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Who am I
• Professor, Princeton University 2005-2011
• Researcher, Microsoft Research New England, 2011-2016
• Professor, Harvard University, 2016-

⇒ read a lot of statements 



General disclaimer

Advice always comes with 



This talk

Statements of purpose / research statements for grad school applications
and fellowships.



Graduate admission from faculty POV
1) How likely is student to succeed in my area of research?
• General qualities: drive/grit, curiosity, creativity…
• Specific skills/experience: math, programming, ML, background in X

(e.g.  physics/econ/biology/…)

2) How good of a fit is the student with me?
Are they really interested in working with me / in my area? 

And are they interested in this for the right reasons?

Evaluate answers using reference letters, transcript, and statement of purpose.

Goal of SOP: Help answer above Q’s, complementing or highlighting information 
from reference letters and transcript.



Writing a statement of purpose
Who is your audience?

Faculty at school X that work in area Y

What do you want to convey to them?

Why you want to study Y, and what makes you good fit for Y-group at X



General tips
• Keep it short  (e.g. two pages).
• DON’T start with “ever since I was 3, I loved robots”
• Talk about what you did, showing you understand the science. 

Not “I implemented 7 features using 11 libraries” or “I proved Lemma 
2.3” but “project was important because of X, and my role in it was Y”

• Sometimes: makes sense to talk about difficulties/challenges you’ve 
overcome.

• Don’t be obnoxious but also not overly humble.



University-specific part of SOP

• Do your research: know who works there, and what they are working on 
now.

• Don’t have to be super-specific but also not be super general (e.g., “I’d 
like to work with Boaz Barak, Eddie Kohler, or Elena Glassman”)

• No need to go overboard with flattery J



It’s not a zero sum game

Graduate school has huge opportunity cost for you.

⇒ you want to make sure the fit is good. 

⇒ not in your interests to get in at all costs!



Great example: Naama Ben David

B.Sc, University of Toronto
Ph.D, CMU 

One page SOP



Introduction: short & to the point

• Successful at research
• Interests shifted (absolutely OK!)



Describing research project

Understands overall goal of project

Describes clearly her role and why it’s important



Interest in area of research

A little bit of “passion” statement

Demonstrates technical understanding of area



Extra useful information

TA in relevant courses

Highlight achievement that may not “jump out” from transcripts / recs.



What’s missing?

• More theory-specific experience (unavoidable)
• Add more details on particular faculty (could have been added)



Questions / discussions / other examples



Fellowship research statement

More in common with job-search research statement than grad 
admission statement of purpose.

At this point you should have clear research area, vision for its 
future direction, and already have done work in it.

Junior fellowships (undergrad / beginning grad):

Share similarities SOP but many fellowship-dependent details

Senior fellowships (2+ year of grad school):



Naama Ben-David research statement

Overview of area & vision, 
followed by concrete 
research directions.

For each one:
1) What I’ve done before
2) What are my next steps



Questions / discussions / other examples



Thanks!

Naama Ben-David, Kira Goldner, Sam Hopkins, Thodoris Lykouris, 
Siddharth Prasad, Colin White, Elen Vitercik, Xinyu Wu.

Harvard colleagues: Nada Amin, Finale Doshi-Velez, Krzystof Gajos, Eddie 
Kohler, Harry Lewis, Michael Mitzenmacher


