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T H E  G O A L  O F  A P P L I C AT I O N  M AT E R I A L S

• Think like an admissions committee member: What is the purpose of the 
admission application process?  Discuss.



T H E  G O A L  O F  A P P L I C AT I O N  M AT E R I A L S

• Think like an admissions reader: I want to select a cohort of students with 
the best chance of succeeding in our program. 

• You need to show them that that is you: 

• Show them that you are the best fit for their program. 

• Show them that they are the best fit for your career goals. 

• Show them you have done your homework and you’re not just sending 
the same letter to every school!

K E E P  T H I S  G O A L  I N  
M I N D  T H R O U G H O U T  

A L L  W R I T I N G ! !



T E L L  A  S T O R Y

• This is NOT a place for creative writing!! 

-BUT- 

• You do want to tell the story of you as a competent student with clear goals 
that you are driven and pursuing and you belong in their program. 

• This is the theme of the personal statement.  Write everything toward this 
theme!



N O W  S O M E  D O ’ S  A N D  D O N T ’ S  
F O R  A C H I E V I N G  T H AT  T H E M E

D I S C L A I M E R :  M O S T  O F  T H E  E X A M P L E S  A R E  F R O M  A S T R O N O M Y  
B E C A U S E  T H AT  I S  M Y  W O R L D !



D O N ’ T:  PA S S I V E  V O I C E / PA S S I V E  V E R B S !

• This is my #1 complaint about essays and I harp on it with EVERYONE. 

• Passive voice is boring and imprecise. 

• Passive verbs are boring to read and they paint you as a passive participant 
while things happen to you, instead of you being the driving force in your 
education and experiences.

D O :  A C T I V E  V O I C E / A C T I V E  V E R B S !



PA S S I V E  V S  A C T I V E  V O I C E

• Active voice puts the subject first. 

• “Jimmy stole the cookies” 

• Passive voice puts the object first.   

• “The cookies were stolen by Jimmy.” 

• Passive voice is often used intentionally to obscure the actor. 

• “We regret that the sensitive documents were leaked.”

Watch out for “be” verbs! 
Those are a signpost of passive 

voice/passive verbs



Image source: Learn Easy English https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZEB4IFWWQG4



S O M E T I M E S  PA S S I V E  V O I C E  I S  I N T E N T I O N A L

• “The woman was sentenced to five years in jail” 

• We all know who the actor is and it’s not important to the story.  The 
emphasis is on the fact that the woman was sentenced to jail. 

• “The judge sentenced the woman to five years in jail” 

• Now the sentence is active voice and the emphasis is on the judge’s 
action.

B U T  R E M E M B E R  W H AT  
T H E  G O A L  O F  T H E  
E S S AY  I S  H E R E ! ! ! !

Examples from: https://blog.reedsy.com/active-vs-passive-voice/



Y O U R  T U R N :   
1 :  I D E N T I F Y  T H E  “ B E ”  V E R B  
2 :  R E W R I T E  T H E  S E N T E N C E  I N  A C T I V E  V O I C E  W I T H  A C T I V E  V E R B

• The thanksgiving dinner with cranberry sauce and stuffing was eaten by 
everyone, including Jill and Nick. 

• Jerry had been given twenty gifts for his birthday by his family.  His parents 
were given a discount by their friend Jimmy. 

• In my research project I was able to construct a model of galaxy formation 
using a public simulation software. 

• In undergrad I was involved in developing a new outreach program to local 
middle schools

Some examples borrowed from: https://www.flocabulary.com/lesson/active-vs-passive-voice-examples/



PA S S I V E  B O N U S :  F R A M I N G  Y O U R S E L F  I N  A N  
A C T I V E  R O L E
• It’s not really passive voice, but be aware of sentences that paint you in a 

passive posture verses and active one 

• Passive role: “I became familiar with the new python package” 

• Active role: “I familiarized myself with the new python package”



D O :  C O N S I D E R  Y O U R  A U D I E N C E

• Don’t assume your reader will be familiar with all the jargon in your field.  
Aim for an educated reader who is not in your field.

From: Common GRFP feedback: http://www.loganpearcescience.com/resources/GRFP_common_feedback.pdf

http://www.loganpearcescience.com/resources/GRFP_common_feedback.pdf


D O :  U S E  S T R O N G  D E C L A R AT I V E  L A N G U A G E

• Remember the point of this essay! 

• “I hope to get a job as university faculty.” 

• “I intend to pursue a career as university faculty.” 

• “I would like to start an outreach program…” 

• “I plan to start an outreach program…” 

• Now is not the time for humility.  Don’t paint yourself as lucky to be here. 

• “In 2019 I was fortunate to start a research project in Dr. X’s lab…”



D O N ’ T:  U S E  T H E  P  W O R D ! !

• Do everything in your power to say the same idea without using the word 
“passion”.  Seriously.  AVOID AT ALL COSTS! 

• Remember: show don’t tell.  SHOW them you’re passionate about 
something by describing what you’ve done. 

• See how much more interesting the second version is????

From: Common GRFP feedback: http://www.loganpearcescience.com/resources/GRFP_common_feedback.pdf

http://www.loganpearcescience.com/resources/GRFP_common_feedback.pdf


D O :  T E L L  Y O U R  R E A D E R  W H AT  T O  T H I N K
• Make sure you are clear about what the reader should take away from 

something.  Don’t leave it up to them to connect the dots between two 
ideas, do it for them.

Figure 1: Plot of the number of 
sunspots observed as a function of 

year.

Figure 1: Plot of the number of sunspots observed as a 
function of year. We see a clear cycle in the number of 
sunspots over time, with an 11-year period.  This points 

to some process occurring in the sun’s photosphere 
responsible for the sunspot periodicity.



D O :  C O N S I D E R  B O L D I N G  I M P O R TA N T  T H I N G S  Y O U  
W A N T  T O  B E  S U R E  T H E  R E A D E R  S E E S .

From: http://www.loganpearcescience.com/resources/

http://www.loganpearcescience.com/resources/


D O :  N A M E  D R O P  A N D  I D E N T I F Y  S P E C I F I C S  A B O U T  
T H E  P R O G R A M You are the best 

place for me to 
carry out my 
career goals

Look here are 
specific people I 
want to work 
with.

Look here are 
specific things 
about your 
program I am 
excited about

Look I’ve heard 
about how great 
your program is!  
I also like 
Tucson!

You’re perfect 
for me and I’m 
perfect for you!

From: http://www.loganpearcescience.com/resources/

http://www.loganpearcescience.com/resources/


P E R S O N A L  S TAT E M E N T  V S .  S TAT E M E N T  O F  
P U R P O S E

• They are not the same thing, so don’t write the same kind of essay for both.  
Be CLEAR about which one they are asking for. 

• Your turn: Given the names of the two types of essay, what do you think the 
goal of each is?  What is the application committee member looking to get 
out of each of them?



Table source and more good info: https://www.prepscholar.com/gre/blog/statement-of-purpose-vs-personal-statement/

https://www.prepscholar.com/gre/blog/statement-of-purpose-vs-personal-statement/


D O :  TA I L O R  Y O U R  M AT E R I A L S  T O  T H E  S P E C I F I C  
P R O G R A M  Y O U  A R E  A P P LY I N G  T O

• YOUR TURN: Check out my program’s grad admissions solicitation: https://
www.as.arizona.edu/graduate-admissions, application booklet:  https://
www.as.arizona.edu/sites/default/files/Graduate_Booklet%2022-23_1.pdf, and mission 
of the grad program: https://www.as.arizona.edu/mission-our-graduate-program 

• Answer the following questions: 

•  What application materials are required? 

• What is the goal of the program that you should tailor your essay to? 

• What are some high-level things the program values that you should be sure to hit 
in your essay?

https://www.as.arizona.edu/graduate-admissions
https://www.as.arizona.edu/graduate-admissions
https://www.as.arizona.edu/sites/default/files/Graduate_Booklet%2022-23_1.pdf
https://www.as.arizona.edu/sites/default/files/Graduate_Booklet%2022-23_1.pdf
https://www.as.arizona.edu/mission-our-graduate-program


S O M E  T H I N G S  I  N O T I C E D :



T R A I N  
I N D E P E N D E N T  

S C I E N T I S T S

Your essay better say you want to pursue a 
career in science research, and highlight your 
independence in research activity in the past

E M P H A S I Z E  
S U C C E S S  I N  

O R I G I N A L  
R E S E A R C H

Discussion of past research experience should 
highlight originality and your unique 
contribution to current scientific areas.

VA L U E S  
I N T E R A C T I V E  
C O M M U N I T Y

Mention how you’ve 
participated in 
scientific community 
in the past and how 
this is a strong 
selling point for this 
program for you.



D I S T I N G U I S H E D  
FA C U LT Y

T E L E S C O P E  A N D  
C O M P U T I N G  
R E S O U R C E S

L E A D E R S H I P  I N  
T H E  N E X T  
D E C A D E

L A R G E  
C O M M U N I T Y

S PA N S  A  L O T  O F  
D I S C I P L I N E S

P R I Z E  A N D  
F U N D I N G  
W I N N I N G



H E AV Y  R E S E A R C H  
E M P H A S I S

C A R E S  A B O U T  S T U D E N T  
S U P P O R T  A N D  Q U A L I T Y  

O F  L I F E

H I G H L I G H T S  T U C S O N  
A N D  O U T D O O R  

A C T I V I T I E S



S U M M A R Y

• DO: 
• Think like an admission committee member 
• Use strong declarative language and active verbs/voice 
• Tell your reader what to think 
• Highlight specifics about their program that are appealing/exciting to 

you 
• DON’T: 

• Use passive voice - look out for “be” verbs! 
• Use the P word! 
• Exercise your creative/poetic writing skills. Be succinct and clear.



• This workshop was written by Logan 
Pearce, 2022 

• More advice and resources available 
on my website 
www.loganpearcescience.com

http://www.loganpearcescience.com

