Putting the person into personal: style, flow, editing and proof reading.
The idea of this presentation is to help you with the style and flow of your
statement, so first, remember that you’re writing for somebody. Admissions tutors
are not some remote, mythical ‘them’ or ‘they’, they’re people. And they’re not
easily fooled. So …
Be careful about using words you’re not sure of. For example If you say that your
chosen subject is ‘infallibly challenging’, they may ask ‘What do you mean by
“infallibly”?’
Quotes can be impressive but they’re too easy to Google. If you use one, make sure
you know a bit about the person who wrote or said it (and some other information
around it).
Like the rest of us, admissions tutors get bored so remember…
Their sense of humour may be different from yours, so don’t do jokes.
And don’t give generalisations. For example, ‘Researching the wider applications of
genetic engineering in agriculture has been very stimulating’ is much more likely to
impress than ‘I enjoy science’.
Don’t use slang, clichés or what you think are ‘posh’, ‘impressive’ words.
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‘A Personal statement is not about where you’ve come from. It’s about where you’re
going.’
The reader wants to hear your voice. The statement is personal, so it needs to be
you, not some style you’re trying to imitate, not posh or fancy words.
You’ve probably been told that your opening paragraph should make an impact – so
spend some time thinking of exactly why you want to study your chosen subject,
what specific aspect first attracted you to it, how and why your interest in it grew.
That might give you something like this:
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Words mean something but can, simultaneously, suggest other things. This
introduction reveals far more than its obvious surface meaning.
For example:
The words ‘recent breakthroughs and beyond’ show that the writer is up to date
with her studies; and ‘reached beyond the lab and contributed to work done by
others’ suggests she is looking to a broader, long term future.
Her acceptance of being ‘part of a team’ shows that it’s not an ego trip. Not only that
but the fact that she recognises that there are other teams working on the same
issues with specific, practical applications indicates that she has a wider perspective.
It’s easy (and lazy) in a personal statement to start sentences with ‘I’. That doesn’t
happen here. It’s the sort of thing you should be noticing at the editing stage in order
to get rid of the repetitions. In this example, we could change ‘I would enjoy being
part of a team etc. ‘ to ‘Being part of a team whose efforts reached beyond the lab
etc…. would be very rewarding’.
We’re talking now about Editing and Flow
Writing isn’t just writing. It needs to go through several phases: writing – gap –
editing – gap – proof-reading. Editing and proof-reading are different skills, so
organise your time so that you leave plenty of space between the three elements.
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You need to lead your reader through your statement carefully, making sure that you
guide her through each development or change of direction.
Editing means changing the order of information, altering the construction of
sentences, moving the elements inside them around, making it all sound better, not
letting sentences or paragraphs tail off weakly.
When you start editing, read it aloud. Check whether your ideas and comments
follow neatly one from the other. If they don’t, try adding phrases such as ‘on the
other hand’, ‘in addition to that’, ‘another example is’, so your reader won’t be
surprised by a sudden shift of subject and ask themselves ‘how did we get here?’ or
‘where am I?’
Even simple words, such as ‘and’,‘but’, ‘however’ can do the trick. The links are as
important as the ideas they’re bringing together. Without them, the reader can get
lost. With good links, your statement flows smoothly from point to point.
The final task is proof reading. When you’ve read it aloud again and again and made
and rechecked all of the edits, leave a gap before starting to proof read it.
This time, go through the text, looking for any errors in specific areas in a systematic
way. What you need to do is concentrate on one thing at a time.
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And this mnemonic, SCRAPT, will help you. It stands for Spelling, Cliches, Repetitions,
Agreements, Punctuation and Typos.
Yes, I know that, if you take Spelling and Typos out of the list, you get a completely
different word – but if it helps you to remember what to do, that’s’ fine.
The list covers the main areas in which errors frequently occur.
Most are pretty obvious, but Agreements may need explaining. It means checking
that subject and verb agree. If the subject is singular, make sure the verb is too. For
example, ‘Application forms ARE complicated’ not ‘Application forms IS complicated’.
Of course, none of you would make that sort of mistake, but be careful. Look at this.
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The subject is ‘a close study’ – singular, but the verb is ‘show’ – plural. It should be ‘a
close study shows’. The mistake has been made because there’s a plural element
(‘Shakespeare’s later plays’) between subject and verb. It’s an easy mistake to make
and that’s why, at the proof-reading stage, it’s important to be systematic about
checking for particular types of error.
I’m going to finish with something that illustrates the importance of both editing and
proofing. It’s the opening of the statement of a successful applicant. I’m sorry it’s so
long but it does show examples of how SCRAPT works.
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It’s relatively interesting, persuasive and I can see why the application was
successful. But it could have been even better.
First, when you read it aloud, you notice that ‘I’ occurs 5 times in the first 3 lines. It
doesn’t take much to correct that. For example: The opportunity to study social work
would help me pursue a long-held desire to make a difference to people’s lives.
Now let’s look at other things a careful edit will notice.
Line 4. ‘Caring for my grandma’ is fine, but not ‘caring for the difficulties she faced’. It
would be more correct to write, ‘Caring for my Grandma and seeing the difficulties
she faced’.
Line 6. ‘Gain more knowledge on’ is awkward. Better would be ‘broaden my
knowledge of’ or, better still, ‘learn more about’.
Line 7. ‘Instilled in me further’ is incorrect usage (you can’t ‘instil something
further’). It’s also rather pompous, artificial terminology especially coming from
someone who writes about ‘my grandma’. It’s stylistically uneven. Trust your own
voice.
Next to last line. You don’t ‘USE empathy’, you ‘HAVE it or FEEL it‘.
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Proofing
Once you’ve corrected things like that, leave as long a gap as possible and then
proof-read it, using SCRAPT to make sure you check things in a systematic way.
Spelling – 2nd line from bottom, ‘in to’ should be one word
Clichés – ‘make a difference to people’s lives’, ‘on a daily basis’, (red)
Repetitions – Social work, I, while, caring, gained/gain, effects, keen. (yellow)
There are no problems with Agreements.
Punctuation – 5th line, comma needed after ‘disease’ and upper case ‘T’ for the
following ‘This’, and in the last line, ‘A skill I’m very keen on developing’ is not a
sentence. A comma after ‘people’ and a lower case ‘a’ corrects the mistake.
Finally, apart from ‘in to’, being two words instead of one, which we spotted at the
editing stage, there are no typos.
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So the main messages are:
Trust your own voice.
Be yourself.
Don’t be tempted by ‘posh’ or ‘clever’ words.
Always write for your reader. Use link words or phrases between sentences and
paragraphs to help them through the stages of your thinking.
Leave long gaps between writing, editing and proof reading.
Good luck with your applications.
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