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Objective 
 
 

This booklet aims to offer information that may aid college, employment and scholarship 

applicants to write a motivation letter that maximizes their chance of success.  

 

The guidelines in this document are general points that are useful in most instances. In 

the vast majority of cases, the official guidelines published by the sponsor are unique to a 

particular opportunity at their institution.  

 

Applicants should always comply with the guidelines published by the sponsor that 

relate to the particular opportunity that they are applying for. 

 

There is no one formula or template motivation letter that is guaranteed to realize success 

for any particular application.  

 

Covering letter 

 

Some college and scholarship applications require you to supply a covering letter in 

addition to or as a substitute for the motivation letter. The content on page 4 shows a 

simple example of a covering letter. Covering letter and job application letters are 

similar. You want to explain to the reader why you are qualified for the position/vacancy 

and discuss how your strengths and aspirations suit you for the role that you apply for. 
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Simple example of a brief covering letter

 

Source: http://www.thefreeschool.education/scholarships.html 
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Definition of a motivation letter 

 

The motivation letter is known by other synonyms such as: 

 

● A motivation essay 

● A personal essay 

● A personal statement 

 

The motivation letter is a personal statement that you may be required to write yourself 

and submit as a supporting document when you apply for a scholarship, employment 

opportunity or admission into an undergraduate or graduate study program. You may be 

required to submit a motivation letter for other situations such as when you apply for an 

internship or a fellowship. 

 

The Cambridge Dictionary (2017, NP) defines the word ‘motivation’ as: 

 

“The need or reason for doing something” 

 

Cambridge Dictionary (Online), Motivation, 

http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/motivation, 
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The motivation letter provides the reader with a deeper insight into the applicant’s 

character and likely career trajectory beyond the details that can be gauged from other 

documents supplied by applicants such as: 

 

● Employment references 

● Academic referee reports 

● Academic transcripts. 

 

The motivation letter provides employers and admissions officers with insight into the 

reasons why an applicant seeks to gain entry into a competitive position. The discussion 

you put forward in this document may positively or adversely distinguish your suitability 

from other applicants. 

 

The official audience of the motivation letter may seek to determine factors such as 

whether the applicant has the: 

 

● Mindset of an ethical global citizen; 

● Maturity to succeed as a student/employee; 

● Track-record of a person who is capable of further successes; 

● Career objective that aligns with the study program/career role; 

● Self-discipline required to work alone without constant supervision; 

● Lifestyle of a person who lives a well-rounded, complete and fulfilling existence. 
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It is likely that most motivation letters submitted for the same position letters look alike 

to some extent. Most self-reflective applicants who aim to secure a competitive 

opportunity will draft a motivation letter that argues to the reader that they are: 

 

● Ethical 

● Mature 

● Successful 

● Career-oriented 

● Self-disciplined 

● Interesting. 

 

In many cases, the motivation letter is a factor that admissions officers and employers use 

to reject an applicant. Reasons why a motivation letter may be rejected may include: 

 

● Poor spelling and grammar; 

● Including discussion that is irrelevant; 

● Not addressing the criteria stated in the guidelines; 

● Exaggerating or falsifying claims about past successes; 

● Plagiarizing motivation letters from open-access sources; 

● Not adhering to minimum and maximum word limit impositions; 

● Not customizing your style and content to align with the sponsor’s mandate; 

● Overly focusing on negative issues rather than exploring positives and potential; 
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● Using a template writing style that is copied-and-pasted for multiple applications; 

● Making statements that are offensive insofar as they go beyond the applicant’s 

legitimate right to engage in freedom-of-speech using logic and scholarly 

arguments. 

 

 
Subjectivity 
 
 
I encourage you to take the motivation letter seriously. Over the past century, there are 

millions of instances where a good motivation letter has been the defining factor that 

causes a person to win a competitive college place and/or a generous scholarship. 

 

The motivation letter is subjective. To illustrate the point, please refer to this image. 

Which cartoon character appears to be the happiest – the turnip, potato or carrot? 

 

 

 

There is no correct answer to this question. The question is subjective. The turnip and the 

carrot seem to have the largest smile. The potato may be the happiest, as she has adorned 

herself with colorful accessories and is expressing herself elevated joy via fashion. 
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In some cases, the motivation letter is used to justify selecting candidates for reasons that 

do not relate to the motivation essay. This is a fact of life. If you are not successful, 

please do not take this personally. It may have nothing to do with your motivation essay. 

 

For illustration purposes, the table bellows shows an example of how the motivation 

letter may be used to justify offering the last place for a PhD scholarship to Boris Morris. 

 

Ivory Lodge University Motivation Letter 2017 

 

Candidate A: Candy Sweetman Candidate B: Boris Morris 
 
High School Diploma: A grade average 
 
B.A. First Class Honors, Yale 2016 
 
Captain Ohio Junior Basketball Team 2011 
 
Parents did not graduate from Ivory Lodge 
 
Motivation essay: World peace 
 
 

 
High School Diploma: A grade average 
 
B.A. First Class Honors, Yale 2016 
 
Captain Ohio Junior Basketball Team 2016 
 
Both parents graduated from Ivory Lodge 
 
Motivation essay: Mushroom fungus 

 
Boris gets the last place available, because his humorous essay about mushroom fungus 

was the defining factor. It was judged better than Candy’s serious essay on world peace. 

 
The motivation letter may be used by an admissions officer or a selection panel to justify 

selecting Candidate A over Candidate B, when all other objective criteria are identical. 

Note above how Candy and Boris have identical objective achievements. 
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The Free School’s Motivation Letter PowerPoint Presentation 
 
 

The Free School has authored a 26-page PowerPoint presentation that aims to assist job, 

college, internship/fellowship and scholarship applicants to write a successful motivation 

letter. This document is open-access and may be accessible as a PDF file document, 

online screen reader format or video file at these links: 

 

http://www.thefreeschool.education/motivation-letters.html  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HTw0tZdypsM  

 
 
http://www.slideshare.net/thefreeschool/writing-a-motivation-letter-for-scholarships-and-

college-applications 
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This PowerPoint presentation contains eleven sections in the following order: 
 

Part 1:  Definitions of the motivation letter.  

 

Part 2:  Examples of mandatory discussion criteria. 
 

Part 3:  Examples of application criteria contained in ‘real-life’ guidelines. 
 

Part 4:  Distinguishing your application. 
 

Part 5:  Customizing your motivation letter. 
 

Part 6:  Researching the sponsor. 
 

Part 7:  Selecting optional discussion topics. 
 

Part 8:  Locating examples of winner essays. 
 

Part 9:  Writing a résumé (curriculum vitae). 
 

Part 10: Spelling and grammar. 
 

Part 11: Writing a covering letter. 
 

The following page includes three matrixes that job, scholarship and college applicants 

may use as a checklist prior to submitting their applications. The pages that follow after 

this checklist offer additional details about each criterion that is listed in these matrixes to 

assist you to interpret this checklist.  

 

Not that all details shown in this checklist are relevant for all job, college and scholarship 

applications.  

 

You should always follow the official guidelines set by the sponsor. 
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Scholarship and college application checklist 

 

Criteria 
 

Further details 

Eligibility    
These criteria are normally communicated via 
one or more of the following sources: 
 

● Electronic mail 
● A digital document 
● A printed document 
● The sponsor’s website 
● Video file e.g. c/-YouTube 

 

Please check that the source is current. The 
guidelines may change from year-to-year.
  

Motivation letter  

Submission mode  

Submission format  

Submission content  

Application deadline   

Supporting documentation  

 

Motivation letters: essential details that are normally not stated in the criteria 

Suggestion  
 

Further details 

Layout and aesthetics   
http://www.thefreeschool.education/motivation

-letters.html 
Spelling and grammar  

 

Motivation letters: possible inclusions 

Suggestion  
 

Further details 

Altruistic objective   
PowerPoint presentation titled “How to write 
a motivation letter or a motivation statement 
for college and scholarship applications”. 
 
http://www.thefreeschool.education/scholars

hips.html  

Distinguish yourself  

History of excellence  

Align with sponsor’s mandate  
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Scholarship, employment and college application criteria 
 
 

Eligibility 
 
 

Do you meet all eligibility criteria? You may be wasting your time and resources 

applying for a job, scholarship or college position if you do not meet all mandatory 

criteria. Examples of mandatory criteria may include: 

 

● Eligibility for financial aid 

● Capacity to pay tuition fees 

● Eligibility for a student visa 

● Citizenship/local work rights 

● Minimum educational qualifications. 

 

Motivation letter  
 
 

Are you required to supply a motivation letter? If the answer is ‘yes’, the guidelines 

contained in the booklet may be useful. 

 

Submission mode  
 

Sponsors may offer one or more submission options. Please be sure that you send your 

application only via one of the transmission modes listed in the official guidelines. Most 

sponsors require applicants to submit their applications via one of these modes: 
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● Postal mail*;  

● Electronic mail; 

● Facsimile (fax) transmission; 

● Upload your digital document/s onto a webpage; 

● Lodge your application in person at the sponsor’s or agent’s office. 

 

* If you send your application via postal mail, I suggest that you use registered, tracker 

postal mail. This provides you with a record that you applied in time. It also enables you 

to track the location of your package so that you can confirm it has been received and 

locate it if it is delayed.  

 

I usually send a carbon copy of my application to the sponsor’s public email address prior 

to the cut-off date, clearly noting in one sentence that this is a carbon copy (‘cc’) of my 

application that has been sent via the nominated correspondence mode within the 

required timeframe. Postal mail, faxes and file uploads may be misplaced or stolen. A 

carbon copy email provides you with evidence that you have applied before the cutoff 

date and that you have conformed to the mandatory instructions. 

 

Submission format  
 
 

You must adhere to mandatory submission formats. Examples of these may include: 
 

● The notarization of all photocopied documents; 

● A maximum number of total pages that you may submit; 



 

15 
 

● A maximum file size (e.g. megabytes or gigabytes) for file uploads; 

● The use of a single mandatory font (e.g. Times New Roman, Arial). 

 

Application deadline  
 
 

You should submit your application on or before the final allowed cutoff date. 
 
 

The cutoff date may be general. For example, the guidelines may state that “applicants 

must submit their paperwork during December 2017”. 

 

The cutoff date may be specific. For example, the guidelines may state that “applicants 

must submit their paperwork before 5pm Eastern Standard Time (Australia), 28 

December 2017. 

 
 

In theory, the sponsor may reject any application that is received one minute after the cut-

off time and date. For example, some websites that receive digital applications are closed 

by Information Technology staff one minute after the cut-off date. 

 

It is advisable to be conservative with your time management. For example, if the United 

States Postal Service advises you that it takes two days for a registered letter to be sent 

from Los Angeles to Miami, you should aim to send your application by postal mail at 

least 3 or 4 days prior to the cut-off date. Sometimes mail is delayed for any number of 

legitimate reasons that are no fault of the postal service such as inclement weather, strikes 
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and heavy seasonal workloads.  In most cases, a sponsor is not obliged to accept late 

applications even in cases where a third party is the cause. 

 

The worst time to upload a digital application is during the 60 minutes prior to the cutoff 

time. There may be a large number of applicants who are uploading their application 

during this time. It is not uncommon for the upload page to freeze or crash repeatedly 

during this window period. 

 

Supporting documentation  
 
 

You must supply copies of all documents and other material stated in the application 

guidelines. Examples of mandatory content that you must submit may include: 

 

● A covering letter; 

● A motivation letter; 

● Letters of recommendation; 

● A copy of your birth certificate; 

● A copy of your academic transcript/s; 

● Copies of licenses and professional certifications; 

● An up-to-date copy of your curriculum vitae (résumé). 
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Submission content  

 

You must address all sub-criteria required of each document that you create yourself. The 

guidelines published by the sponsor may list mandatory content that you must include 

within each document. Examples include:  

 

Covering letter: Details of relevant professional experience and technical skills. 
 

Motivation letter: Details about your personal interests and career objective. 
 
 

The next six points are discussed in detail in this Free School presentation: 
 
 

“How to write a motivation letter or a motivation statement for college and scholarship 
applications” 
 

http://www.thefreeschool.education/motivation-letters.html  
 
 

This section summarizes the core points from this PowerPoint presentation. 
 
 

Layout and aesthetics 
 
 

In a small number of cases, a motivation letter and an application may rejected because 

the layout and aesthetics are untidy. Admissions officers would rarely admit that they 

rejected an applicant’s motivation letter because its presentation was poor. However, 

some people associate untidy work with poor quality content and a slack work-ethic. It is 

best to avoid this negative association in all cases where possible. 
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You should aim to make your page layouts as appealing as possible for those documents 

where you are require to type text. Some ways in which you can make your typed 

documents easier to read include: 

 

● Using one font only; 

● Using clean, fresh white paper; 

● Using 1.5 or double-line spacing; 

● Inserting page-breaks at logical places; 

● Using a professional office font such as Arial; 

● Avoiding overuse of bold, italics and underline font; 

● Using short subheadings to separate distinct discussions; 

● Do not submit paperwork that is wrinkled, torn or soiled. 

 

You must always adhere to the requirements stipulated in the official guidelines. 

 

Spelling and grammar 
 

 

Your spelling and grammar should aim to be flawless. You may use online resources 

such as www.dictionary.com and Gmail documents spelling checker. You should aim to 

use the version of written English that is used in the country where the sponsor is located. 

For example, if you are applying for a fellowship at the University of Toronto, you 

should use Canadian English in your written correspondences. 
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You may appoint a friend or family member to proofread your written documents. You 

are more likely to detect small errors if you have not proofread these documents for at 

least three days. When you proofread the same document multiple times over a short 

timeframe, you may become blind to small errors. You should therefore aim to finish 

your written letters as early as possible. 

 

Altruistic objective 
 
 

It is safer to argue that you are a worthy candidate as you aim to use your role as a worker 

or graduate in a way that makes the world a better place for others, rather than discussing 

only the personal benefits that you will obtain from this opportunity. 

 

Distinguish yourself 
 
 

You should try to distinguish yourself from others in a simple and subtle way. What is 

your identity and why are you proud of this identity? Some examples of a simple, 

positive core message that may wish to communicate include: 

 

● I am a generous philanthropist; 
 

● I have a proven history of community service and volunteering; 
 

● I am a talented visual artist whose work has been displayed in prominent, 
prestigious public spaces; 

 

● I am a young entrepreneur who shows much promise; 
 

● I have been disadvantaged at all times throughout my life and I have shown that I 
deserve a chance to be offered a merit award based on equitable considerations. 



 

20 
 

History of excellence 
 
 

In the spirit of the discussion in the subsection above, you may wish to modestly refer to 

your history of achievements. You may also document this by providing copies of 

certificates of achievement, recommendation letters and other evidence.  

 

Examples of accomplishments that you may wish to discuss include: 

 

● Winning prizes such as academic essay competitions; 

● Membership of a prestigious and successful sporting team; 

● Holding a patent or copyright license for an original piece of work; 

● Being the holder of a competitive scholarship in the past and/or present; 

● Accruing professional work experience that relates to your course of study. 

 

Align with the sponsor’s mandate 
 
 

It is usually advisable to present your application in a way that is consistent with the 

ethos and objectives of the individual or institutional sponsor. This is a general principle 

that is not always enforced by the sponsor. For example, if you apply for a scholarship to 

study Liberal Arts at a Buddhist Temple College, you may have more chance of success 

if you explicitly state that you support the religious ethos of this college or if you ignore 

this topic. If your application suggests that your outlook conflicts with the ethos and 

objective of the sponsor, it might be officially or unofficially rejected on these grounds. 
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College motivation letter example: 700 words (excluding the title) 

 

Learning like Lyotard  

 

As a son of savant statisticians, I instinctively know that it is my destiny to be an outlier 

in the heterogeneous population of English language educators. Emulating templates for 

success never works for me. And motivational gurus speak double Dutch. Time will tell 

if my homozygous recessive alleles are my Rock of Gibraltar or my Achilles heel. 

 

“To share the gift of the English language”. “This is what I was born to do”. “The 

opportunity to immerse myself in the rich tapestry of exotic cultures”. “A desire to help 

others”. 

  

These are the popular narratives offered by mentors, practitioners in the field. Their 

reasons for supporting this undervalued profession inspire me to the core. May I follow in 

their footsteps - on my own terms, of course. 
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I see a stratospheric calling beyond these dominant clichés. I suspect that my mentors are 

like-minded, whether consciously or subconsciously. For reasons unbeknown, they 

cannot or will not articulate the higher duties of the humble English language teacher. 

 

As the global lingua franca, the lexicon of Britannia has morphed into a monstrous 

inferno. It is a monopoly magnet to a fertile plague of starving metallic moths. 

Collectively, more international students, migrants and foreign workers study this tongue 

each year than all other dialects combined. The potential positive consequences of this 

Earthly phenomenon are profound. 

 

When people can communicate via a common language, they may empathize with each 

other on a deeper level. Wars between nations invariably spark from a lack of familiarity 

with the ‘other’. Of course, there is no ‘other’. Humankind is one mammoth incestuous 

family. Black—white, young—old, rich—poor: The Homo Sapiens share the same ancient 

genetic blueprint. Our destinies intertwine, for better or worse.  
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The consolidation of a universal language may reduce misunderstandings between people 

and leaders. It may inch our fractured planet towards a trajectory of unification. May ‘lost 

in translation’ become a long-forgotten idiom that dies by human-causes. May this 

transpire sooner rather than later. 

 

Kumaravadivelu argues that there are no methods that guarantee success in the language 

learning environment. There are too many complex factors. These forces are fluid and 

vary across time and space. I almost agree with my hero of the TESOL field. I dare to 

doubt this legend’s famous teachings. 

 

The college setting offers me the chance to master the field of linguistics and 

systematically explore two theories that I base on anecdotal encounters. Our gut feelings 

serve us well in life. Alas, they are marginalized in the academic domain.  
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Drawing on my experiences as a volunteer English language teacher, I surmise that the 

rapport between the instructor and learner is enchanting when the tutor shows a genuine 

interest in the first language and culture of their fellow scholars. Learning is maximized. 

Friendships are formed. 

 

For me, this curiosity comes naturally. Few people thrive as scholars when the tutor 

views their heritage as inferior. All ethnicities arouse me. Nothing is mundane. I am 

forever drawn to the cosmopolitan and repelled by the sterile stench of uniformity. My 

hunch is that all language learners can detect linguistic egalitarianism and its hideous 

antithesis, Anglo-elitism. We are all equally brilliant, one way or another.  

 

Each shooting star that crosses our path knows something valuable that we don’t. Its 

luminous beam has journeyed a distinct though equally worthwhile orbit. As lifelong 

learners, our minds expand with every fresh encounter, in scholastic contexts and beyond. 

When this mindset defines our purpose, we may engage as liberated professionals. 
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I argue that the word ‘student’ is limiting. This profanity implies subordination. This 

toxic situation does not exist in a legitimate learning setup. There are no hierarchies of 

knowledge. We are all teachers—scholars alike. 

 

I propose that these truths are the essence of the free flow of knowledge. I am not quite 

ready to challenge Lyotard’s celebrated, orthodox view of the didactic pedagogical 

model.  

 

Accessing the collegiate environment may enable me to conceptualize my ingrained 

inklings and articulate these in a scholarly fashion. I foresee that this shall be my micro 

contribution to the betterment of humankind. A servant to those from foreign lands.  

 

May they unlock their rich minds and shower me. Noble they are. Nomads bring peace. 

700 words 
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Strengths and weaknesses of the ‘Learning Like Lyotard’ motivation letter. 
 
 
The strengths and weaknesses are subjective. Some people argue that Enid Blyton is one 

of the most talented authors of books written for children. Others argue that Enid Blyton 

lacked creative imagination. Note how some issues are listed as a strength and a 

weakness below. This highlights the personal nature of the motivation letter.  

 
Strengths  
 
 
In my personal-opinion the motivation letter has the following strengths. The author: 

 

 Is honest – this letter conveys the true feelings of the real author. 

 Offers some details about his personal background (e.g. parents). 

 Appears career-oriented and has a professional mission/plan. 

 Falls into a niche category – he knows exactly what he wants to do. 

 Has a vision for humanity and the betterment of global society. 

 Distinguishes himself – he knows his own mind and is comfortable with this. 

 Is modest – he admits that he has faults and has mentors that he looks up to. 

 Shows an awareness of leading scholars such as Jean-François Lyotard. 

 Has an enriched, creative writing style. 

 Has relevant work experience in the field that he plans to study. 
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Weaknesses of the ‘Learning like Lyotard’ motivation letter 
 

 

 The author identifies his own weaknesses. 

 This is a risky letter – it is opinionated, ideological and is critical of others. 

 The author is rigid – he is set on the pursuit of one career path only. 

 The author may appear immodest. He is yet to commence his studies, and he is 

already challenging established theorists and claiming that he has a vision that can 

make the world a better place. 

 The enriched creative writing style may appear too ‘flashy’, i.e. too keen to 

impress. 

 

Suitability 
 
 
The ‘Learning like Lyotard’ motivation essay could achieve this highest or lowest 

ranking at any college or university in any country.  

 

This application may be suitable for institutions that have a history of forward-thinking 

and the promotion of diversity. Examples of these institutes include: 

 

 Traditionally black American universities and colleges 

 The London School of Economics and Political Science 

 The New School for Social Research University 

 Community colleges. 
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Motivation letter checklist 

 
Please refer to the ‘Learning like Lyotard’ motivation letter on p. 21. The following 

inclusions exist in this letter: 

 

 It contains an introduction. 

 It contains a conclusion. 

 It adheres to the word count (600-700 words). 

 The paragraphs connect and flow in a logical order. 

 It cites scholars and shows some awareness of academics. 

 It uses American English for application to American colleges. 

 It frequently uses advanced vocabulary (more than six letter words). 

 The letter passes a spelling and grammar check (Microsoft Word 2010). 

 
Types of motivation letters 
 
 
I argue that there are four types of motivation letter writing styles: 
 

 Creative writing 

 Academic argument 

 Personal narratives 

 Hybrids. 

 

I classify the Learning like Lyotard exemplar as a hybrid letter. It contains a creative 

writing style that incorporates academic arguments and personal narratives. 
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Other Free School presentations 

 

 

http://www.thefreeschool.education/scholarships.html 

 
 

http://www.thefreeschool.education/scholarships.html 
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http://www.thefreeschool.education/writing-center.html  
 

 
 

http://www.thefreeschool.education/finances.html 


