
Here is some advice from Harvard's Prof. Marc Hauser for writing a good application 
essay: 
  
When my own students apply to graduate school, I give them very specific advice about 
the nature of the essay, what I think most candidate schools and advisors are looking for. 
I have been struck by the fact that many of the incoming essays lack the kind of content 
that I am looking for, having the appearance of an undergraduate application essay. This 
seems unfortunate because I often use the essay more than almost anything else to get a 
sense of the applicant’s intellectual potential and passion.  Many students that apply have 
stellar GPAs and GREs, but only a few present carefully reasoned essays that really 
motivate the reasons for going to graduate school.  In essence, essays that capture my 
attention are ones that develop ideas, propose experiments, point to holes in the literature, 
and do these things with passion and excitement. These very general comments, which 
will certainly not capture every advisor’s perspective, or even the majority, can be 
distilled to a few essential ingredients, presented below as questions:  

 • Why continue on with your education?  Why do you need to learn more? What skills, 
theories, and knowledge do you lack?  

 • What are the kinds of discoveries and theories that sparked your interest in the chosen 
discipline?   

 • In graduate school, what kinds of questions do you hope to address? Why do you think 
that these questions are important?  Given the set of questions that you will focus on, 
what kinds of methods do you hope to apply? What skills do you bring forward as you 
enter graduate school and which skills do you hope to acquire?  

 • What holes do you see in the current discipline [big picture stuff]? In what ways do you 
think that they can be addressed during your graduate career?  

 • What kind of graduate environment are you looking for?  Are you particularly keen on 
working with one faculty advisor, and if so, why this particular person?  If you are 
leaning more toward a cluster of advisors, as well as the department more generally, 
why?  Hint: faculty are engaged by students who have read some of their work, have 
thought critically about it, and wish to develop some of the issues addressed.  Further, it 
helps with admissions to have one or more faculty championing your case.  

Essays that have the above ingredients are truly informative. They tell each faculty 
member why the candidate wants to go to graduate school, what problems they hope to 
tackle, what skills they bring, and which skills they hope to acquire.  

 


