Writing the College Admission Essay

I.  What is the essay?
· All of the questions, in one way or another, ask the same thing:  “Tell us about yourself.”  
· The greatest strength you bring to an essay is the years of being familiar with the topic: you!
· It is a chance to add life to your application!
· It is nothing new; it is the type of writing with which you have been doing.

II.  Step One - Brainstorm
Pick positive adjectives that describe you - i.e. Athletic Allen, Musical Mary.
Write down personal or school-related accomplishments of which you are proud.
What qualities do those accomplishments tell about you as a person? Jot down ideas about HOW you are -
		amazing		creative		responsible
		ecstatic		enthusiastic		angelic
		brave			imaginative		charming
		confident		mysterious		curious
		mature		pioneering		kind
		tactful			trustworthy		peaceful
		sensitive		wise			rare
		funny			insightful		thoughtful
		truthful		honest		hungry
		radiant		joy-full			blessed
		open-minded		intelligent		gifted
		surviving		fascinating		clever

Write down major travel experiences.  What were your strongest impressions and how did they affect you?
Think of one or two sayings that you’ve heard again and again around your house since childhood.  How have they shaped your life?
Describe someone who has motivated you in different ways throughout your life.

III.  Step Two - Remember the 4 Essay Essentials
	
	1.  Know that YOU are an interesting person.
	2.  Relate your experience to the greater human experience.
	3.  Tell your story artfully.
	4.  Establish the importance to the college/university.

IV.  Step Three - Essay Power

	P	- 	Pick a focus 
	O	-	Organize your thoughts 
	W	-	Write
	E	- 	Edit
	R	-	Rejoice	
Sample 1
I guess it was inevitable that I’d be on hockey skates at some point in my life, but I did not expect that I’d become one of a rare group of female ice hockey officials before I even reached high school.  Being born into a family of hockey players and figure skaters, it seemed that my destiny had already been decided.
Right from the beginning, my two older brothers and my father strapped me up and threw me into the ice.  I love it and, in my mind, I was on my way to becoming a female Gretzky!  But my mom had to think of something fast to drag her little girl away from the sport of ruffians.  Enter my first hot pink figure skating dress!  That was all it took to launch fifteen years of competitive figure skating.  Even though figure skating soon became my passion, I always had an unsatisfied yearning for ice hockey.  It took a great deal of convincing from my parents that competitive figure skating and ice hockey didn’t mix.  
My compromise became refereeing ice hockey; little did I know that I was beginning an activity that would influence my character and who I am today.  When I began, I would only work with my dad and brothers.  Everyone was friendly and accepting because I had just started.  I soon realized though that to get better I needed to start refereeing with people I wasn’t related to, and that’s when my experience drastically changed.  An apologetic smile and an “I’m sorry” wasn’t going to get me through games now.  As I began officiating higher-level games and dealing with more arrogant coaches, I suddenly entered a new male-dominated world, a world I had never experienced before.  My confidence was shot, and all I wanted to do was get through each game and be able to leave.  Sometimes I was even too scared to skate along the teams’ benches because I would get upset by what the coaches would yell to me.  “Do you have a hot date tonight, ref?” was typical comment that coaches would spit at me during the course of a game.  In their eyes, I did not belong on that Ice, and they were going to do whatever they could do to make sure not women wanted to officiate their games.  I was determined not to let them chase me off the ice.
I made the decision to stand up for myself.  I never responded rudely to the coaches, but I did not let them walk all over me and destroy my confidence anymore.  I started to act and feel more like the 4-year certified Atlantic District Official that I am.  There were still a few situations that scared me.  One time I called a penalty in a championship game during the third overtime and the team I penalized ended up losing because they got scored on.  I knew I had made the right call, even though I was unnerved when I saw the losing teams’ parents waiting for me at my locker room; for the moment I wished I hadn’t called that penalty.  Although it was scary at the time, I stoop my ground and overcame my fears.  That was an important stepping-stone in my officiating career and in my life.
After four years of refereeing, I still can’t say it’s easy.  Every game hands me something new and I never know hat to expect.  Now I have the confidence and preparation to deal with the unexpected, on and off the ice.  I now also know to take everything with a grain of salt and not let it get to me.  I have learned that life is just like being out on the ice; if I am prepared and act with confidence, I will be perceived as confident.  These are the little lessons that I’m grateful to have learned as a woman referee.

Things to notice about this essay:
1. The author tells an interesting story about her experiences as a referee.
2. A sense of her personality-determination, flexibility, good humor-comes through in the narration.
3. Details like “Do you have a hot date tonight, ref?” make the narration memorable.
4. The essay needs a faster start.  The first paragraph (three sentences) says the same thing in both the first and third sentences and gives away the essay’s surprise in the second!  A good revision would delete all of paragraph one and start at paragraph two.
5. There’s too much frame here and not enough picture.  The essay needs further development, especially about the difficulties of becoming and being a ref, to keep it vivid.
6. The author should “dwell” in the meaning of the experience a little more at the end- “I wonder about…I also think…Sometimes I believe…” Significant experiences like this one, woven through many years of the author’s life, don’t mean just one thing-there are more insights and lessons to explore here.

McGinty, Myers Sarah. The College Application Essay. New York, College Board Publications, 2004.
Sample 2

Determination makes me not only an overachiever but also a foolhardy owner of a six-foot boa constrictor.  My success in maintaining a 4.0 grade point average and in excelling in basketball, skiing, tennis, and scouting can be attributed directly to my determination.  Once I set a goal for myself, be it academic or athletic, I have the determination and the pertinacity to succeed at any cost.  I regretfully admit, however, that there are times when my determination is so great it overcomes good common sense.  Such is the case with this true incident that portrays my extreme determination under some unusual circumstances.  
	One day in the fall of 1985 while cutting Ponderosa pine trees in the area of Colorado known as the Black Forest, I started thinking about snakes and about how it would be “cool” to have a snake as my own pet.  Since childhood, I have been fascinated and intrigued by snakes, especially the larger variety.  The more I thought about the idea, the more excited I got.  I was determined that I was going to be the proud owner of a snake.  The day I received my $450 pay check for clearing and cutting the trees, I cruised to the pet store, where I plunked down a fresh one-hundred dollar bill and picked out two of the nicest snakes one could imagine.  Neglecting warnings from both parents and friend, I arranged all of the necessities needed for my two cute baby boas.  The grand total for a self-designed, exotic cage, fitting for my snakes resulted in an astonishing two hundred dollars.  I soon learned that two additional hot rocks, a thermostat, and fifty-dollar check up at the veterinarian’s office would be required to keep my pets at their peak health.  Undaunted by the fact that I had just spent more money then I had ever spent in my entire life, I was determined to own my own snake.
	To top off the inordinate amounts of money was my mom’s animosity towards snakes.  She declared, “They have to go.”
	Determined as I was, I told my mom, “It’s either they stay or the three of us leave.”  Yes, how dumb, I ran away from home with my two baby boas.  After utilizing my Eagle Scout abilities in the cold Rocky Mountains for three days, I returned home to two parents who in no way wanted to lose their little over-achiever.  After fierce negotiations, my determination prevailed; and the snakes moved into the basement.  My parents’ venerable advice and full-blown contempt towards my snakes, still, in no way impeded my intent.  
	I was both sorry and bewildered when one of my two-foot boa constrictors died of an unknown cause.  This taste of failure transformed my meager goal into an obsession.  My mind could no longer think rationally, and my resolution grew stronger with each obstacle.  To justify that my dead snake, “Rambo,” was not a total loss, I dissected him for my biology semester project.  Snake after snake died; the glass cage cracked; and I was dumbfounded by the time my fifth snake died.  Every imaginable problem had hindered my progress; but, to my mom’s disappointment, my determination eliminated all chances of failure.
	In desperation, after the death of five baby snakes, I invested in a full-grown, six-foot boa constrictor.  I am negotiating with my mom to care for my snake in the event that the residence hall rules don’t allow pets.  However, when the lights dim as the snake heater purges electricity, my dad flinches; and I realize that there is little hope.  I have heard that only pets that can remain under water for five minutes are allowed to stay in the dorm.  So, with a tenacious attitude and a Red Cross certification in water safety instruction, I am attempting to teach my snake to hold its breath.
	Being aware that wasting money on a snake reflects little to no intelligence, I hope that you can overlook that and can get a feeling for my extreme determination.  I feel that given the opportunity to utilize this determination at an intense academic level and in an atmosphere conducive to learning, I could transform my perseverance into achievements of paramount proportions.

What do you notice about this essay?
1. Is there a focus?
2. Does the student have a story to tell?
3. Is there an introduction, several paragraphs of proof, and a clear conclusion?
4. Is it interesting?



Sample 3


	The training ritual is the same every morning.  Wake up and pull on weightless nylon shorts.  Stretch fluid muscles, breaking down the pleasant soreness of yesterday’s workout.  Slip outside to greet morning chill with shuffling steps.  Ease into a loping gait.  Pick up pace through desert, brushing past sweet sagebrush and prickly ocotillo.  Cough the dust out of labored lungs and wipe the salt sting from tired eyes.  Round the monolithic power lines, sleeting sweat, and race the rising sun back home.  
	I’ve run twelve thousand miles since the first day of seventh grade.  I’ve made sacrifices for training that have not come easily for me, as I couldn’t handle the first rigors five years ago.  I was a tall awkwardly lanky boy.  My thick brown hair flopped unflatteringly on my eyes when I ran, and my ungainly stride drew giggles each time my right foot kicked out.  Though graceless, I was a talented and cocky runner who had won three blue ribbons in elementary school Turkey Trots.  I expected to waltz into junior high competition and emerge victorious on God-given speed alone.  I didn’t.  I was shocked – mentally weak – could not overcome a strong aversion to the devastating pain of racing.  I didn’t have the heart for this horridly cruel sport.  I still ran.  
The longer I ran, the tougher I became.  Increasingly brutal competition left me with no choice but to gut it out or get out, and I have never been a quitter.  By my junior year, I was a top runner on Arizona’s best team.  I woke each day to improve, focused on my duty to my team and myself.  I relished challenge.  I sought out demanding runs.  I pushed past supposed limits of endurance to places of pain few people ever see.
Everywhere I go, I run.  I ran up Mount Eldon, a grueling 2500-foot rise over a seven-mile fire road.  I ran in Alaska, sprinting thirty lonely quarter-miles on a desolate cinder track, and then collapsing for half an hour in the overgrown summer heat, grinding out the final stages of a 115-mile week on quivering quadriceps.  I carry this tenacity into my life away from running – I can endure anything to accomplish my goals.
I have big dreams for my future.  I want to lead the nation, write great books, and travel the world.  No plans are certain, though, except that twenty years from now, I will run.  I will run because it toughens me.  I will run because I’ve never felt as alive as after a victory, or as dead as after defeat.  I will run because it’s my connection to humanity.  I will run because I am a runner.  It’s who I am.

MRHS Graduate – class of 2001

What do you notice about this essay?
5. Is there a focus?
6. Does the student have a story to tell?
7. Is there an introduction, several paragraphs of proof, and a clear conclusion?
8. Is it interesting?




Sample 4

	  Four square games came to a stand-still when my father delivered me to the school cafeteria in the morning.  Eyes squinted and little faces contorted, unsuccessfully attempting to draw some resemblance between the lanky Anglo-Saxon man with mousy brown hair and the little girl that clung to his side, wire tan legs, sun kissed freckled face, and dark mass of tangle hair atop her head.
	I see my body as a narrative with a story to be told.  My physical characteristics are the themes of my being.  I am not a haphazard creation as I once believed in those days when I was mistaken for an adopted daughter, bearing no strong resemblance to my mother or father.  
	My eyes are reflective of my biracial heritage; the eyes of a dreamer, large, bright, deep, slightly slanted downward, unmistakably mixed, with an intensity that could spark a flame.  These eyes saw the sunrise over Tinamen Square and the sunset over the Great Wall.  These eyes are blessed with the ability to see beyond what is visible.  These eyes are seduced by black and white portraiture and come to life with calculated concentration when looking through the lens of a camera.  These eyes are often sore and bloodshot from long nights of consuming the worn pages from my Chaim Potok collection.  These eyes have been able to see into two worlds simultaneously, my mother’s and my father’s, observing two distinct cultures without being an outsider in either one.
	My hands, long with thin fingers that extend from my palm, inherited from my father, caressed the smooth white keys of my grandmother’s off key piano, composing amateur concertos in the heat of the long summer afternoons.  These fingers snap down rhythmically over the open holes of my clarinet while my teacher waves his hands and barks out a rolling commentary in a thick New York accent.  These hands grasped the hand of a sitting president and these hands are going to be on the other side of the handshake someday.  These fingertips are blackened with ink, night after night, after unsuccessfully unjamming my typewriter because I refuse to verbalize my midnight poetic creations on a word processor.  An elderly Chinese woman healer scrutinized these hands through foggy spectacles, and then guided them through the careful removal of acupuncture needles embedded in the flesh of my grandmother.  These are healing hands.
	My nose, previously a source of discontent, the shape of which I believed to be amorphous, has been subjected to years of clothespin torture, unsuccessfully attempting to make it more Caucasian looking.  This nose has been the vehicle for transporting the intoxicating odors of my beloved Indian cuisine, a Saturday staple; the nose that has caught the scent of persistence and determination and is following its fragrant trail. This nose is a metaphor for my self acceptance; as I have grown, so too has my nose, and I am no longer trying to change it.
	My scars are more evident then those of most, a trait inherited from my mother’s mother.  Scars are as much themes of my being as my inborn characteristics.  The thin white scar between my thumb and index finger came from whittling a stick the wrong way when I was too stubborn to accept advice from a boy.  The thick pink scar on my knee came from falling on the end of a lamp cord in a hotel room in Beijing while playing hide and seek with my two cousins.  The long scar that runs the length of my collarbone and the raised circular scars that adorn my chest and neck are all remnants of my bout with Ewings Scarcoma.  I beat it with a determination that I apply to everything in my life.

MRHS Graduate – Class of 2001

What do you notice about this essay?
9. Is there a focus?
10. Does the student have a story to tell?
11. Is there an introduction, several paragraphs of proof, and a clear conclusion?
12. Is it interesting?





Sample 5

	I like myself, I really do.  I hear so many of my friends complain about their lives, and I’ve never understood their point of view.  I know that I have been given many gifts and the opportunity to use them.
	Ever since I was five, I knew that being on stage was important to my.  Singing lessons and summer acting camps developed my natural ability.  I felt that I really came alive in front of an audience.  I enjoyed the applause and recognition and wanted to please those people who appreciated my gifts.
	In school I have been attracted by many subjects.  I feel convinced that I’ll be the one to break new ground in genetic engineering and am equally sure that I have a novel as powerful as one of Hemingway’s in me.  I’ve just had too many things, to done exclusively.  I’ve been too busy starring in our junior musicales or arranging our International Club’s gourmet banquet.  I just haven’t had the time!
	I like myself, I really do.  The college years will bring all my talents to the fore.  I just hope you’re ready for me.




What do you notice about this essay?
13. Is there a focus?
14. Does the student have a story to tell?
15. Is there an introduction, several paragraphs of proof, and a clear conclusion?
16. Is it interesting?




