
The Statement of Purpose Document 
 
As for the statement itself, it is essentially a proposal, and as such it must have three necessary components: 
Your motive (i.e. why do you want to go to grad school--my own reason, it beat's facing reality, is not an 
option, and in your case is probably not true anyway) ; what's in it for them if they accept you ; and why 
them in particular. 
 
Let me expand on that a little : 
 
1) Motive : why do you want to attend grad school?  Really, that's a bit of a trick question.  You don't want 
to come across as though you want to attend grad school ; rather you want something, and grad school is 
the means to achieve that.  Either you have a burning research question, and grad school is the best place to 
both learn how to answer it and to answer it, or you want to work in this profession [insert your field of 
interest here: e.g. English, Education, Law], and accreditation is the only way in.  If there's a best answer, it 
mixes the two.  The research question doesn't need to be that precise.  It can be a little less vague than that 
you want to become much more familiar with (e.g.) the way the image functions in Christian poetry of the 
early modern period, or the attitude toward pre- and extramarital sex in Victorian literature, etc.  The topic 
has to be one that genuinely interests you, or you'll lose interest in grad school well before you finish.  That 
said, don't think you're signing in blood.  This is your default project, to get you in the door for sure, and if 
necessary out the door.  Ideally you'll have an educational experience that takes you in a new direction of 
its own accord during the process of your course work.  But it's an institutional fiction that you have the 
project in mind before you even start.  So you must.  A topic such as I just mentioned will include a list of 
the texts that a student might well work with as she pursues her topic.  This shows that she has put some 
thought into the project and understands that texts are the core of our discipline [i.e. English].  It is, in short, 
a good strategy.  So, for example, a person who wanted to study the image in c16th & c17th Xian poetry 
might cite specific poems by Wyatt, Marlowe, Sidney, Donne, & Herbert, and suggest a big finish that 
compares Spenser (the biggest of the c16th) to Milton (the biggest of the c17th).  This would suggest to 
your reader not only that you have thought about the texts you might use, but that you've given some 
thought to the final shape of the thesis.   
        The second part of Motive is the accreditation.  Do you want to stay in the profession?  I.e. to become 
a prof in a university or college?  If so, you need what grad school can give.  The degree.  But don't say it 
quite like that.  Make it clear that you know that to secure such a job you must first secure the degrees grad 
school offers, but that grad school only confers them on those who acquire the necessary research skills and 
subject knowledge to earn the degree.  But, more than that, you want to attend a grad school within which 
you can acquire experience teaching (which you can't have many, probably most, places at the MA level.  
I.e. they won't award MA students Teaching Assistantships), experience writing and delivering conference 
papers, and get some help publishing your first paper or two--all of which you will need when you go on 
the job market.  Make the reader of the statement understand that you know what moves are made in the 
game of university prof, and that they can teach you how to make these moves. 
 
2) What's in it for them?  This is where your statement can stand out from most others.  Almost everyone 
gets some aspect of 1) (although it usually reads like "gimme, gimme" : "I want to attend grad school 
because I want to teach and I want to write and I want a handsome home in a fine neighbourhood with an 
attractive spouse and 2.4 kids and a picket fence."  You see my sarcasm, I'm sure.  "I want, I want, I want."  
“So?  What's that got to do with me?” asks your reader.) 
        Tell them how much you enjoy contributing to class discussions because you understand that the point 
of studying in classes, rather than alone, is to educate each other.  A collection of brains is smarter than an 
individual brain, and indeed because someone might say something that spurs a thought in another the 
whole is greater than the sum of its parts.  Say that, however you are comfortable saying it, and you'll be 
able to convince them that their program will benefit from having you there.  A grad school app is a hard 
thing, in this, because you will only be there a short period and you are not likely to make a mark on the 
profession while you are there.  Later, yes, and then it reflects well on them by association.  But it is hard to 
say "Give me a chance and I'll make you proud" without sounding very arrogant.  If you can say that and 
not sound arrogant, do so.  But you can also simply focus on those things that make you a good student and 
a genuine pleasure to have in the dep't, and let them know you'll bring these things to their program, 
thereby enriching their program. 
 



3) Why them?  Generally speaking (about English), the best reasons tend to be: recognized dep't strengths; 
a special faculty member, and/or; library holdings.  “I want to attend Dal because everyone at Acadia, in 
truth every one I've ever met, speaks highly of the Dalhousie English dep't.”  That sort of thing would not 
be a bad start, but at some point soon after such a general statement you'll want to focus your explanation.  
For example: “In addition to the reputation of the English Dep't, the Killam library is the biggest and best in 
Atlantic Canada, but what really attracts me are the extension Francis Bacon holdings in the Killam's 
Special Collections.  With access to these holdings, and the supervision of Dr. X, I will be able to write a 
well-informed and thoroughly researched thesis [dissertation, at the Ph.D. Level in N. America; reverse the 
terms in the UK] on Bacon's contribution to the development of the written record in naturl philosophy.” 
 
Proviso: always speak positively of your experiences with professors and institutions when applying for 
entry into grad school.  The admissions committee will not be interested in someone likely to bad mouth 
them or their institution later on. 
 
 


