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Student Forum

Applying to Doctoral Training Programs in
Clinical Psychology: Writing an Effective

Personal Statement

John P. Forsyith and Edelgard Wodtert, SUNY at Albany

EDrror's NOTL:

This arcicle was oniginally accepted under the edivorship of Archur Nezu, Ph 1D,

pplying to graduare school o chimi-

cal psychology can be dauncng,

tine consuming, and seressful.
Admissions commiceees typically require
informarion from multiple sources includ-
ing rranscripes, lecters of reference, scores
sn standardized cests, curriculum  virae,
ind a personal staterment, also called
statement  of  interest  or  purpose.
Admission into a docroral program mn
“linical psychology is highly competitive,
wnd it 15 not ar all uncommon thae 130 to
200 studenes apply for 8 to 10 openings in
1 given program. Therefore, preparing a
comypelling  application s of utmost
mportance and requires careful planning
ind atention to detail. (For a berter
wnderstanding of the general admissions
arocess, we recommend that you read the
ruidelines on how to apply to graduate
ichool by Hayes and Hayes, 19893,

Your personal statement constitutes an
mportant part of your application as it
eaves the reader with a “first impression”
of who you are as a person. Unfortunarely,
n our experience this first impression is all
oo often a negative one. After reading
rountless personal statements from stu-
lents applying to our Ph.D. training pro-
rram in clinical psychelogy, we have come
o the conclusion that many applicants
rave either been ill-advised or they have
wen well-advised but have not heeded
heir mentors’ recommendations. How
Ise could we explain why so many stu-
lents struggle when addressing key ques-
ions such as why they are interested in
linical psychology, what they wish 1o
ccomplish with a docroral degree, and
ww our program c<an help them to
chieve their professional aspirations? An
nsophisticated approach to such ques-
wns is likely to harm an applicant.
“heretore, our intent here is to offer you
ome suggestions for preparing an effec-
ive personal statement. This should max-
mize your chances of getting into gradu-
te school, provided that your back-
round and general accomplishments
jualify you for admission.
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What Is a Personal Statement?

A personal scatement 15 like the
ubstract of a paper, Its purpose is for you
to provide a succinet overview of your
incerescs, talents, skills, and relevant expe-
riences, discuss your shore- and long-
range career goals, and make a compelling
cuse for how you fic with the training pro-
gram w which you are applying. As an
abscract, it should be brief (maximally 2
single-spaced pages, using a standard 12-
point typeface) and contain all pertinent
information in concise form, You definite-
ly want faculty on the admissions com-
mittee o read your statement, and you
will Increase your chances if your state-
ment 15 short, focused, and to the point,

Remember, with your personal state-
ment you are lntroducing yourself to fac-
ulty who are selecting from a large pool of
applicants, You are competing wich other
applicants, many of whom may have
GPAs and GRE scores equal to, or better
th';,lf], yOLl[’S, YOLII' PCI’SUIIHI starement
affords you the opportunity o distinguish
yoursell from che bulk of applicants. Use
it to present yourself as an individual who
is determined and confident, but humble.
Highlight your assets without misrepre-
senting facts or exaggerating your talents.
Use it also te acknowledge and convine-
ingly dispel any liabilicy o your applica-
tion such as an uncharactensucally low
grade or GRE score. You will maximize
your chances of admission if you can con-
vince the readers of your stacement that
you have what it rakes to successfully per-
form in a clinical graduate program, that
your aspirations fit well with the goals of
the program, and thar any experiences
and skills you have previcusly acquired are
televant to the research intcrests of facul-
ty with whom you would like to work.

Know Your Audience and Keep
Them in Mind

Your application will be reviewed by
Ph.D.-level academicians whose main
pursuits are rescarch, scholarship, and
teaching. These faculty members, with

too much to do and too lircle tme to doit,
often must review the materials of 150 rc
200 applicants in a very short period tc
narrow down the pool to a handful of
promising candidates. Their mamn concern
is to dentify students with outstanding
qualifications, a solid academic back-
ground, and research interests chat march
their own and that arc comparible wich
the philosophy of cheir training program,
In other words, if you wanr to “join the
¢lub,” you musz fic in.

“Fit” is very important because many
programs  operate  according to an
“apprenticeship model™: They admit stu-
dents o work with a specific faculty mem-
ber who will funcrion as their advisor and
research menror. Before applying, it is
therefore essencial char you do your home-
work and learn as much as you can about
faculty intcreses and che general cheoreti-
cal oricnration of a given program. This
will prevent you from making cormmon
miscakes such as applying to a psychoana-
lytic program when you are interested in
behaviorism, or expressing a desire to con-
duct research in schizophrenia when no
one on the faculty has any incerest in this
area, Mistakes of thar kind make you
appear as if you applied haphazardly or
are wocfully uninformed about the admis-
S1I0N Process.

Another common mistake is when stu-
dents “tailor” their personal statement to
fir a specific program when in reality they
neither share the research interests of the
faculty nar the philosophical orientation
of the program. Although this stracegy
may be successful, it is risky because it
may land you in a program in which you
will not be happy. Imagine that you were
admirted to a program wich a strong com-
mirment to research when your rrue incer-
ests lie in conducring psychotherapy. You
may find the research requirements insur-
mountable, feel distllusioned, and evencu-
ally even drop out. The net resulc would
be a lor of unnecessary cost and wasted
effort both on your part as well as on the
parc of faculty who were cager to train
you.

Basic Structure of an Effective
Personal Statement

Ina pcrsonaI statement y{)l_l are USUH.I-
ly asked to address three questions. First,
why are you interested in clinical psychal-
ogy and what is your motivation to pursue
graduate-level training? Second, whar
goals do you intend to accomplish with a
doctoral degree in clinical psychology?
Third, how do you think the program to
which you are applying will allow you to
achieve your goals? Before dealing with
each of these questions more specifically,
let us hasten to add that you should not
interpret the following guidelines as hard
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and fast rules. They are stmply meant as
suggestions to help you to compose an
effective statement of interest.

I Became Inverested in Poyohology Becawse...

Many applicants misinterpret this
quéstions as a request for some kind of
justificacion: “I need to find a reason for
why I want to become a clinical psycholo-
gist.” In their search for reasons, it is not
uncommon for students to resort to some
profound personal experience. We have
read scarements where applicants recount-
ed their own battles with addiction and
recovery, thetr struggles with manic-
depressive disorder, or the cffects of wit-
nessing 4 parent’s mental illness as reasons
for wanting to pursue a career in clinical
psychology. While such life experiences
may well have influenced your decision to
pursuc 2 Ph.D., the personal stacemenr is
not the time or place ro recount them.
Remember your audience! Your statement
will be read by academicians who are
scholars and, as such, are interesced in
recruiting students with an incrinsic
curiosity about psychology. They want o
train psychologists who hold promise of
advancing the field by emulating the
scholarly endeavors of the faculty
Necdless to say, they are skeptical of indi-
viduals whose main motivation for enter-
ing the field is gaining a perspective on
some painful personal experiences.

In describing how you became inter-
ested in clinical psychology, concenrrace
on  specific  professional  experiences.
Summarize relevant research, teaching,
and human services cxperiences. Mention
faculty with whom you have worked or
had meaningful contact at your under-
graduate institution. In other words, cite
any pertinent contacts and academic or
tesearch endeavors that aroused your
interest un cluncal psychology and instilled
the desire in you to pursue graduate-level
training. Ler us tllustrace this point with
an excerpt from an acrual statement of
Interest:

I graduated with high honovs from —
where I double-magored in Pyychology and
English. Duving my andergraduate stwid-
ies, 1 bad several opportumities to berome
Tuvolved in conceptualizing, comducting,
and publishing psychological research, |
also served as a leaching assistant to the
mmstractor of two Introductovy prychology
Convies, | .

The applicant then described her per-
ticipation in several research projects that
culminared in presentations at scientific
mcetings and publications:

Under the supervision of Dr. X, T war
invelved in vesearch on child witness testi-
mony. I co-authoved o study evaluating
Latwyer-child commaunication which found
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that cevtain farms of intervogation typical-
by wsed by lawyers significantly obfuscate
courtvoom commamnicalion. Preliminary
resulis from this study were presented at the
1994 meeting of the — Sogdety and a
mannicvipt  descvibing this study was
recently accepted for publication in the
Jouernal . ..

The applicant also had acquired
human services experiences and succinetly
described her experience as a summer
camp counsclor for disadvantaged nner-
city children and her training as a crisis
counselor for a universicy hotline. Finally,
she briefly elaborated on her responsibili-
vies as a teaching assistant and highlighe-
ed her skills in preparing lecture materi-
als, administering tests, conducting cxam
review sessions, and helping studenrs with
writing assignments. This introduction
created a very favorable impression of the
applicane as an mrtelligent, well-rounded
young woman. She had cbviously caken
care o prepare herself well for docroral
studies and had acquired experiences in a
number of pertinen: arcas that would
facilitate her transition from undergradu-
ate to graduare school.

I Am Puvining a Ph.D. in Clinical
Pyychology Becanse . . .

A second imporeant pare of a personai
starement is comprised of a discussion of
your gaals. When describing future career
plans, be specific and aveid cliches, It is
probably unwisc to say that you want an
advanced degree in psychelogy o be able
"to help people” or “to open a private
practice.” These statements are unlikely
to impress academic psychologists, not
because there is anything intrinsically
wrong with wanting to help people but
because they are platitudes and reflect
either thar you have not thought much
about your future career plans or that you
have little ambition. A Ph.D. in clinical
psychology is an advanced social seferce
degree. Overemphasizing your applied
rather than sclentific interests in the pro-
fession will minimize your chances.

Another common mistake is a vague
statement such as, 1 have very broad
intereses and would like to srudy many
different aspects of psychology before
deciding on a career goal.” Here the read-
er is left with the impression that you have
not given sufficient thoughe as to why you
would like to pursue a doctoral degree.

The best strategy is to appear focused
and ro link your current interests in some
way to your long-range career plans. At
the same time, you should convey that
you are open to learning more and devel-
oping additional interests. The applicant
cited above was able to achieve this very
successfully:

I am interested in improving the qual-
ity of services provided to childven who fall
within the interface of law and mental
health. Continwing my vessarch on child
WELHESS Festimeny Is ong means to this end.
1 am, however, open to gaining clinical and
rasearch experience invalving adult popula-
tions, especially in the aréar of domestic
violence and child abuse. My wltimate goal
I te gilamn an dcadensic fosztion, ay Dhis
would alloy me to comtinae to purine my
vesearch intevests while alw teaching stu-
dentv ghout the interface of prychology and
the legal system. Afternatively, I might
consider @ non-academic policy-making
position that would allow me move divecely
to imprave policymaking and oljent seveiv-
er. Ir either cave. | wonld want to vemain
involved In service delivery {e.g., by work-
Ing with childven who are victims of abuse)
ar I believe that client comtact teamed with
active vesearvch involvement will best enable
me to be succeisfal in my chosen profession,

I Hate Chosen Your Program Becane . .

Last, bur not least, you need o estal
lish a link between your experience an
interests and why you would like to pu
suc Ph.D. rtraining in the program t
which you are applying. We strongl
advise you against a generic statement t
fiv all programs. At the very least, vo
should railor che lasc parr of your seare
ment to each individual program an
show how chis parricular program fit
with your training experiences and furur
goals. In the age of the Internet, there |
ney excuse for not knowing derails abour
program, faculty research intcrests, an
the like, given that most PhD. program
have web sites with large amounes of cele
vant informarion available. (For Inteenc
addresses of specific universities try heep
//www.psych-web.com/resource
depelist.hem).

As many programs recrait students fo
individual labs, it is appropriate to men
tion faculrty with whem you would like t
wark. This requires that you have careful
ly investigared Dr. Smith's and De. Jones
research programs and show how you
background and research interests it with
theirs, If you mention specific faculn
members, make sure they work in the ares
to which you are applying. Recuesting
admission ro a cfinical program and ating
that you would like co work with Dr. X
who is a sociel psychologist will make you
look uminformed and natve. See how elo
quently our previously cited applicam
addressed the question of why she chose ¢
glvtn Program;

For seveval veasons, | would be strongly
fnterested in graduate study in your Ph.D.
pragram. First, given the breadth of facal-
ry imerests and Ivalming opportunities,
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your program offers the broad-based train-
ing I consider necessary for the development
of effective psychologists. Second, with its
strong emphasis on vesearch, your program
would afford me the intensive research
training 1 am seeking and teach me how to
utilize my research skills to promote social
and legal policy reform. Finally, 1 would
velish the opportunity to collaborate in
research such as Dr. X's child eyewitness
testimony and Dr. Y's jury decision making
projects as this research corresponds to my
own background and interests.

Dos and Doen’ts of an Effective
Personal Statement

Aside from addressing the three specif-
ic questions discussed previously, there are
some general guidelines of what to do and
what to avoid in order to increase the
effectiveness of your personal statement.

Some General Dos

1. Use active voice.

2. Use a spell checker. If need be, have
a qualified person read your state-
ment to ensure that it is written in
grammatically and stylistically
proper English.

3. Drop names, but do not overdo it.
Mention faculty and professionals
who have mentored you or with
whom you have had meaningful
professional contacts (e.g., research
or human services supervision).

4. Highlight relevant skills and experi-
ences from your vita, but do so
humbly.

5. Show not only what you expect
from, but also what you can con-
tribute to a graduate program.
Faculty are likely to be willing to
invest in training you to the degree
that you look like a good invest-
ment.

6. Edit, and edit again.

wome General Don’ts

1. Avoid being long-winded.

2. Avoid highlighting “red flags” (i.e.,
personal liabilities that may lead
committee members to question
your ability to handle the rigors of
graduate training).

3. Avoid being flashy or overly dra-
matic. With advances in computer-
ized desktop publishing, it is easy to
get carried away. For instance, we
recently had one applicant prepare
her personal statement as a newslet-
ter, with columns ritled, “Who Is
Mary Jane?” “Why Did Mary Jane
Choose Albany?” “What Does Mary
Jane Like to Do With Her Free
Time?", and so on. Similarly, avoid
favorite personal quotes or phrases

yne 1999

chances of getting admitted into the pro-
gram of your choice. We hope that our
suggestions are helpful and wish you good
luck in your application process.

designed to catch the reader’s atten-

tion. The best way to get attention

is by showing that you have relevant
skills, experiences, and interests.

As we stated in the beginning, your

personal statement is but one element in

your overall dossier. By itself, it will nei-
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