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Workshop 3
Writing a winning SOP



Today’s 
objectives

 What is a statement of purpose (SOP)?

 What are SOP reviewers looking for? 

 How should I get started?

 How should I structure my SOP?

 What should I avoid in my SOP?



What is an SOP?

A short essay explaining the purpose of 

your application for your desired program

at your chosen university. 



What is the purpose of an SOP?

Demonstrate you have the academic

strengths, motivation and career goals to 

be successful and add value to the 

university as a student and an alum.



What are SOP reviewers looking for?

 Academic potential to succeed

 Valuable & impactful career goals

 Alignment with their vision, mission & values

 Motivation & initiative

 Determination to overcome & learn from adversity

 Writing skills & attention to detail

 Ability to follow instructions

 Academic integrity



Show them you’re making an 
informed decision

 Specific courses you want to take

 Specific faculty you’re interested in working with

 Specific aspects of the program that excite you

 Specific features of the university that attract you

 How the program will support your career goals



Show them the value you will add
 Relevant technical skills you have gained from your 

academic or professional background

 Research you have conducted

 Your personal contribution to relevant projects

 Your professional or academic achievements

 Extracurricular activities that show key transferable skills, e.g.:
 Leadership

 Teamwork

Communication 



How should I get 
started?



Research 
the 
program



Brainstorm some general ideas

 Why do you want to study at graduate level?

 Why are you applying to that particular program?

 What courses or features of the program excite you the most?

 How will your professional and personal experiences add 
value to the program?

 What makes you special?

 How do you plan to use this degree?

 How will this degree contribute to your career and life goals?



Analyze the instructions



Develop an outline
Introduction

Explain your motivation for applying to grad school and how this relates to who you 
are and what you want to do in your career. 

Second paragraph

 The reason(s) for your interest in this particular program.

 Your relevant professional goals.

Third paragraph

 Your relevant experience and accomplishments.

 The value you will add to the program & university.

Conclusion

A brief summary of your SOP that emphasizes your qualifications and good fit with 
the university.



What to avoid
 Failing to follow the instructions or address all parts of the prompt

 Typos and errors in punctuation, spelling or grammar

 An informal style

 Poor writing (unclear structure, lack of paragraphs, long sentences)

 Your life story or irrelevant information

 No concrete examples of your experience & achievements

 Telling them what they already know (e.g. a top-ranking university)

 Dishonesty or inauthenticity (writing what you think they want to read)

 Plagiarism


