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Sample Applications/Statements of Purpose For PhD
Sample 1: General Statement of Purpose

Statement of Purpose University of Pittsburgh | Department of English, by Student D

“Just listenin’ to you talk makes me wanna...well, read a book or somethin’!” Coming from an aspiring auto mechanic with little interest in literature, I take pride in this compliment—and in what I do as a community college instructor. Although sometimes I get questions that simply astonish me (“Professor Barlow? What’s a minority?”), I delight in my students’ capacity for intellectual and personal growth. For years I have worked with ethnically underrepresented students to help them secure admission to four-year institutions; in a sense, that work symbolizes my reasons for continuing graduate study: to find wisdom in marginalized spaces and move it into the academic forum.


I was fortunate to attend the University of California, Santa Barbara, earning an honors degree in English and American literature. My enthusiasm for Southern studies was matched with the expertise of Candace Waid, who supported my papers on racial identities in Toomer, McCullers, and especially Faulkner. In Global California, a course with Christopher Newfield, the sheer range of his interpretative resources blew my mind. If his method constituted “Americanism,” I was officially to become an Americanist—and, in retrospect, a devout New Historicist, too. My junior- and senior-year coursework reflects my interest in regional approaches to literature, which led to my certificate in “American Cultures and Global Contexts,” a specialization in transnational studies that would mark my graduate work.


My first textual encounter as a master’s student—with Norton’s Anthology of Theory and Criticism alongside Greenblatt and Gunn’s Redrawing the Boundaries: The Transformation of English and American Literary Studies—was at first unsettling: Psychoanalytics? Marxism? Deconstructionism? I was suddenly performing all the instruments of a one-man band when I had only practiced the harmonica! Yet after intensive absorption, I had clearly redrawn my own boundaries—and I was loving the sound quality. Instead of “just doing a close reading” of Arundhati Roy, I disinterred its patriarchal critique via juxtaposition with Ling’s theory of global hypermasculinity. I interlaced readings of the Beats with Baraka’s later criticism to underscore their attack on media figurations of white affluence. I continued teaching Ellison’s symbolism, but with Fanon as informant I helped carry that symbolism across a continuum from Jack Johnson’s fighting career to the blaxploitative film Mandingo. In my thesis I studied depictions of developing nations in mass market ecology books and contemporary environmental fiction, revealing a disconcerting trend: the unsympathetic vilification of the proletariat and “Third Worlders” under the banner of global environmental concern. After being awarded competitive teaching associateships in two departments, my research became integral to designing courses in literature and rhetoric (which has been extremely useful on the job market). This led to my invitation as the only graduate student to serve as a panel judge for San Diego State University’s “Literature through the Ages” Student Research Symposium. In the summer of 2007, the International Graduate Scholarship funded my travel from Chiapas to Cuzco, which allowed for research in sustainable community practices and related pedagogy. The experience dramatically enhanced my translation abilities in Spanish while confirming my belief in the constitutive powers of representation—further reinforcing my vigilance for deconstructing misrepresentations.


My work has not ceased since graduating. Over the last year I have been “self-medicating”—with research projects and conference presentations, that is—to remind myself that doctoral study is just around the corner; moreover, to share my findings, to establish a place within my specialization, and to narrow down the choices of fitting doctoral programs. At the M/MLA Convention, I presented a new study of a well-known but rarely-analyzed blues artist named Sam Hopkins. The consequent discussion with experts in the field was moving and inspiring, and my writing has progressed because of it. The paper was based on research I completed in the blues archives at Ole Miss, making transcriptions of 1940s “race record” lyrics that, to the best of my knowledge, do not otherwise exist in print. I was also there to speak at the Southern Writers/Southern Writing Conference on the “Southern Literature and Music” panel, where I would debut my ethnomusicological method of narrative criticism—a mode largely inspired from the theory of Houston Baker, Jr., the cultural musicology of Jeff Todd Titon, and my long-standing interest in the social functions of music and literature (see writing sample). My presentation was well-received; the awards ceremony thereafter was momentous: in competition with master’s and doctoral students from every corner of the US, a panel of faculty members awarded me the 1st Place Kullman Prize—an award given for the best critical paper of the year. I was happy to receive the cash, but it was nothing compared to the priceless affirmation that any scholar seeks: that I could make a unique contribution to our disciplinary knowledge.


 That afternoon as I drove back up the Natchez Trace Parkway, my hopes to attend the University of Pittsburgh became a profound desire. I have never visited the campus, but my research gestures toward opportunities to thrive within the program and reach my professional goals thereafter. I expressed my interests in an email to William Scott, and his gracious response helped me to discover other experts in the department related to my field. Thus as I continue my study of pre-civil rights era blues lyrics qua sociopolitical discourse, in a similar way to Gussow’s Seems Like Murder Here but with an emphasis on connections between Caribbean and Southern blues, I look forward to learning more from Brenda Berrian’s research into lyrical soundscapes and Phil Smith’s courses in ballads and blues. Because my work considers and employs locational models, such as the study of ruralism within the American Black Belt and the transnational influences of African-American music(s), Shalini Puri’s expertise in Area Studies, the Carribean, and the “Hybridity of Forced Poetics” has my interested piqued. Given the historical academic prejudice against “lower” art forms, it excites me that the University of Pittsburgh facilitates more than just reading between the lines by looking outside of them, too. I am committed to revaluing the “low” by breaking down misrepresentations and disinterring the complex value of underrepresented expressions. Through music, narrative, and vernacular studies I want to analyze the progression of African-American blues, literature, aesthetic theory, and interracial cultural theory leading to the Civil Rights Movement.


I hope that this application is received with the same enthusiasm with which I submit it.

There are simply too many intellectual opportunities in your department to list in this brief statement, so I will look eagerly forward to learning whether my prospective contributions stand out as unique, but also fitting, to the departmental community. Although one year from now I will still be reading, writing, and teaching, I certainly hope to be doing so in Pittsburgh.
SAMPLE 2 – Statement of Teaching Interests

Statement About Teaching Interests And Practical Experience
On a list of academic priorities, for some scholars departmental teaching services may fall second to their more valued research agendas; however, my intellectual goals are distinct from that trend in the ways that my interests in research and teaching are highly interwoven.  My interests and qualifications for teaching within XXX’s graduate program might best be illustrated in two ways.  First, I will describe how teaching composition is related to my research interests and motivations.  Second, I will explain how my substantive teaching and practical experiences obtained thus far have provided me with the skills necessary to become an effective instructor of rhetoric and composition at XU.  
I teach my students to be reflective about how writers (including themselves as novice writers as well as more seasoned academics) use language to construct arguments, compile evidence, signal purpose, establish authority, and appeal to audiences logically, emotionally, and ethically.  My students are asked to identify, explain, practice, critique, and challenge these devices for constructing knowledge.  Similar to these reflective goals taught in the classroom, then, my research goals often aim on a meta-level for instructors and academics in the institution to be reflective of the very conventions we follow and enforce—standards which arguably construct and maintain social and cultural hierarchies.  Therefore, my research interests within rhetoric and composition studies are easily aligned with my teaching interests: the power structures and institutional practices I attempt to analyze and challenge are precisely the discourse communities my students seek establishment within.  By addressing these issues in the classroom, it provides an edge for effective teaching.  My commitment to providing students with the tools they’ll need to be successful in critical thinking and writing results in students viewing me as both an insider and an ally who can help them accomplish their academic goals.         
The composition courses I have tutored and taught, and the diverse population of students I have worked with, have also substantially prepared me for teaching in XXX at XU.  My vast teaching and tutorial experience (within freshmen composition, developmental and ESL academic writing courses) have supplied me with a broad range of intellectual activities practiced in- and outside the college classroom.  I have experience with lecturing, group work, in-class writing, student-teacher conferencing, group projects, smaller writing assignments, larger research writing assignments, and one-on-one tutoring (each of which covering issues including reading comprehension, critical reading, brainstorming and invention, rhetorical analysis, essay organization and content, source evaluation and integration, MLA/APA conventions, as well as grammar, style, and mechanics).  Furthermore, I have had the splendid opportunity to not only work with diverse ethnic and cultural groups of native speaking students (SDSU has one of the most diverse student populations in the country), but also with nonnative speaking and international students coming from cultures and countries from all over the world.        
Finally, I cannot conclude this short essay without discussing the invaluable practical experience I have gained through my administrative department service.  As one of two graduate student members sitting on the Lower Division Writing Committee, I have had the unique opportunity to train and mentor new TAs (through weekly group meetings, teaching demonstrations, presentations of new material, and individual correspondence) as well as develop curriculum and course materials (including designing assignments, syllabi, course calendars, assignment prompts and rubrics, and handouts tailored to departmental key terms and concepts).   Furthermore, participating in additional department services such as annual grade norming sessions and heuristic grading for the university-wide Writing Proficiency Assessment examination has provided me with opportunities to enhance my administrative expertise in ways that most graduate students are generally not afforded.  For the purpose of extending, expanding, and reaching a more theoretically informed understanding of the teaching and administrative experience I've acquired, I am most eager to participate in the Rhetoric program at XXX University.
Sample 3: Statement of Intellectual History and Academic Interests
I have decided to pursue graduate study in Composition and Cultural Rhetoric because I am excited at the prospect of launching an academic career that inclusively connects my intellectual interests in both research and teaching.  Because I am interested in composition theory and pedagogy as well as research in rhetorical theory and practices, the program at CCR is the perfect place for me to accomplish these goals.  In broad terms, my interests are focused on three main areas.  First, I study theory and pedagogy of second language acquisition of English within academic disciplinary settings.  Second, I investigate the sociopolitical nature of access to higher academic institutions, including university writing requirements and academic publication.  Third, I strive to unite my scholarship and experience in rhetorical studies, composition theory, pedagogy, and administrative service and apply that collective knowledge to my teaching practices.  Perhaps the best strategy for illustrating the ways my academic background has prepared me to study composition and rhetoric within an PhD. program is to describe how research for my master’s thesis as well as my practical teaching experiences have generated these concerns.
The first issue I’d like to discuss centers around how my thesis topic attempts to interweave two of my areas of interest (second language acquisition of English and access to higher academic institutions).  The findings of my thesis derive from a case study of the experiences of a nonnative speaker of English (NNSE) attempting to publish manuscripts in English international journals.  From a collection of interviews, this study first investigates the ways the NNSE perceives and interacts within the sociopolitical relationships that accompany academic publication (including the negotiations made in authorship, writing, revising, editing, and terms for publication).  Second, this study aims to identify the conflicts arising as perceived by the NNSE scholar when conforming to academic conventions and genres.  Last, through an analysis of both the interviewee’s responses and the comments made by editors/reviewers to manuscript revisions, this study argues that the NNSE scholar’s views of her academic roles are rhetorically shaped during the process.  In addition to being an active participant in the production of knowledge, the scholar’s role shifts to also being a recipient of knowledge for negotiating and conforming to academic writing conventions.  
Motivation for my studies comes from working with esteemed faculty in my department as well as from research currently being performed in the field.  Dr. Ann M. Johns—who works at the intersection of linguistics, ESL, and composition and who has often worked closely with John Swales—acts as Chair for my thesis.  In addition to her guidance, I will draw from Swales’ work as well as the philosophies of Michel Foucault as frameworks for analyzing power relationships in academic institutional settings.  Some of the current topics being examined by composition scholars and linguists that have helped to generate my interests include the following: investigations of the disadvantages confronting periphery scholars, the typical steps and difficulties NNSE face when attempting to publish, the perceptions of journal editors and reviewers towards NNSE academic contributions, and the sociopolitical implications arising as the NNSE attempts to conform to institutionalized practices of academia.  In broad terms, I hope to explore these and other topics for the larger purpose of identifying and challenging the ways higher institutions maintain social and cultural hierarchies within academic communities. 
The second topic I’d like to discuss is how my practical teaching experiences have been influenced by my research – and vice versa.  Among other practical services, I have had the great pleasure of teaching and tutoring various composition courses (including freshmen composition, developmental composition courses, and academic writing for ESL students).  Considered broadly, my research has informed my teaching in two major ways.  First, my research in composition, pedagogy, and rhetorical practices has led to my commitment to providing students with the tools and strategies needed to succeed in academic discourse communities.  For example, in my lessons I encourage students to recognize and practice common moves academic writers make.  This focus stems from my conviction that students can and should understand and utilize common strategies for academic and argumentative writing as well as engage in critically assessing and challenging those practices.  Second, my research has also inspired me to widen the already diverse range of students I teach to include the ESL community.  As disciplinary discourses can be viewed as sustaining social hierarchies within the academic community, I view nonnative speakers of English as being a community at an even greater disadvantage when asked to conform to institutionalized (and inherently cultural) practices.  Similar to my work with native speakers, I strive to make these students aware and comfortable with the strategies “insiders” of the academy utilize.  As previously alluded to, these teaching philosophies motivate—and are simultaneously informed by—my research interests in the field.    
As I hope to have made evident, then, not only are my research interests and teaching goals highly interrelated, but they also play an important role in my preparation for studying rhetoric and composition within the doctoral program at CCR.  I believe it is with Composition and Cultural Rhetoric at Syracuse University that I will receive the best intellectual and theoretical guidance needed to pursue the kind of academic research and teaching goals I am interested in.

