
WRITING AN APPLICATION ESSAY FOR GRADUATE/PROFESSIONAL SCHOOL 

 

 Graduate/professional schools receive 4 to 20 times more applications than they can possibly 

admit into their programs.  This fact puts great pressure on applicants to be impressive in their application 

essay. You, as the applicant, have only a limited amount of space to let the admissions committee see why 

they should choose you for a seat in their program.  The committee is reading your essay (perhaps in less 

than 5 minutes on the first read-through) to see what is important about you so that they can decide why 

you should be chosen over other applicants.   

Admissions committees are looking for  

1. interesting, thoughtful, concrete explanations of applicants’ career choices  

2. statements that add dimension to the applicant not available from other sources, such as 

transcripts, letters of recommendation, test scores, etc. 

 

To write a successful application essay, keep these steps in mind: 

STAGE 1—BRAINSTORMING.  Begin by asking yourself some preparatory questions: 

 When did you originally become interested in this field?   

 What have you since learned about it and yourself that has stimulated your interest in studying in 

this area and has reinforced your belief that you are well suited to the field? 

 What do you think is important for the admissions committee to know about you? 

 What is unusual, distinctive, unique and/or impressive about you?  In other words, what would 

make you a stronger applicant than others? 

 Do you have any events/experiences in your background that might be of strong interest to the 

committee?  Examples might be research, unique shadowing opportunities, international or 

domestic volunteer work, strong language skills, related work experience, or other hands-on 

experience that would make you especially successful in this program. 

 

STAGE 2—DRAFTING.  Begin to write the essay.   

 Overwrite.  Don’t worry about length until you have a strong content.  If the application essay is 

only supposed to be two pages long, don’t worry if your initial draft is six pages. 

 Keep the focus on you.  Avoid too many references to other people; the reader should find you at 

the center of the essay. 

 Do not include references to experiences/accomplishments from high school. 

 Do not mention subjects that are potentially controversial or overly personal. 

 

STAGE 3—REVISION.  Plan to seek out lots of input and make several drafts. 

 Don’t let your essay sound generic or phony. 

 Organize your writing so that it appears in a logical order.  Your essay should follow the order 

of the directions given. 

 When you feel that you have a draft worth sharing, find someone whose opinion you value to read 

through it and give you some immediate feedback. 

 When you have done some revision to the original draft, take it to a professional—an advisor in 

the Explore Center or in Career Services, someone at the Writing Assistance Center, an Honors 

program advisor (if you are in the Honors Program), or someone else who has had experience 

working with professional school applications. 

 

STAGE 4—EDIT.   

 Make the essay strong grammatically and stylistically. 

 Be honest; do not exaggerate any part of your accomplishments! 

 

If you need to disclose a special situation (very low grades, an arrest, etc.), write it on a separate sheet. 


