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Topics to be covered:

● What is a personal statement?

● Purpose

● Audience

● What to include (or not)

● Strategies for Success

● Writing Activity

● Resources



What is a personal statement?
● A crucial component of the application to professional health schools.

● The longest piece of writing in the entire application process.

● A “whyography”
● Your opportunity to discuss why you are pursuing this specific profession and why the 

profession would be a good fit for you. 

● Note that this essay does NOT address why you are interested in a specific school or 
program; that is for the secondary application essays (after you have submitted the 
primary application).

● An self-reflective introduction of yourself to admissions committees
● Use part(s) of your story and personal example(s) to demonstrate your “why.”

● But remember that space is limited (character limits)!



Purpose of the Personal Statement

● To “market” yourself
● To distinguish yourself from the crowd of other applicants

● To describe your motivation … your “why”  
● Could include the influence of specific people, experiences, or activities 

on your life, goals, and/or philosophy, as long as this pertains to your 
motivation to pursue this particular profession

● To show the “real person” behind all the other application 
materials

● To demonstrate your personal values and maturity



Questions to ask yourself toward the purpose:

● Why do I want to be a ___________________?

● What experiences have prepared me to be a ___________________? How can I 
demonstrate that I know what I am getting into?

● What qualities will make me a successful ____________________, and how have I 
demonstrated them?

● What do I want schools to know about me that isn’t already discussed in other 
application materials and is pertinent to my “why”?



Audience

Your reader …

● Has probably read your other application materials, so don’t repeat information.

● Is probably aware of major trends, social issues, and current events, so refrain from 
making vague claims (e.g., “There are major challenges in providing healthcare to all 
Americans.”)

● Might be a local retired school teacher or police officer, so your essay should use 
approachable language (this is not a scientific vocabulary competition!).

● Will not appreciate being preached to, so stick with telling about who YOU are.

● Wants to say “yes” to your application and needs ways to remember you …
● But will use any editorial stumbles (misspellings, grammatical errors, losing the 

thread of the theme) as a reason to say no.



Well-written personal statements tend to include:
• A meaningful and specific description of your motivation for pursuing the 

profession of your choice 

• A narrative that is unique to you (But be careful with “unique”: Aim for reasonably 
memorable, not weird or overly melodramatic!)

• Include aspects such as your strengths, commitments, and/or enthusiasm 

• Attention to specific, engaging, and unique details 

• Any details you include in your personal statement will be fair game for interview questions.

• Don’t be shy about trumpeting your virtues. (But don’t be haughty! There’s a fine line.)

• Don’t be afraid to discuss challenges you have faced. You can use them to illustrate your 
resilience and growth.

• A demonstration of a true interest in others
• Avoid focusing only on what the profession could provide for you



Well-written personal statements tend to include:

• A clear, central theme or focus (not the same as a “thesis statement”)

• A structure and flow that “builds” on a theme and/or has “forward 

momentum”

• Clear and logical organization with an introduction, body, and brief conclusion

• The idea is that the essay comes “alive” and leaves a favorable, memorable 

impression on the reader

• Use of the first person (This is about you; it’s okay to talk about yourself!)

• But do avoid starting every other sentence with “I”. Vary your word choice!

• Correct grammar, punctuation, and spelling



Well-written personal statements tend to avoid:
• Regurgitating your resume 
• No need to make a laundry list of activities or honors in this essay, since there is 

another place in the application (the “activities essays”) that allows you to do this.

• Discussing high school or childhood memories, unless they are exceptionally 
relevant. (If you include them, keep them brief and not central.)

• Making obvious generalizations (e.g., “Optometrists care about people.”)

• Lecturing the reader (e.g., “Physicians must spend more time with patients.”)

• Using clichés, hyperbole, or unhelpful and overly wordy phrases. 
• Hyperbole: Never say ‘never’ & always refrain from saying ‘always’!
• Cliché examples: “I want to help others” or “I love children.”
• Unhelpful phrase examples: “It goes without saying that …” or “There are no words 

to describe …”  yes, there are, or you wouldn’t be discussing it



Well-written personal statements tend to avoid:
• Exaggerating or making vague claims

• Remedy: Use specific experiences to illustrate or demonstrate any thoughts or claims that 
you make about yourself.

• Comparing yourself with others
• Do not be haughty. (e.g., “I have worked harder than every one of my peers.”)

• Do not run yourself down. (e.g., “Although my grades are worse than my peers, …”)

• Remember: It is the admissions committee’s job to compare you to other applicants. You 
focus on yourself.

• Focusing on things that might weaken your standing as an applicant
• The temptation is to use the essay to justify low grades or a low score on your entrance 

exam, for example, but it is usually best to flip the script and reframe by focusing on all 
the other positives that would make you a strong candidate for professional school.



Keep in Mind …

• This is a very important, personal essay that only YOU should write.

• In other words, your voice should come through and you should NEVER pay anyone to 

write your essay for you. Admissions committees catch this!

• This essay will take a long time to write, with several drafts and stages. Allow 

yourself the time you need to write those drafts and review them with others. 

• Rule of thumb: Triple your initial estimate of how long you think you will need to 

complete the personal statement.

• Invite others to read your drafts and to respond with a critical eye.

• Your mom may not always be the best person to ask, but your pre-health advisors are 

always happy to read and discuss drafts! We often meet multiple times with applicants 

until they feel comfortable with their essays.



Strategies for Success
● Know the essay prompt for your CAS, and respond to it directly!

● Most professions have some variation on the general question “Why do you want 
to be a _______________?” 

● But PTCAS often changes things up and asks a specific question that applicants 
must address while clearly describing their motivation to be a physical therapist.

● Read the directions about the essay from your centralized application service 
(CAS) and follow them! Online application guides are available for all CAS 
systems by the time the CAS opens for data entry.
● Directions may include things such as not copying and pasting from a Word 

document (they usually suggest other possibilities) or including spaces between 
paragraphs, rather than indenting paragraphs.

● Adhere to the character limit, and know that the character limit in each CAS
includes spaces!



Strategies for Success

● Review the competencies that your profession wants to see in their 

applicants and consider how you demonstrate those competencies. 

● AAMC has a list that applicants for any profession can use.

● APTA has a list of “core values” that physical therapy applicants could utilize.

● Prepare a list of experiences that have strongly affected you. Briefly write 

down what made each of them important.

● Choose one that you can discuss in terms of the key competencies or core values 

for your profession or for another value or observation that has shaped you.    

● This competency, value, or observation will then form the focus of your personal 

statement—the main point or theme.



WARNING: Overused experiences in essays

● Athletic injuries (particularly cliché for physical therapy applicants)

● Study abroad (experience with underserved communities in the US is often 
more valuable for demonstrating that you know what you’re getting into for 
health and wellness careers in the US)

● Current historical events (this will be a temptation with COVID-19)

● High school (post-high school experiences demonstrate greater maturity)

If you use one of these, emphasize a new or original element. Admissions committees 
read hundreds of personal statements that use these kinds of experiences. Your story 
must be memorable, and usually the experiences listed above run the risk of simply 
annoying admissions committees due to the sheer volume they read like this.



You have a compelling story!
Kinds of experiences to consider using as an aspect of essay’s central theme:

● Moments that changed your perceptions (and how)

● Challenging or difficult decisions (and results)

● Learning processes that had lasting effects (be specific about which effects)

● Disappointments or failures (and what you learned through them)

● Fears that you conquered (and how)

● Discoveries (generally this would be about yourself or others)

● Events that significantly altered your circumstances (how and results: growth)

● Relationships that changed you (and what you learned in the process)

Tell about something that has formed you into a potential agent for change. 

WORD TO THE WISE: Keep your “why” in mind!



Writing Activity 
Competency  Experience Brainstorm (5 minutes)

Choose two competencies from the list below and write down some 
experiences from your life that demonstrate your development in 
each selected competency. If you have additional time, begin writing 
about one experience.
Service Orientation Ethical Responsibility to Self  & Others

Cultural Competence Capacity for Improvement

Teamwork Reliability & Dependability

Resilience & Adaptability



NEXT STEPS
● Free write about each experience you brainstormed.

● Once you are done free writing on each experience, ask yourself:
● How compelling or dynamic is this experience?

● Does this clearly convey who I am and my values?

● Is this experience a clear window into my “why” (my motivation for pursuing this 
profession)?

● Based on your answers to those questions, narrow these down to your top two 
experiences.
● Spend more time with these experiences, expanding upon any key theme that emerges 

and fleshing it out to express your “why.”

● Select the top experience and its theme and write a first draft of your personal 
statement.

• RULE OF THUMB IN THIS EARLY PHASE:

• Aim for progress, not perfection. 

The beauty will come with time and persistence.



Resources
● University of Wyoming Writing Center (great for writing mechanics)

● http://www.uwyo.edu/ctl/writing-center/

● Pre-Health Advising Office
● We regularly read applicants’ essays and hold strategic meetings to consider ways 

to strengthen personal statements.

● We will read all drafts (even your ugly bullet-pointed earliest draft)!

● http://www.uwyo.edu/preprof/schedule-an-appointment/index.html

● Marivern Easton, Assistant Director of WWAMI Medical Education 
● measton3@uwyo.edu

● Marivern will read drafts that have already been reviewed by others (later drafts). 

● She is willing to review later drafts not only for pre-meds, but for any pre-health 
students.

http://www.uwyo.edu/ctl/writing-center/
http://www.uwyo.edu/preprof/schedule-an-appointment/index.html
mailto:measton3@uwyo.edu


Questions?

Comments?



Example Essay Prompt
AMCAS (Allopathic Medicine) … 5300 character limit, including spaces

Personal Comments Essay  Note the different name (they don’t call it a “personal 
statement”).

● Use the Personal Comments Essay as an opportunity to distinguish yourself from other 
applicants. Consider and write your Personal Comments Essay carefully; many admission 
committees place significant weight on the essay. 

● Here are some questions that you may want to consider while writing the essay: 
● Why have you selected the field of medicine? 

● What motivates you to learn more about medicine? 

● What do you want medical schools to know about you that hasn’t been disclosed in other sections of the 
application? 

● In addition, you may wish to include information such as:  This “wish” is not a command!
● Unique hardships, challenges, or obstacles that may have influenced your educational pursuits 

● Comments on significant fluctuations in your academic record that are not explained elsewhere in your application



Example Essay Prompt
AADSAS (Dentistry) … from ADEA website … 4500 character limit, including spaces

Your personal statement gives dental schools a clear picture of who you are and, most importantly, why 
you want to pursue a career in dentistry.

Although there is no set of rules mandating what a strong personal statement should include, here are a 
few tips to help you successfully craft a winning personal statement:  “Tips” are not commands, but most of 
these are useful!

● Explain a defining moment that helped steer you toward a career in dentistry. Consider using that moment as the 
focal point of your essay.

● Be colorful [WARNING!], positive, imaginative [WARNING!] and personal when discussing why you’re a good 
candidate for dental school. Ask yourself—in a pile of 100 applications, would I enjoy reading my statement? Be 
sure to convey your passion for dentistry in your statement.

● Be yourself. Don’t use jargon, clichés or big phrases that you would not use in daily conversation. Remember, 
dental schools want to know about the real you.

● Be original and thoughtful: Discuss how you would contribute to the profession and patient care, all of which will 
help you stand out from other applicants.

● Tell your story—make sure the essay is your story, not someone else’s.  e.g., Not the story of the provider you have 
shadowed!



Example Essay Prompt

PTCAS (Physical Therapy) … 4500 characters, including spaces

Last year’s prompt: 

Reflect on a meaningful experience in your life and share how that experience influenced your 
personal growth, such as your attitudes or perceptions.  This doesn’t mean you can ignore the 
“why PT?” question!

This year’s prompt:

Every person has a story that has led them to a career. Since there are a variety of health professions that 
"help" others [i.e., FOR THE LOVE OF GOD, don’t say that your only motivation is to help others!], please 
go beyond your initial interaction or experiences with physical therapy and share the deeper story that 
has confirmed your decision to specifically pursue physical therapy as your career. [i.e., PLEASE, WE BEG 
YOU, don’t share about your high school / college athletic injury that introduced you to the profession, 
but DO talk about “why physical therapy,” which probably does include involvement in the field.]



Closing the circle: The plot of your story

Source: University of Minnesota 

Health Careers Center

^ Main character = YOU!



Source: University of Minnesota Health Careers Center



Credits

Workshop conducted by 

April French, a pre-health advisor at the University of Wyoming

Some of the materials in this workshop have been adapted from the work of:

• Arizona State University Pre-Health Advising Office

• Marivern Easton, Assistant Director of WWAMI Medical Education (Wyoming)

• University of Minnesota Health Careers Office

• University of Washington School of Medicine


