

‘It’s a match, but is it a good fit?’: Admissions tutors’ evaluation of personal statement for PhD study

Abstract
This article investigates academics’ expectations and interpretations of the personal statement and its associated evaluation practice in the context of postgraduate school admissions. The analysis was based on semi-structured interviews with 10 experienced academics in doctoral applications evaluation at a US university. Data were thematically coded and analysed using the notion of discourse and power to identify a set of representations of ideas that academics draw on for the purpose of evaluating the personal statement. The findings suggest that academics’ evaluation has been rooted in their understanding of the nature of PhD study, current situation in the programme and structure of the admissions process in a particular academic discourse community. The discourses of ‘match’ and ‘fit’ emerged as being important to the academics’ evaluation practice. This paper argues that the admissions discourses of ‘match’ and ‘fit’ have perplexed the evaluation process in that the ‘match’ appears to be associated with a more explicit and standardised list of requirements whereas the ‘fit’ emphasises on more fluid and contingent programme priorities. There is a need for future research to determine the relevance and applicability of ‘match’ and ‘fit’ to further our understanding of the complexities of the admission process across contexts.
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Introduction
The personal statement is one amongst a number of the documents required for higher education admissions. For doctoral applications to US universities, students are usually required to submit several documents via individual university’s online application system, including their personal statement, application form, a résumé, letters of recommendation, academic transcripts, and an official copy of their test scores. Different from the other documents, the personal statement seems to be the primary place for applicants to communicate with academic audience and negotiate access to a target academic community. Students often promote themselves by conveying information such as their motivation, academic interests or future goals in their proposed field of study. The importance of this document is highlighted in Bekins, Huckin, and Kijak’s (2004) study where they revealed some academics’ comments regarding the evaluation process for medical school applications that ‘we’re pretty certain from grades and test scores of an applicant’s ability to succeed in med school. What we can’t tell from grades and scores, though, is whether the applicant will thrive in a medical career. That’s where the [personal statement] comes in’ (p. 58). From this perspective, it can be argued that academics may wish to learn something different in the personal statement which goes beyond the information already shown in other parts of the application.
The personal statement is classified as a type of the ‘occluded’ promotional genre in the academy as it is often viewed as private and confidential (Swales, 1996). Different from the conventional essay/assignment within a particular academic setting, the personal statements are written by those who have not yet become members of the target academic discourse community. This outsider position has created a threshold for meeting the writing expectations (Swales, 1990, pp. 24-27). Compared with applicants, the academics who are part of the academic community and involved in admissions would have read a large number of personal statements and as such would have shaped their ideas regarding what counts as a good statement. This situation creates an ‘inherent imbalance of knowledge’ between applicants and academics (Brown, 2004, p. 243). Such a challenge is prominent in the sense that those unknown and often implicit expectations are not always transparent to the applicants. For example, Swales stated that one of the aspects that contributes to students’ failure in their doctoral applications is not being able to show an ‘epistemological leap’, especially for those who have just completed their master’s studies and would like to pursue a PhD programme (cited in Barton & Brown, 2004). The idea of ‘epistemological leap’ suggests varied expectations and assumptions occur between different levels of studies. In this case, applicants may have little idea of what may be valued across educational levels and within a specific academic context.
Research on genre and academic literacy practices has demonstrated that there is always a gap between reader/academic expectations and writer/student interpretations of what counts as a proper writing for a particular purpose and context (Cotton, 2004; Lea & Street, 1998). Hyland (2009) also highlighted the issue that the norms, values, and expectations within an academic context are ‘typically taken-for-granted as straightforward and unproblematic by tutors … [but] regarded with uncertainty and incomprehension by students’ (p. 123). It can be argued that this phenomenon becomes especially salient when students are often not told what the academics think of their writing, of the kind of genre under research in this study. Specifically, in the context of admissions, the kind of feedback students usually get is a letter that includes only general and prototypical reasons for rejection where no specific comments are made to the personal statement. The other challenge that makes the personal statement even more difficult for applicants is the opaque and invisible admissions processes. In Samraj and Monk’s (2008) work on the personal statement for different disciplines at a US university, they pointed out that some of the faculty whom they interviewed stated that ‘the quality of the statement would generally be in line with the judgments that the admissions committee reached based on the other admission information such as graduate record examination scores and letters of recommendation’ (p. 199; see also Hawkins & Clinedinst, 2006; Kilgore, 2004). Feak also commented that writing a personal statement is a ‘tough thing because it filters into all sorts of things other than just the [personal statement], things like trying to understand the admissions process in general’ (cited in Barton & Brown, 2004, p. 11).
[bookmark: _Hlk509823091]Although existing genre studies on personal statements have revealed various rhetorical textual features across disciplines and programmes of study (Barton, Ariail, & Smith, 2004; Bekins et al., 2004; Brown, 2004; Ding, 2007; Samraj & Monk, 2008), there has not been much attention given to the role of the personal statement and its positioning in relation to other application documents in the evaluation process. As the personal statement is being conceptualised as a complex academic practice, it has to be understood in a much wider departmental and institutional evaluation process within a specific academic discourse community. This study focuses on the personal statement in the context of PhD applications to education programmes at a US university, aiming to explore the academic assumptions that enable and constrain the meaning-making of the personal statement in the admission evaluation process. In this study, it is argued that academics’ views on the personal statement within the academic selection process may be more or less shaped by factors such as the epistemological requirements within their areas of expertise and institutional constraints. Although the target discourse community entails a broad set of social purposes and conventions shared by its members, it should not be taken as static or a rigid notion as ‘the readers of a text are not a monolithic or passive entity that simply absorbs the available meaning but, rather, a collection of individuals with assigned or selected roles and with varied reasons for reading the text’ (Paré, 2014, p. A-89; see also Porter, 1992; Swales, 1990). This paper provides an empirical opportunity to investigate the doctoral personal statement and its associated evaluation practice from the perspectives of academics, drawing on the notion of discourse and power to identify a set of representations of ideas that academics draw on and take for granted for the purpose of evaluation.

The study
Institutional setting and data
The setting for this study was a large school of education which consists of different programmes of study, at a research-intensive US university. I conducted semi-structured with 10 academics who are actively involved in the evaluation process of doctoral admissions within their programmes at the time of the research. Most of them have over ten years of evaluation experience. I approached these academics via their email as listed on the university website, although a few were also personally known. Here, it should be noted that in order to help contextualise and broaden the scope of my findings, a range of academics with varied specialisms within Education were recruited (see Table 1 below).
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Table 1 Academic participants
	Academic pseudonym
	Gender
	Programmes/Research areas

	Dr. Brown 
	Female
	Educational Linguistics

	Dr. Johnson
	Female
	Educational Linguistics

	Dr. Miller
	Female
	Educational Linguistics

	Dr. Smith
	Female
	Educational Linguistics

	Dr. Garcia
	Male
	Education Policy

	Dr. Wilson
	Male
	Education Policy

	Dr. Taylor
	Male
	Higher Education

	Dr. Thomas
	Female
	Higher Education

	Dr. Wong
	Female
	Higher Education

	Dr. King
	Female
	Language and Literacy



Two stages of the interview were conducted at the focal institution. The first stage focused on unpacking the role of the personal statement in the evaluation process, which included the general admissions process at the institution where they are based and academic perceptions of different parts of the application documents. Some follow-on interview questions were developed during the actual interview process. The second stage of the interview focused on the academics’ commentary on the actual personal statements. The academics were asked to comment freely on 2-3 personal statements that were sent to them prior to the interviews in that they talked about issues from grammatical errors to broader writing issues, such as logic and organisation of the texts, and their response to the information students included in their personal statements. These personal statements (15 in total) were collected from the doctoral students at the focal institution. These students were recruited as part of a larger study, which is reported elsewhere (see Author, 2015, 2016). I obtained students’ permission to use their statements as part of the interview process with the academics.
Since the students and academics belonged to the same institution, I was aware that some academics might be able to identify certain students from having previously evaluated their personal statements. Such a situation might generate some hesitation and unease when the academics were invited to comment on these texts written by the students with whom they already had some form of professional association. To strengthen anonymity and confidentiality, I mixed and matched the personal statements so that academics only commented on students outside their respective programmes. This stage of the interview was associated with the approach of ‘talk around texts’ which foregrounds the usefulness of achieving a range of “[reader] insiders’ comments, perspectives, and discourses” (Lillis, 2008, p. 360). This exercise implied a relatively open-ended approach which facilitated discussion around the texts to aid an understanding of what has been perceived as relevant and important from the perspectives of the participants. However, I noticed that some academics found it challenging to comment on the given personal statements outside the context of the overall admissions process. To maximise the responses, I encouraged them to express any thoughts/suggestions as they read through the texts. In acknowledging this limitation, academic commentaries on actual personal statements were taken as subsidiary data to complement the discussion drawing mostly on the first stage of the interviews. Each interview lasted 30 to 60 minutes, was audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim for analysis.

Data analysis
The analysis of the interviews is informed by the social constructionism in that ‘the ways in which what we say as we speak contributes to the construction of certain views of the world, [and] of people’ (Paltridge, 2006, p. 1). As central to this study is an exploration of how academics come to perceive and interpret the personal statement in doctoral admissions, the notion of ‘discourse’ is adopted to help identify a set of ‘taken-for-granted “rules” that specify what is possible to speak, do and even think, at a particular time… [it] refers to different ways of structuring areas of knowledge and social practice’ (Walshaw, 2007, p. 19). In light of this, the ‘discourses’ in this context involve the representation of ideas that academics draw on and take for granted for the purpose of evaluating the personal statement for doctoral study admissions. It should be noted that the aim is not to ‘present any such stabilities as objective features of that domain’ (Dick, 2004, p. 206) but to investigate how those stabilities are constructed and even challenged by participants who exercise them. In other words, discourse is never stable as they may change over time or encompass alternative or competing discourses. For instance, an apparent contradiction emerged in the interviews when the academics described how admissions documents were evaluated in the admissions processes and how their individual evaluation practices competed with the discourses of school-wide admissions practices. To explore the relationship between individual epistemology and institutional requirements, I also drew on Foucault’s (1980) notion of ‘power’ which is constituted within discourses and ‘it is through discourse that disciplinary power exerts its effects at the level of the individual’ (ibid. p. 203). 
To assist the process of identifying discourses that constitute the particular ways of thinking of the academics regarding the personal statement, the interviews were thematically coded, and analysed using a qualitative research software, NVivo 11. The coding process is iterative which involved reading the interview transcripts from one to the other carefully and moving back and forth between the data and emerging themes. Once the initial themes have been identified, a process of ‘identifying links between categories, grouping them thematically and then sorting them according to different levels of generality’ was applied to develop ‘a hierarchy of main and subthemes’ (Ritchie, Spencer & O’Connor, 2003, p. 222). For example, subthemes identified from the interviews such as balance in the research areas and faculty needs and the preconditioned factor can be grouped under the main theme called academics’ perceptions of the programme and institutional priorities. These concepts and themes around academic perceptions and evaluation of the personal statement were then analysed as discourses of admissions evaluation. To enhance the reliability of the coding frame, a colleague of mine who is also familiar with the coding process was asked to read through two interview transcripts and code to come up with a coding scheme for the purpose of comparing and fine-tuning the categorisation (Burnard, 1991). This process ensured the coding system ‘is fairly transparent, coherent and understandable, as opposed to an idiosyncratic, opaque system of interpretation devised by a single researcher’ (Joffe & Yardley, 2004, p. 63).

Findings
The analysis of the interviews suggests that the academics have fairly clear views on what they expect from a personal statement for the doctoral study application. It is important to note that when the academics discussed their expectations of the personal statement, they also drew on their perceptions of the doctoral study, and the current situation in their programmes and the school-wide considerations for admissions. As will be discussed below, these themes are closely associated with the discourses of ‘match’ and ‘fit’ that were derived as being essential in admissions. A working definition of ‘match’ and ‘fit’ is provided to explore the complexity of academics’ evaluation practice within a specific epistemological and institutional context. As mentioned earlier, although the personal statement is the most individualistic and expressive element of the doctoral application, there are also other considerations. As such, where relevant, academics’ views of other parts of application documents (e.g., test scores, résumé/cv, letters of recommendation) were consulted to explore the discourses of ‘match’ and ‘fit’ from a more holistic perspective.

The admissions discourse of ‘match’ 
	The admissions discourse of ‘match’ has come to the fore in the interviews as being the key element in the document evaluation at the doctoral admissions. Such a discourse promotes the view that the admissions evaluation is mainly concerned with an applicant’s ‘capacity’ in reference to whom the academics perceive to be a ‘ready’ and ‘capable’ candidate. In other words, the ‘match’ appears to be related to an explicit and standardised list of requirements (e.g., academic and professional backgrounds/achievements, decent official test scores such as GRE and TOEFL/IELTS). For instance, the idea of relevant backgrounds has emerged as a key theme in all the interviews, given that academics wish to gauge student readiness and degree of preparation based on the experiences they have. For this, academics said they tend to browse through applicant academic transcripts, résumé/cv and test scores to gain a quick impression of students’ academic potential and aptitude for doctoral study (‘the transcript tells you how students make choices on their academic career’, ‘it’s like a quality check’, ‘the résumé is where I look for their achievements and evidence of their merit... it is very helpful as an overview’). Although these parts of the application can provide information on applicant credentials, the academics stated that the personal statement allows for elaboration and reflection on these experiences, which offers a much deeper picture of a student. When the academics were asked about their evaluation process of the personal statement, one of them commented as follows:

Dr. Brown: …we need to see how well prepared the person is, what type of preparation did they have leading up to their application… what is their experience? Like what kind of work or research have they done leading up to it. 

	Dr. Brown’s account suggests that the academics would like to see students’ previous experiences and how those experiences have shaped and contributed to their thinking of the chosen area of study. This implies a degree of ‘reflection’ and ‘introspection’, as discussed by Bekins et al. (2004) in their analysis of the personal statements for medical school applications. The idea of relevance is mirrored in the academics’ comments on the personal statements:

Student’s personal statement extract
Additionally, I have a great passion in music and I have passed a number of music exams. The fact that I have been attending piano lessons from the age of six, has helped me relax and gain confidence. 

Academic’s comment
Dr. Wilson: I think if you’re going to do a PhD it takes a lot of commitment to do the PhD. Nice to be able to play the piano and be able to take pressure off and things like that but I’m not really looking for a well-rounded person that maintains sports, maintains other sort of interests; I’m really concerned about the commitment to the study.

	Dr. Wilson’s comment above reveals that the information of attending piano lessons and other extracurricular activities are considered to be irrelevant as this type of information may not serve as an indication of student’s commitment to the doctoral study. Dr. Smith also pointed out that some students tend to list all the experiences they have without proper elaboration and as such it is unclear why the information is relevant and how it informs their academic interests. This is also found in Ding’s (2007) study where she stated that applicants should ‘establish their credentials through the description of relevant (my emphasis) life experiences and unique personality instead of just listing them’ (p. 388). 
	The ‘match’ can also be discussed in relation to the research interests. When the academics discussed what they would like to gain from reading the personal statement, they are most concerned with whether the students’ research interests match with those of the staff members in the programme. The academics also wish to see the degree to which student interests cohere with the courses and support available within the programme. As such, it can be said that although the doctoral application to the US universities does not require a preliminary research proposal (which is common, for instance, in the UK), it is important for the applicants to include their research interests. One of the academics commented when she was asked the most important element for a candidate to get accepted into her programme:

Dr. Smith: I would say a seriousness of purpose and the fact that whatever they outline as their interests and research goals, that it’s a good match for the people that we have in our department, because there are some students who seem wonderful and you know they’ll be very successful, but they’ll probably be unhappy because their research interests don’t match with the programme.

	Dr. Smith’s account above indicates the importance of the research match in the context of doctoral admissions. In fact, all the academics (10 out of 10) stated that they would like to envision students being able to succeed and flourish as much as possible with the types of courses, training and resources offered. The academics’ concern with the research match is also associated with potential doctoral supervision when students embark on their own research project. The admission is thus in part contingent on a determination of whether there is a good match between student research interests and those of the staff members. Dr. Smith also seems to suggest that the aspect of research match might outweigh applicants’ other attributes such as capability to succeed. Specifically, being a candidate with strong qualifications and potential might not guarantee an admission offer due to academics’ consideration of the anticipated circumstances from research mismatch.
	The academics stated that they are also concerned with applicants’ ability to work collaboratively with others. In other words, the attribute of interpersonal skills is considered as important in the target academic community. Interestingly, the academics tend to look for this information from letters of recommendation:

Dr. Thomas: … the other thing I look at, especially for doctoral students, is the letters of recommendation... they have to talk about the work ethic of the person, their ability to do research… and we want to have like a nice group of people to work with so I want to know if this is a good person.

	Similar to Dr. Thomas, many academics also wish to get a sense of students’ personal characteristics from the referees (‘Does the person might have a difficult time interacting with their fellow students?’). They also commented that the best recommendations often have many examples and supportive details about the personal quality of the applicant, which leads to different levels of endorsement. In the light of this, it can be inferred that letters of recommendation offer a complementary picture of the candidate as they provide an indicator of how students have developed their credentials and relationship with others, especially academics.
	The interviews also suggest that the academics consider how well students can express themselves in writing as it is commonly known that doctoral students are expected to produce an extensive thesis. The ability to write academically is thus recognised (i.e., as a good ‘match’) as an essential quality for the doctoral study. Hence, the personal statement often serves as a kind of writing sample for gauging students’ writing skills (see Author, 2015). This is especially the case when a sample of student writing is not usually required as part of the application process in the focal education programmes (‘in our programme we don’t require a writing sample, the personal statement is your writing sample, that tells us a lot about your writing’), albeit it can be varied across programmes and institutions. When the academics were asked about their views of recognising typos in the personal statement, one of them responded as follows:

Dr. Smith: I’d be a little bit annoyed that they didn’t see [the typos], but mistakes happen um… it wouldn’t bother me that much but I would notice it if it was like really well-written or if it was really poorly written, that would be a problem for me because I think in the US, as a doctoral student, especially in Education, you have to do a lot of writing, and if you can’t get it together for the personal statement, this is not a good career choice for you… I think you need to be a strong writer from the first day or you’re just going to suffer.

	Dr. Smith’s account suggests that it is important for students to be able to communicate their ideas effectively in writing and this often goes beyond the typical writing issues such as grammar or typographical errors. The example below shows one of the academics’ comments on a student’s personal statement regarding the issue of ‘vagueness’ in relation to the research direction: 

Student’s personal statement extract
I first realized that I was determined to pursue a career in linguistics and language instruction when I found myself observing language and communication during social interactions. My desire is to specialize in language research and instruction, focusing on language in use. I am interested in discourse analysis of language in interaction where particular ways of speaking are used in specific professions. I understand that in order to complete this goal, I must study diverse aspects of linguistics, with an emphasis on semantics, pragmatics, and sociolinguistics.

Academic’s comment
Dr. Brown: I think it’s a little bit vague in some aspects of, um, the substance of it because I’m coming away with the idea that this person wants to study Discourse Analysis in professional discourse, but it’s kind of like, okay, so you want to analyse communication in professional settings – that’s extremely wide, wide-ranging, right? So I don’t get a sense of like… I’m trying to imagine like what kind of dissertation this person would pursue. Not like they have to have a clear idea but it’s [Discourse analysis in professions] such a broad area. 

	Dr. Brown’s comment above is not concerned with the writing issues such as grammatical accuracy but is more to do with the vague information provided by the student. Specifically, although the student wrote about her research interest in the area of professional discourses, Dr. Brown considered this information to be vague as it did not specify the type of discourse analysis and professional settings. In fact, other academics also pointed out that research clarity is important as this would allow the academics to gauge the research match. 

The admissions discourse of ‘fit’
The discourse of ‘fit’ that the academics use to construct the nature of evaluation is mainly concerned with their understanding of the current situation and priorities within their programmes. Here, it can be argued that compared with ‘match’, the discourse of ‘fit’ seems to be fluid, contingent, implicit and even changing over time in response to the needs of the programmes (e.g., fill the timely needs). As such, the discourse of ‘fit’ appears to be more associated with applicant ‘compatibility’ in reference to whom the academics perceive to be a ‘suitable’ candidate at the time of the admission. Such a discourse may not always be transparent to the applicants. For example, students’ research areas may appear to match with those of the faculty members in the programme; however, it is not often explicit in terms of how their theoretical and epistemological paradigms align with the faculty. For instance, Dr. King from Language and Literacy stated that if students mentioned a more traditional view of Reading as the only definition of Literacy in their personal statements, it would not be a good ‘fit’ as such an epistemological perspective does not liaise with the way the faculty members investigate literacy-related inquiries in the programme. Dr. Brown’s comment on a student’s personal statement also echoes this aspect where she pointed out even though the student’s overall research topic seemed to match, there was a kind of contradiction between the student and faculty research method of inquiry (e.g., quantitative experiments vs. qualitative). Here, the concern of research match does not only refer to the apparent match of the research area per se but also associate with a much deeper and implicit level in terms of the epistemological research stance that makes a good ‘fit’.
	It should be noted that the academics’ consideration of research match is also associated with applicant compatibility (a good ‘fit’) in terms of keeping balance in research areas and current faculty needs. When the academics were asked about their criteria of selection, they acknowledged that it is a tough process as they often have more qualified students than the programmes can accommodate. This is especially the case for highly selective universities, where graduate assistantships are often tied into a funding/studentship package. As Dr. Thomas suggests, the considerations for admission are centred on the current needs of the faculty and their ongoing research activities that would allow students to work as a research or teaching assistant:

Dr. Thomas: The idea would be, when they come, all of the PhD students who come to New Wilson (pseudonym) School of Education are fully funded for four years, and so they serve, um, during their time, as Graduate Assistants, for different faculty members, so it’s part of trying to make that fit in that respect. 

	Dr. Thomas’ account implies that a suitable candidate means not only a match between student and faculty research interests but also a ‘fit’ that considers the need to balance the areas of student interest with faculty resources. Here, it can be argued that when it comes to the consideration of ‘fit’, it may not necessarily be associated with applicants’ competence but more to do with other logistic factors at the programme and institutional level, as highlighted below:

Dr. Smith: There’s probably like… in 70 applications, like 15 or 20 that are really good, and then there are like ten who are outstanding but then we’re maybe only allowed to pick like three or four. like, you know, 60 people, you’re like, “No you’re not a good match.” “You’re not serious.” But then like those top ten people, it comes down to stuff that really has nothing to do with the student any more, whatsoever. It has to do with like how many other students are in the programme, who came last year? Like did we take four people who were really interested in Second Language Acquisition? Well let’s try to take some people who are interested in Sociolinguistics to balance.

	Dr. Smith’s account suggests that the evaluation of the application can be inherently and constantly (if gradually) changing over time in response to the timely needs of the individual faculty and programme (‘how many other students are in the programme, who came last year?’). Dr. Taylor’s account below in relation to his ways of approaching the personal statements sent to him prior to the interview also highlights the importance of the current context for admissions:

Dr. Taylor: One of the things that was really hard for me [when I read these personal statements] is, well, it’s hard reading them outside the context of the overall admissions process. Because part of what I’m thinking of as I’m reading the statement of purpose and stuff like that has to do, in part, with that question of fit, like will this person fit? And of course the needs of the programmes change from year to year.

	The account above stresses the contextualised nature of academics’ evaluation practice. In fact, Brown (2004) also signalled how a change in departmental practice has informed faculty members’ approach towards the application evaluation. Specifically, Brown stated that the focal department initiated a ‘mentor system’ in which faculty members have been given the power to choose their own students during admissions to join their laboratories. They have thus placed more attention to the personal statement as it provides information such as applicants’ research interests and motivation, which differs from the previous practice where ‘the GRE score was the single greatest determiner of an application’s success (p. 245). 
	In addition to the balance of research areas and faculty needs, the academics also considered the diversity in student identities and backgrounds. For instance, Dr. Garcia stated that his research area is female dominated and he would like a stronger gender balance. Dr. Miller also expressed that she would pay attention to applications from countries that they tend not to get many applicants from. In this sense, personal statements potentially provide valuable background information on individual academic and professional trajectories and achievements.
	Interestingly, when asked about the ways in which academics select candidates in response to the limited space available for admissions, Dr. Johnson flagged that they would probably take a student who is a better fit but it does not necessarily mean they are more qualified than the other candidates, as illustrated below: 

Dr. Johnson: … like sometimes we know that a project is starting, but it’s not published anywhere, it’s a new project and we can see that a student would be a great fit for that project, then we’re going to want that student. Whereas there might be somebody who’s equally qualified but they’re not a good fit for anything that we have going on. And it’s not because they couldn’t do it or that they wouldn’t be interested, but like we can’t see a natural place for them to go right away. So, we’ll probably take the person who’s the better fit, but it doesn’t mean they’re a better student. 

	Dr. Johnson’s account seems to suggest that although applicants may ‘match’ certain criteria that are valued by the target academic community, it does not mean it is a good/better ‘fit’ as the academics’ evaluation also has to work along with the needs and constraints at a programme level. In the light of this, it can be inferred that if applicants could demonstrate a certain (but often implicit) knowledge of the target programme in their personal statements, it could ‘fit’ better with the needs of the prospective programmes. In fact, most of the academics (8 out of 10) would also like to get a sense of the students’ level of understanding of the programme and faculty research. When the academics discussed their expectations of the personal statement, one of them stated as follows:

Dr. Taylor: I expect to see a level of knowledge of fields, and some articulation of what people [applicants] are interested in studying moving forward, and then, I also look for the extent to which they might know something about our programme and understand the type of place that it is… because we only admit a small number of students and this is a particular type of environment, we want students who’ll be successful here and will be happy.

	Dr. Taylor’s account implies that it would be desirable if applicants can make a connection to the faculty and the programme. Dr. Wilson also stated that if applicants do not mention things that relate to the people or the kind of research development in the programme, it would indicate student unfamiliarity and as such may attribute to a less chance of admission. The idea of making a connection to the target academic community also draws attention to the issue of being a ‘match’ but not necessarily being a good ‘fit’. For instance, students may gain the basic information on the university’s website and attempt to bridge their research interest with faculty members (‘match’), while what seems to be less explicit is the fluid and timely situation which may change over time (‘fit’). Drs Wong and King suggested that it would be a good idea for applicants to contact the faculty for an informal conversation on research interests, activities and expectations in advance to decide whether the programme is suitable, as also indicated by Samraj and Monk (2008) in their analysis of master’s statements.
	
The complexity of ‘match’ and ‘fit’ in different evaluation stages
The discourses of ‘match’ and ‘fit’ have emerged as being a complex relationship in the focal research context as there are different parties involved in the admissions process. Specifically, a certain tension occurs between individual faculty members’ evaluation practices and those at the school-wide level. For example, the academics expressed the constraints imposed by a school-wide committee where it often looks into shortlisted applicants’ applications submitted by the academics to ensure these candidates have the strongest profiles in terms of the official criteria such as test scores for GRE/TOEFL (‘match’ institutional-level expectations).
	The academics explained that there are different stages in the admissions process. First, all active academics review each application individually to produce their individual preferences. Second, these candidates are then discussed collectively by academics, with a single shortlist then passed onto the school-wide committee for the next level of evaluation. Here, the discussion of the admission criteria (both ‘match’ and ‘fit’) can result in tensions between the views/needs of the individual programme, school and the institution. As Dr. Brown stresses below, students’ motivation and research interests are highly valued by individual academics at programme level, often more so than the test scores – a view that may not be supported at the level of the school-wide committee:

Dr. Brown: I had one applicant, I think it was last year, from Thailand, and my research is about Thailand. Seemed like a really strong applicant and I really wanted to support the person so I went and looked for that application as soon as the applications came in. Unfortunately, this person had an exceptionally low GRE score… and we knew that it was going to be impossible to get that person through the committee at the school-wide level. The school-wide level, basically after we complete our lists together as a programme, it goes to the school-wide committee and the school-wide committee is interested in keeping our GRE scores high and making sure that we have the strongest possible set… I mean fit is important too, but ‘fit’ is not as important to that school committee as it is to us.

	Dr. Brown’s account suggests a certain institutional requirement that stresses the aspect of scores, which seems to contradict the other priorities that the academics are concerned with (e.g., ‘match’ and ‘fit’ in research interests). The last sentence of Dr. Brown’s account also implies varied priorities and considerations between the faculty and the school-wide committee in admissions (‘I mean fit is important too, but ‘fit’ is not as important to that school committee as it is to us’). The comment regarding the challenge of passing the hurdle at the school-wide level (‘it was going to be impossible to get that person [with a low GRE score] through the committee at the school-wide level’) also suggests a certain power issue during the admissions process. Although most of the academics (8 out of 10) stressed that what they concern the most is the issue of ‘fit’ and as such the GRE score is just one aspect of the application, they also acknowledge that the institution places a higher value on the ‘match’ of the test scores. In this case, the school-based committee appears to have a certain leeway to approve the admissions to those candidates recommended by the academics. Such an institutional precondition, in fact, has engendered competing discourses that entail tensions and negotiations during the admissions process (see Author, 2015).

Discussion and conclusion
This paper has examined academics’ interpretations of the personal statement in the context of PhD admissions and provide insights into the personal statement, its relation to other application documents and associated evaluation in a wider departmental and institutional context. The two prominent admissions discourses of ‘match’ and ‘fit’ that emerged from the interviews have enabled and constrained the discussion around evaluation and selection. The relationship between the two discourses, has conditioned the ways in which academics come to understand and evaluate applications within different social boundaries. At the level of academics’ evaluation within the programmes, these two discourses are both essential, albeit the discourse of ‘fit’ may somewhat outweigh the discourse of ‘match’ as academics attempt to identify a good ‘fit’ at the time of the admission. Specifically, the discourse of ‘fit’ promotes the idea of keeping a balance in the ongoing situation within the programmes (e.g., research resources and student diversity), which tends to be implicit and change over time. However, at the school/institution-wide level, the discourse of ‘match’ seems to prevail the ‘fit’ as the institution strives to maintain high GRE score. As such, certain competing discourses occur as the academics and those in position of power at the school-wide committee may possess varied priorities and considerations. However, in some cases, the discourse of ‘fit’ may compete and challenge the ‘match’ when the academics defend candidates with lower test score but have other strong credentials that ‘fit’ well with the programme (Author, 2015). 
The findings suggest that the expectation of the doctoral personal statement seems to require a certain level of understanding of epistemological presupposition pertaining to the target academic community. Such an ‘epistemological leap’, as discussed in the introduction section, is challenging for applicants as they have not yet been socialised into a specific academic context and thereby often fail to demonstrate this aspect in their statements. The findings also indicate fluidity and implicitness as features of this particular genre from an institutional understanding. Pedagogically, it is important to guide students to move away from viewing the personal statement as one’s biography or a pure linguistic entity to consider the purpose of the genre, reader expectations and target academic community. Johns (2008) also draws attention to the ways in which genre shall be introduced to novice students in which the ideas of ‘rhetorical flexibility’ and ‘genre awareness’, and ‘the complexity of genres and their varied realizations in real world contexts’ are raised (pp. 245-246, see also Johns & Price-Machado, 2001). In line with this, students can be made aware of the issues around ‘match’ and ‘fit’ in terms of different levels of opaqueness. For instance, from the perspective of ‘match’ for PhD applications, we can highlight to students the importance of clarity of research interests, relevant credentials and writing skills, and explain the epistemological rationales attached to these requirements (e.g., ‘research interests’ tied into PhD supervision consideration). 
To enhance both ‘match’ and ‘fit’, students should be encouraged to contact academics to discuss their research interests and gain an understanding of current departmental activities and priorities. This will enable students to think beyond the self in the personal statement and to consider the wider epistemological and institutional context (Bhatia, 2008). The enhancement of student awareness of these related issues would make this genre less occluded and hopefully, increase the likelihood of doctoral applications that not only ‘match’ the explicit criteria of the admissions but also a better ‘fit’ with the hidden expectations of the faculty. The findings of this study can also potentially support the work of tutors who assist students with their personal statements for other educational levels and types of genre that entail elements of promotion and persuasion (e.g., job applications).
	The discussion on ‘match’ and ‘fit’ also suggests that the role of the personal statement is not straightforward as it filters into different admissions evaluation processes. As the findings indicate, most of the academics consider the personal statement to be vital as it provides a deeper representation of the student, albeit its importance may become peripheral, compared with test scores, when it is considered by the school-wide committee, as in this case. As this exploratory study focused on one academic context, it cannot be generalised to other disciplines and institutions. Saying that, this study sheds light on the complexity of evaluation practices around the personal statement, which establishes a platform for future research to examine this genre across disciplinary and institutional settings to tease out possible influences on the reader evaluation processes and contestation around meanings. There is also a need to examine the relationship between the ‘match’ and ‘fit’ to determine its relevance and applicability to further our understanding of the complexity involved in admissions across contexts. 
[bookmark: _Hlk515369669]	As the personal statement serves as one of the ‘filters’ to gain a sense of students’ academic potential, we are aware of the debates around the use of personal statements for university admissions in terms of its validity and reliability (see Jones, 2013, for discussions on ‘fairness’ and ‘reproduction of inequality’). As this aspect falls outside the scope of this paper, future research can explore the strengths and weaknesses of using the personal statement and how we might best utilise it in admissions.
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