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ABOUT ME

Emily Daina Saras, MS
PhD Candidate in Sociology
esaras@fsu.edu

RELEVANT JOB EXPERIENCE
• Ascending CEO (Q1 2022), Current Chief Strategy
Officer at Knowli Data Science, a women-owned
analytics and research firm in Tallahassee
• Former: Assistant Director of The Office of
National Fellowships at FSU
AWARDS AND FELLOWSHIPS
• P.E.O. Scholar Award
• Phi Kappa Phi Love of Learning Award
• Segal Education Award (AmeriCorps)
• Massachusetts Promise Fellowship (AmeriCorps)
• Central European University Masters Fellowship
• Smith-Mundt and Fulbright-Hays Grants from US
Embassy, Lithuania
• Fulbright Fellow
• Goldman Undergraduate Research Grantee

ABOUT THE
PERSONAL
STATEMENT

WHAT IS A PERSONAL STATEMENT?
• A tailored snapshot of you
• A writing sample
• A critical thinking exercise
• Your first personal impression to a committee
• Helps breathe life into your application package
• Offers evidence of how you, your mindset, your
projects, and your goals fit with the mission of the
fellowship

WHAT ISN’T A PERSONAL STATEMENT?
•
•
•
•

Your resume in narrative form
A regurgitation of your project plan
A stream-of-consciousness response
Something “unique and creative” (like a series of haikus
or a piece of original sheet music)… it won’t answer
the question, and committees have seen all the
“gimmicks” before!
• A complete representation of you as a person

WHAT’S THE GOAL OF A PERSONAL
STATEMENT? HOW DO I ACHIEVE IT?
An opportunity to show with examples and detail, not
just tell the summary and facts
How do you achieve this?
• Do NOT use explicit language: “You should award me
this fellowship because I am XYZ.”

WHAT’S THE GOAL OF A PERSONAL
STATEMENT? HOW DO I ACHIEVE IT?
How do I achieve this?
• Do use authentic and implicit language: use the narrative form to
demonstrate your fitness for the fellowship by revealing:
– How and what you think,
– Who you are – such as interest, personal qualities, skills, abilities, and
attributes,
– What experiences have shaped you, and helped you develop,
– What has contributed to and helped you discover who you are now, and
– How you fit within the program’s mission, bridging your narrative to the
opportunity.

GETTING STARTED: BEFORE DRAFTING!
ABOUT THEM!
Research and Brainstorm before beginning to draft:
• What is the program looking for in ideal candidates?
– Carefully read the program’s promotional materials for mission, vision, values, current research, etc.
– Talk to current fellows/awardees who succeeded in acquiring the award
– Speak with organization representatives about what they are seeking

• What is the award committee specifically asking for?
– Read the question prompts carefully and annotate them!
– Make note of every point needing an answer… you will need to address answer EVERY aspect of the prompt
– Speak to how you meet the specified qualifications
– Speak to how your values/goals/aspirations match those of the organization

GETTING STARTED: BEFORE DRAFTING!
ABOUT YOU!
Reflect and Brainstorm before beginning to draft:
• What are 3-5 personal characteristics or qualities that you need to demonstrate to the committee
or reviewers to ensure fit?
• What are 2-3 personal experiences, challenges, or impactful moments you need to highlight for the
committee, that may not be clear elsewhere in your application or help “tie together your full
story” with commonalities and connections?
…More prompts at the end of the slide deck! 

SAMPLE
STATEMENT
PROMPTS

WHAT IS THE GENERAL SHAPE OF A
PERSONAL STATEMENT?
• Before thinking about content, think about FORM.
– What is the task at hand?
– What does the prompt specifically ask for?
– What elements should be contained in a personal
statement?
– How should it be structured?
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STATEMENT
STRUCTURE

WHAT IS THE SHAPE OF A PERSONAL
STATEMENT?
ANECDOTE

• Every application might
have different length or
content requirements.
• Here is a general
structure that works well
for MOST personal
statement prompts.

THESIS
ADDRESSING PROMPT DIRECTLY

CONNECTING TO THE FUTURE

THE FIRST PARAGRAPH: THE ANECDOTE
Relevant Anecdote: show us who you
are and your perspective.

ANECDOTE

What is the “friction” or
transformational moment of this
anecdote?

THESIS
ADDRESSING PROMPT DIRECTLY

End with your THESIS STATEMENT:
the one sentence summary.
Try this formula, then personalize:
“As a _____ recipient, I aim to
__(connect to anecdote’s
purpose)__ by ___(action you will
take, purpose of award)__.”

CONNECTING TO THE FUTURE

THE SECOND PARAGRAPH(S):
THE DETAILS
ANECDOTE

• Address the point(s) of the prompt directly in one
or two paragraphs.
• Does the prompt ask you to describe your
qualifications? Do so – but consider covering some
in depth, rather than all in depth.
• Does the prompt ask you to describe your project?
Do so with detail, but avoiding jargon – many
reviewers are very educated, but may not specialize
in your field.
• Does each “point” or “argument” of your personal
statement align with the mission, values, purpose,
and ethos of the award or program?

THESIS
ADDRESSING PROMPT DIRECTLY

CONNECTING TO THE FUTURE

THE FINAL PARAGRAPH: THE FUTURE
• Connect to the future – and your
future.
• How will this award take you and
your career to the next level?

ANECDOTE
THESIS
ADDRESSING PROMPT DIRECTLY

• What will you achieve after this
award?
• Why is NOW the right time for you
to pursue this project, or receive this
award?
• How will an investment in you “pay
off” for the program after you win?

CONNECTING TO THE FUTURE

LET’S TALK ABOUT THE ANECDOTE

Relevant Anecdote: show us who you are and your perspective.
Tell us about a transformational moment. End with your THESIS
STATEMENT: the one sentence summary.

ANECDOTE
THESIS

• What do you learn about this applicant?
• What worked?
• What could be improved?

ADDRESSING
PROMPT
DIRECTLY

CONNECTING TO
THE FUTURE

LET’S TALK ABOUT THE ANECDOTE

ANECDOTE

• What do you learn about this applicant?
• What worked?
• What could be improved?

THESIS
ADDRESSING
PROMPT
DIRECTLY

CONNECTING TO
THE FUTURE

LET’S TALK ABOUT YOUR ANECDOTE
Brainstorm:
• What are transformational moments that inspired your current
academic trajectory?
• Can you talk about a time in which one of your fundamental
understandings about your work, research, or life perspectives
changed?
• Were you ever faced with a difficult decision that relates to your work
or research? What were the challenges? What was the tipping point?
• Can you talk about EXTERNAL actions and interactions with others to
talk about INTERNAL development?
– For example, learning from a moment of volunteering that changed
your perspective is far more “active” and “powerful” than describing
how reading a book changed your mind.

ANECDOTE
THESIS
ADDRESSING
PROMPT
DIRECTLY

CONNECTING TO
THE FUTURE

YOUR SECOND PARAGRAPH(S): THE
DETAILS
ANECDOTE

• Address the point(s) of the prompt directly in one
or two paragraphs.
• Does the prompt ask you to describe your
qualifications? Do so – but consider covering some
in depth, rather than all in depth.
• Does the prompt ask you to describe your project?
Do so with detail, but avoiding jargon – many
reviewers are very educated, but may not specialize
in your field.
• Does each “point” or “argument” of your personal
statement align with the mission, values, purpose,
and ethos of the award or program?

THESIS
ADDRESSING PROMPT DIRECTLY

CONNECTING TO THE FUTURE

YOUR SECOND PARAGRAPH(S): THE
DETAILS
ANECDOTE

Brainstorm:
YOU + NEED + NOW

• Why do YOU need this award –
and why should they select YOU?
– Why are you a good fit for what
they need?
• Why do you NEED this award?
– “Need” is a flexible word.
• Why do you need this award
NOW?

– What about this upcoming year to win
is important? Why is it the right time
in your career? Why is it the right
time in the current academic /
sociopolitical landscape?

THESIS
ADDRESSING PROMPT DIRECTLY

CONNECTING TO THE FUTURE

YOUR FINAL PARAGRAPH: THE FUTURE
Try filling in this sentence,
and then expand:
“Upon return/completion
of _award_, I will …”
How will the investment in
you and your work pay off
in the long term, for you
and for “them”?

ANECDOTE
THESIS
ADDRESSING PROMPT DIRECTLY

CONNECTING TO THE FUTURE

YOUR FINAL PARAGRAPH: THE FUTURE

•
•
•
•
•

What do you learn about this applicant?
What specific future plans were discussed?
What clear benefits may come from selecting this applicant?
What worked?
What could be improved?

ANECDOTE
THESIS
ADDRESSING
PROMPT
DIRECTLY

CONNECTING TO
THE FUTURE

YOUR FINAL PARAGRAPH: THE FUTURE

ANECDOTE

•
•
•
•
•

What do you learn about this applicant?
What specific future plans were discussed?
What clear benefits may come from selecting this applicant?
What worked?
What could be improved?

THESIS
ADDRESSING
PROMPT
DIRECTLY

CONNECTING TO
THE FUTURE

LET’S TALK
ABOUT FIT

FIT, MISSION, AND SCOPE
• Understanding how an organization may want to
fund “you” – not just your ideas – is key
• What does this program fund / support?
• What are its mission and values?
• Do some research on your own, and be honest:
– what fits well
– between your project/you and the organization?
– what doesn’t fit well? That’s okay! Just focus
your attention on what ALIGNS.

PRO-TIPS FOR
SUCCESS

IMPORTANT POINTERS!
DO:
• Take your topic seriously – humor and sarcasm aren’t typically winning strategies in these
applications.
• Connect personal stories and life experiences to your personal goals
• Have a generally positive tone in your essay
• Go deep on a few ideas, rather than casually reference a wide range of ideas
• Get feedback early and often – feedback is love!
• Plan to write a few drafts over several weeks (if not months)
• Proofread the heck out of the document(s)

IMPORTANT POINTERS!
DON’T :
• Use gimmicks, like non-standard essay formats or “tricking” the reader
• Focus on the endless possibilities in life and uncertainty about your future. Pick one possible
future and write to that. The committee will know that you are doing the work to sort out
your future. They will want a complete story of one fully-fleshed-out goal for your project
and long-term success.
• Talk about how money itself will motivate you. Try to show how you will put the money to
use, or how it will allow you to focus attention on the project.
• Go over word or page limit. They will stop reading, they will notice, and may disqualify you!

SELFREFLECTION
PROMPTS
Thanks to the Office of Fellowships at Amherst College for inspiration
for many of these questions: Check out this resource for additional
opportunities for reflection!

INTELLECTUAL INFLUENCES
• What writers or articles in your field of study have made you think
differently, and how?
• Who were/are your favorite professors or courses in college, and why?
– How has each influenced you?

• What was the most interesting paper you ever wrote in your major, and
what makes it so?
• What book, play, article, or film do you think everyone should read or see?
– Why? How did it change your perspective?

• What is the single most important concept you have learned in college?

ACADEMIC DEVELOPMENT
• What are some of the big questions in your field and how are researchers tackling them?
• What study or laboratory skills have you honed to date?
• Have you done any independent research or study?
– Briefly describe any independent work you have done and what you learned from it.

– Write about your specific role in the research and the skills you used/developed.
• What classes will you take between now and the time the fellowship takes effect?
– Why did you choose them?

• Have you done or do you plan to do a thesis or capstone project?
– What is it about? Why did you choose to do independent work instead of taking more courses?

• If a thesis is not part of your plan, why not?
• What skills, content, or experience will you gain from pursuing more coursework instead of doing independent
work?
• Have you ever presented at a conference or meeting? How did this experience challenge or inspire you?
• Did you take any classes that were “outliers”?
– Why did you take them? What did you learn? How did they influence your perspective in your major field or

otherwise?

GOALS – INSPIRATION AND MOTIVATION
• What are three possible directions your future could take, career-wise? In
five years? Ten years? Twenty?
• Do you think of yourself as a person with a mission? What is that mission?
• Have there been turning points or shifts in your goals or intended path?
What was the occasion?
• Are there life experiences or people who have influenced your goals? How?
• What causes are you committed to, and why? How do you show your
commitment right now?
• When does time disappear for you? What does this tell you about your
passions and values?
• What public and what private figures do you admire the most? Why? What
qualities impress you?

YOUR UNIQUE WORLDVIEW
• What do you think about how the world works? Do you think there is a benevolent
master designer behind it?
– Or do think things happen randomly? How does this shape your approach to your own
life and choices?

• Do you identify with a particular political party? Why?
– Have your views changed on this while in college?
– Note: this is excellent for reflection but consider fit with a fellowship when discussing
specific political party affiliation, or other similar topics. Would it enhance fit, would it
showcase diversity of perspectives, or disqualify you (or otherwise reduce your ability
to fit well) based on a fellowship’s set of values?

• What issues/problems in society do you think most need addressing?
• What good do you think is happening in the world?
• What is happening that makes you mad? Frustrated?
• What would you like to fix and how would you go about it?

YOUR EXPERIENCES & ACCOMPLISHMENTS
• Have you had special life experiences—an unusual upbringing, a disability,
extraordinary responsibility – that have shaped you? How so?
• Have you taken risks? How did they turn out?
• What experiences as a volunteer or traveler have influenced your choices
academically or personally?
• What is your family like? How do you think your family has shaped who you
are?
• What have you accomplished so far that you are most proud of?
• What have you done that demonstrates significant drive or perseverance?
• What skills or attributes helped you accomplish these goals?
• What has changed as a result of your involvement in it?

QUESTIONS?

WANT TO CONNECT?
EMAIL:
ESARAS@FSU.EDU
LINKEDIN:
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