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THE PERSONAL STATEMENT

What is a personal statement?


A personal statement is your opportunity to highlight the qualities you have which will gain you entry to your chosen course at university.

As a SWAP student with a bit of life experience behind you, you should have plenty of material you can draw upon to write a positive and engaging statement that will convince the university selector that you should have a place.

The key is to link your life experiences to your present academic work in college, showing that you have the skills and qualities to stand you in good stead for study in higher education.  You still have some time before you complete your SWAP programme, so you will need to draw upon your experience at college so far, but if you will be submitting your application to the college in mid-December, you will by then have had around three months of experience in the college setting that you can draw upon.
You should also think carefully about which of your experiences and achievements will make your application stand out. Work your way through this booklet and complete all the exercises to help you make the most of your opportunity.

This booklet is an essential part of your SWAP ‘Preparation for Higher Education’. You can work through it on your own, with fellow students or as part of your guidance session with your tutor. It is most likely you will use a combination of all three.

Where do I start?

The first thing you must do is gather as much information as you can about the degree course on which you’d like to enrol. This may sound obvious but many students have a clear idea about the final career they aspire to but do not have enough information about the steps in between.  Even though you might be set on a particular career, your personal statement should reflect your understanding that there are steps you must take before you get there.
Also, remember that your SWAPWest Learner Agreement refers to a place in higher education, not a place on a particular course or at a particular institution. The reason for this is very simple – as you go through your SWAP programme you may discover abilities you did not know you had, find options available to you that you have not previously considered or for some other reason your choice of route may change.  

For now, we will concentrate on making sure your personal statement highlights all your relevant personal and academic qualities.

RESEARCHING YOUR UNIVERSITY & COURSE:
· Spend some time looking at the university web sites and reviewing general information about the universities you will apply to
· Have a close look at your chosen academic faculty/department 
· Obtain information about the way the course is structured 
· Read about the assessment systems used by your chosen university 
· Think about all the options open to you, not just your first choice
· Make sure you have a ‘fall back’ position (a ‘Plan B’)
· Investigate your ‘fall back’ options as thoroughly as your first choice
MEETING YOUR DEADLINE:
The deadline by which you must submit your UCAS form will be 15th January.  However, your college will likely ask you to submit your application before the winter break (in December), so that your tutor will have time to review it and supply a reference for you. If you leave it until the last minute, you could cause unnecessary stress for yourself and your college tutors, so don’t procrastinate. It is essential that you do not miss the deadline for your application. Universities are not required to consider any applications received after January 15th.
Consult the SWAP Progression Routes document (available from SWAP or your tutor from around the end of October) and ask your tutor for advice if you are unsure about the application process and writing your personal statement.  Be organised; plan well in advance and make sure you allow sufficient time for your tutor (and your external referee, if you have one) to complete your references.
GATHERING INFORMATION: NOTES

Make a list of all the documents, dates or anything else you need to gather, i.e. dates and details of work experience, placements or qualifications gained from work or previous study
Do not rely on your memory for important information – always check your facts or at least indicate where you have any doubts.  Ensure you do this before you start writing even the first draft. There is nothing more annoying than having to break off in the middle to rummage through cupboards for some vital piece of evidence. Even more importantly, it breaks your train of thought.

List of items and important dates

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 
On this and the following pages there are exercises for you to try. They are designed to get you thinking about what to include in your personal statement – and what to leave out. You may want to do the exercises on your own, but working with someone else can be helpful too.  Remember to focus on those qualities which will make you stand out as a suitable candidate for study in Higher Education.
EXERCISE ONE

Before you start your personal statement, think of some key words or phrases that describe the qualities that make a good student.  Try to come up with at least four other key words or phrases, then jot down at least one specific example that demonstrates how your qualities/skills match up: 
	A good student...
	is motivated (goes above and beyond the basic requirements)

	My example:

	In addition to my main work-shadowing experience in the veterinary practice, I have also been a regular volunteer at my local animal shelter since 2010, walking the dogs, cleaning the kennels and assisting the staff with basic animal care.


	A good student...
	

	My example:

	

	A good student...
	 

	My example:

	

	A good student...
	 

	My example:

	

	A good student...
	 

	My example:

	

	
	 

	

	


EXERCISE TWO

The list below is designed to get you thinking about the various elements you may be planning to include in your personal statement or which may support your application. Refer also to the descriptions and examples you noted down in the previous exercise.
Tick each item on the list below if you think it definitely should be included in your Personal Statement: 
____ Evidence of related work experience

____ A list of your non-academic achievements

____ References from employers

____ A brief summary of your core skills

____ Information about the course you are applying to

____Your C.V.

____ Posts of responsibility that you hold in clubs or societies

____ Posts of responsibility that you held previously (e.g. at school)
____ Evidence of personal strengths (e.g. persistence)
____ Examples of any personal difficulties you have overcome

____ Reasons why you want to enrol on this degree course

____ Interesting anecdotes about you

____ Evidence of your maturity 

____ Your long-term plans

Now compare your answers with those of other students in your class.

Do you all agree on what items are essential to include on a Personal Statement? Note that there is no definitive list – this is a PERSONAL statement – but on the next page you will find some pointers to help you.

Remember also that it’s not enough merely to claim certain qualities or skills; you must also give examples showing how you can demonstrate your ability or your experience of each.
On the following page are some suggestions for each of the categories listed above:
1. Evidence of related work experience?
Any evidence of work experience should be recent – you are aiming to show how you have developed and what kind of a person you are now. If you have not had much experience related to your chosen course (especially if it is a vocational course such as social work or teaching), try to bring out those aspects of your personal experience which can be transferred. This could include, for example, experience in problem-solving or working as part of a team.
2. A list of your non-academic achievements?
Any such inclusion should refer to recent experiences (within the past few years). The fact that you won the egg-and-spoon race at primary school is not really a good example and inclusion of such information could detract from the message you’re trying to get across to the universities. Again, you must say how your achievements have helped you develop appropriate skills such as problem-solving or working with others
3. References from employers?
These should not be included in any detail except perhaps in the context of point 1 above. The personal statement is primarily an academic statement.
4. A brief summary of your core skills?
The SQA recognise five Core Skills: Communication, Numeracy, I.T. Skills, Working with Others and Problem Solving; any of these can be highlighted within some of the other categories on this list but remember that any core skills you claim to have must be substantiated by evidence (examples). 
5. Information about the course you are applying to?
You must find out as much as possible about the course(s) you are applying to. Although several universities may run similar courses, the mode of delivery is not always the same.  The selectors will want to know that you have researched their course and have good reasons for choosing it.
6. Your C.V.?
Your C.V. should always be kept up-to-date and you should provide a copy to your tutor to help him/her write your reference. You should not simply paste information from your C.V. into your Personal Statement but you may find it handy to have a copy nearby for reference as you are writing.
7. Responsible posts you hold in clubs or societies

This kind of information can be useful to help you demonstrate skills or qualities that you have; however, you should keep this brief and select only the most important/relevant posts. 
8. Responsible posts you held previously, e.g. at school

These are not important and should not be included unless you had some outstanding achievement that relates to your course choices. 
9. Evidence of personal strengths, e.g. persistence

Note that the word here is ‘evidence’. Just because people tell you that they think you would do really well is not evidence; you must provide specific examples that support any claims you make. Refer back to Exercise One.
10. Examples of any personal difficulties you have overcome

Very important – It is true what they say: “It’s not the problems you face in life, but the way you deal with them that matters.” If you can demonstrate an ability to cope with difficult situations it will stand you in good stead in the future. If you missed the chance to enter higher education earlier in life, state clearly why you were not able to take advantage of the opportunities first time around and outline what you have learned and how you have developed since then.
11. Reasons why you want to enrol on this degree course

Very important – This should be a main focus of your Personal Statement. Vague aspirations are of no help to the selector; you must be specific about what motivates you and demonstrate a solid understanding of what the course will require of you as a student
12. Interesting anecdotes about you

Absolutely not – Do not include “interesting anecdotes” about you unless they are (a) of direct relevance to one of the categories above and (b) can be substantiated with evidence of relevant skills/qualities. Your Personal Statement should reflect positively on the skills and qualities you possess that will make you a good student of your chosen subject. Be rational and clear; you won’t benefit from a statement that tries too hard to be cute or funny. 
13. Evidence of your maturity 

As a mature student you have acquired life skills that will stand you in good stead as a university student; think about what you have learned as a result of living life, holding down a job, being a partner and/or parent, working with a wide variety of people, being responsible, maintaining a household, etc. Use this information (and specific examples) to demonstrate how well suited you are to the university course you’re applying for – it can really strengthen your application.
14. Your long-term plans

No one expects you to know exactly what you will be doing in ten years’ time, but you can demonstrate in your Personal Statement how you think the degree you’re applying for could help you with your long-term plans. It can also be used to show that you have a mature approach to your studies. For example, you may be applying for a degree in Maths because you know that it is a good foundation degree for further study, but it can also help you qualify for a wide variety of employment opportunities. Avoid coming across as too fixated on a single path; your Personal Statement should reflect a strong interest in your chosen subject, but a flexible attitude about how you will progress.
EXERCISE THREE

There are three blank sections below.  Fill in each one with as much information as you can. Do not worry at this stage about being selective or producing perfectly polished sentences – that comes later. For now, just jot down your first thoughts in response to each note: 
Section One

Why I want to undertake this degree

Notes

· make the introductory sentence short

· say why you are applying for this course in particular

· show your understanding of the subject

· say why it interests you

· state why this in particular is your career goal

Section Two

My past experiences and how they show my suitability for this degree

Notes

· Show evidence of your academic ability

· Describe any voluntary work

· Highlight appropriate interests

· State relevant work experience

· Show the development of your skills in previous employment or study

· Include anything which shows you have been able to reflect on and learn from your experience.

Section Three

Other skills/achievements I have which make me interesting and unique

Notes

· Write down any interesting leisure activities or hobbies, and how they contribute to your development or demonstrate your skills
· Write down any responsibilities you hold/have held and how they have helped you

· Show evidence of a high level of core skills and how you achieved these

· Record any other experiences which have shaped the decision you are now making

After you have completed all three of the sections above, look at the checklist on the next page and delete those items from your lists which are not relevant (or add more information if required.)
Checklist for Personal Statement

Section One

Is there evidence you can:
· Research thoroughly

· Be focused

· Show commitment to this area

· Demonstrate understanding of what is involved

· Show knowledge of the area?
Section Two

Do your statements in this section:
· Highlight your maturity and experience

· Demonstrate your skills

· Show how you can cope with a new environment

· Give examples of how you have learned from experience, including voluntary work

· Include all relevant work experience?
Section Three

Have you shown the ability in this section to:
· Be selective

· Highlight recent events

· Include any significant responsibilities you have or have recently had
· Demonstrate what you have learned in developing core skills?
You should also look back now at your notes from the ‘Gathering Information’ exercises.
The selector has a limited time to read each applicant’s statement. You must therefore:
· Keep to the number of words/characters allowed

· Structure your statement carefully – make an outline and stick to it
· Check and re-check all spelling, grammar and punctuation (don’t rely on the computer spell-check; it won’t catch everything)

· Eliminate unnecessary words 

· Keep the sentences short; don’t use over-elaborate language
· Ask someone totally unconnected with the course to read it over and give you feedback; if they can easily understand it, you’re doing well 
· Avoid jargon and clichés
On the next page you will find an example of a personal statement. Read it through and identify both good and bad points. Try to do this as a group/class exercise.

Mock Personal Statement

Read through the following extract from a personal statement and identify

· Five points to delete (draw a line through what should be deleted)
· Five points to retain (highlight or underline what should be kept)
When you have done this try re-writing the statement in no more than 100 words (remember it is only an extract) and compare your version with the information at the back of the booklet. Again, you should do this as a group or as a class exercise. Your tutor will have a checklist which will help you, once you have completed the exercise.

Personal Statement (Extract)

School is not always an enjoyable place. As for me, myself, I wanted to get out into the world as soon as possible and earn money.  My previous job was very demanding but although I had financial rewards, I found that at the end of the day I was not satisfied with the way my life was going. I seemed to be working very hard and that was not for me.

My last job meant that I had to work very long hours with little time for my personal life and my many hobbies, some of which I have had to give up to do this SWAP programme. I always got the jobs finished on time through my ability to lead a team, but I found that there was a certain je ne sais quoi about the whole experience.

I quickly realised that my future did not lie in this direction and spent a lot of time asking friends and relatives what they thought I should do. My friend Keith said I had always been good with people and I would make a great psychologist. So there it was. I realised I needed a challenge – I felt great waves of relief sweep over me as I realised that a challenge would improve my whole life.

The company I worked for, terrible though it was, had a good on-the-job training scheme and I chose that company partly because of this on-the-job training scheme. I went on a lot of training courses and managed to get a lot of certificates which meant that I was promoted very quickly and as a result of all this training I was earning a really good salary for my age, but I found that I had little or no job satisfaction and that all the money did not make up for this.

But I did realise I could study and achieve my goal. I did not lack ability but opportunity. In the future I would like to work in a more demanding job like criminal psychology that gives me job satisfaction as well as a lot of money.

My remaining hobbies are hill walking, chess, cinema, modern music, stamp collecting, volunteering with the PDSA, the Kidscape Charity and the local choir. (375 words; 1,935 characters with spaces)
Referring to the above mock personal statement, complete the exercise below (giving reasons for each of your choices) and then compare your ideas with the ‘Guidance Notes for Mock Personal Statement’, which you can download from SWAP Prep for HE web pages.
Mock Personal Statement (Extract)

Five points to delete or change
1.

2.

3.

4

5.

Five points to retain

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Other points to note

Revised personal statement in 100 words or less

Your Personal Statement


Before you begin this section, look back at all the exercises you have completed so far. If you need to gather information such as dates of previous employment, make sure you have all the information to hand before you start writing (see pages 3–5)

You will write at least two drafts of your personal statement.  This will be the only opportunity you have to ‘talk to’ the universities’ academic selectors.  Use the first draft process to get all your thoughts on paper, group together the various notes you’ve made and incorporate your key words, phrases and examples.  Don’t be too critical at this point and don’t worry about writing perfectly polished sentences – just get the basic information on a page!
Once you’ve written your first draft you can edit it, removing unnecessary words or phrases, choosing more appropriate ways of expressing yourself, ensuring that you focus on what really needs to be said.  

Writing your Personal Statement is more of a process than a single event; your final version will come after at least one more draft. Leave yourself plenty of time for each of these stages. A few more pointers:  
· Don’t forget to go over your work carefully to check for errors of spelling, grammar or punctuation or omitted words. 
· Read it out loud. You don’t need an audience – just read it to your pet or read it to a friend over the phone. Reading aloud will help you catch any awkward sentences, missing punctuation or typos.

· Ask someone outside of your course to read through it and give you feedback. 

· Check your statement against the mock personal statement to make sure you have none of the ‘errors’ listed. 

· After you have completed your Personal Statement and you’re satisfied with it, take a break and re-read it a day later when your mind is fresh.

· Remember to keep a copy! 
First draft
Second draft

Final Version

Personal Statement Checklist

Finally look back at what you have written and check the following: 
I have written the correct number of words or characters

I have checked and re-checked spelling, punctuation and grammar


I have deleted any unnecessary words or phrases
I have stated things in positive terms and avoided complaints

I have avoided any jargon or clichés


I have focused on essential elements and avoided irrelevant material 

I have made the most of my experience (work, study, hobbies, etc.)

I am convincing in my reasoning about my choice of subject/career


I have shown knowledge of the subject area that I wish to pursue


I have highlighted everything that makes me stand out as a candidate


I have asked someone external (and with the necessary checking skills) to check it all












The Learner Agreement advises you to apply for five UCAS choices. If you decide to apply for a course that is not one of SWAP’s specific progression routes then you must consult with the SWAPWest office first to ensure you are not wasting a choice.
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