Paragraphs: Your experiences, qualifications, interests, etc 

MOST SOPs Can Be Divided Into Three Parts

Address the prompt and build up a vivid picture of you as a researcher

3. Program Paragraph: why this program, and why you? 

Show why your skills/experience are a good fit with the program, highlight 
things that excite you about the program/department/school, and mention 
specific professors you might like to work with.
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• Expert to near-expert – your readers are 
faculty members in related areas; use 
appropriate technical language, as long as 
the research story is clear to readers who 
weren’t there with you!

• Show don’t tell – rather than “I am a good 
problem-solver,” give us a story that shows 
you in action! 

• Be authentic – there is no magical formula 
for success and reviewers want to get to 
know YOU not what you think their idea of a 
“perfect” grad student is

What writing style should I use?



A QUICK NOTE ON GEN AI: 

We find that GenAI tools like ChatGPT, Gemini, Claude, etc are NOT 
effective for application writing. Students who use these tools often end up 
with vague, cliché, or impersonal writing that can be extremely time-
consuming to improve. 

YOU are the one getting the degree. Grad committees want to know who 
you are as a person, what you’re like to work with, and how you 
communicate in your own words. After all, you’ll be working together for 
years!

We STRONGLY encourage writers to avoid GenAI in preparing their 
applications. If you’re struggling with your writing, seek support from 
mentors, friends, and campus resources (like the writing center!) for more 
authentic feedback that preserves your voice. 
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Your research 
interests in a 

nutshell 
(who are you as a 

scientist?)

Introductions orient readers: Who are you? Where are 
we? What is the “thesis statement” for your application?

Introductions don’t need to be long or great works of creative 
writing: your readers are busy, so make every word count

Career goals

Interests

Unique background

Undergrad degree

Personal motivationReason for applying to 
this department
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INTRODUCTION STYLES: THE EFFICIENT

Career goal: academic computer science researcher

Interests: theoretical machine learning for interdisciplinary problems

Department “hook”: maybe their interest in guarantees on running time and 
solution quality aligns with faculty in the department?

Personal: none, and not needed
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INTRODUCTION STYLES: THE MIX-AND-MATCH

Long-term research interests, past research, inspiring personal experiences, and 
undergraduate degree info are briefly mentioned, ending with a unifying theme. 
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INTRODUCTION STYLES: THE PHILOSOPHER

The writer’s understanding of the field and its current challenges is immediately apparent, as 
well as how the writer hopes to contribute. 
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INTRODUCTION STYLES: THE STORYTELLER

By telling a personal story, the writer provides context for their unusual background and 
conveys their passion for their new career direction. 
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You should be able to articulate a reason 
why you’re interested enough in the field to 
commit to years of training in it – think 
about what has excited, intrigued, or 
puzzled you in what you’ve learned so far

What if I don’t know exactly what I want to study?
Do I need a specific research problem before I apply?

Readers know you’re still developing your knowledge and interests in the 
field. What they need to know is that you are truly motivated to keep
exploring and that you are likely to find a relevant, supportive mentor in 
their department. 



Body paragraphs describe your research journey

How have you prepared for 
grad school, and what will you 

do while you’re there?

Make connections between 
experiences

Show that you understand 
what your research means
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“design“ suggests 

autonomy on project

Project goal 
or question

Potential 
relevance of 
work on the 

field

How did the 
writer approach 

the research 
question?

Outcomes or 
future work
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What if I have nothing to show for my work? What if all 
my experiments failed?

“That’s why they call it RE-search!” 

Your readers know that science doesn’t always go 
as planned. Don’t obsess over failed projects or 
assume you aren’t qualified for grad school.

Focus on what you LEARNED from the opportunity 
and think about how your experience could 
demonstrate tenacity, creativity, analytical thinking, 
problem-solving, etc…
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Solving structures of the viral and chemokine protein bound to their shared receptor should provide 

a blueprint for blocking RSV G interaction with CX3CR1, but the seven transmembrane region 

receptor and its flexible ligands are challenging to study with techniques typically used in the lab. I 

initially designed soluble mimics and fusion proteins to focus on the extracellular regions of the 

receptor, in hopes of solving structures of RSV G and CX3CL1 complexes with these proteins. 

When half a dozen different complexes failed to crystallize despite efforts at optimization, I took 

this as an opportunity to learn something new. Now I am employing several strategies in parallel to 

increase my odds of finding success, including NMR of ligand-receptor peptide complexes, 

solubilizing full length receptor from cell membranes or producing receptor in lipid nanodiscs, and 

using biolayer interferometry to probe the role of different fragments of the receptor in ligand 

binding. Through this combination of techniques, relentless searching for backup plans and 

improvements to methods, and a lot of patience, I am slowly piecing together an understanding of 

how my two structurally dissimilar proteins use one receptor to produce unique immune responses.

SHOW don’t TELL: describe the problem-solving process rather than simply telling us “I faced many 
challenges” or “I am a good problem-solver.” Here the writer shares the diverse skillset they 
developed while trying to solve a research problem. 
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• Why am I interested in working with the faculty I’ve listed? How 
does their research align with my interests and goals?

• How could I contribute meaningfully to these labs and to the 
broader research fields? How do my experiences make me a good fit 
for the research being done by these faculty members?

• What are the strengths of the graduate program? What sets this 
program apart from the other ones on my list?

• What resources are available to me as a graduate student that will 
help me succeed and help me contribute meaningfully to the 
academic community?

Customizing your statement for each program
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EXAMPLE: A TAILORED LAST PARAGRAPH
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EXAMPLE: ADDING PERSONAL PERSPECTIVE

x

x

x

x



• Why you are compelled to pursue a graduate degree in your field

• What skills/experiences qualify you to pursue a graduate degree

• What you hope to learn in grad school

• What contributions do you hope to make to advance your field

• Why you think this choice in grad school is a good fit

• What you plan to do with a graduate degree; career goals

• That you have the discipline/drive to pursue a graduate degree



Finally: revision

Take a step back and 
consider the whole 

application package: what 
does your SOP add? Are 

there redundancies?

Refine the wording: 
make sure 

everything is as 
polished and precise 
as you can make it. 
Avoid cliches, and 
check for incorrect 

terminology. 

Get feedback from 
trusted mentors 

(take advice from the 
internet and peers 
with a grain of salt)



QUESTIONS? 
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