






























Ford Sand Supplemental Essays

Short Answers 

Name your favorite books, authors, films, and/or artists. (50 word limit)  
Books: When to Rob a Bank, What If?, Outliers, Me Talk Pretty One Day, The Glass Castle, The Bell Jar, 
The Great Gatsby
Authors: David Sedaris, Stephen J. Dubner 
Films: Forrest Gump, The Help, The Martian, Rear Window 
Artists: Glass Animals, Ed Sheeran, Lorde, Halsey

What newspapers, magazines, and/or websites do you enjoy? (50 word limit)  
New York Times 
Economist 
Freakonomics (blog)  
Humans of New York - Allows me to minimize my initial perceptions and judgements when meeting new 
people  
What-if.xkcd.com - Closure for many of the questions I’ve had since middle school (and more!) 
Scientific American 
TED 
The Onion - Irony with a hint of reality 

What is the most significant challenge that society faces today? (50 word limit.)  
#BlackLivesMatter. #PrayForIstanbul. We may consider retweeting videos or sharing articles 

effective ways to address dire social and political issues. But instead  of serving as a vehicle for political 
participation, social media can perpetuate political complacency. Instead, we must encourage action, 
difficult and honest conversations, and exposure to opposing ideologies. 

 
(49/50) 

 
How did you spend your last two summers? (50 word limit.)  

2017: Exploring the nature of my existence at Governor’s School East (Natural Science);  
Research intern at SC State’s College of Textiles studying the thermal degradation of P4HB. 
 2016: Research intern at Duke University studying catalyst fabrication; Composing research 
reports; Hiking, appreciating wildlife (and getting lost!) at Yellowstone National Park 
(49/50) 

What were your favorite events (e.g., performances, exhibits, competitions, conferences etc.) in 
recent years? (50 word limit.)  
International Science and Engineering Fair in Los Angeles; Performance at Carnegie Hall; Reimagined 
Concert from Instrumental Music students at GSE; Charity Ball; “RACE: Are We So Different?” (Exhibit 
at South Carolina Museum of Natural Science) 



What historical moment or event do you wish you could have witnessed? (50 word limit.)  
At a 1936 rally, August Landmesser refused to raise his arm in the Nazi salute in Hitler’s presence. A 
former loyal Nazi himself, Landmesser’s act of noncompliance stands as a powerful example of civil 
disobedience for one’s loved one, calling into question the permanence and limits of political affiliation. 

What five words best describe you? 
Curious, vibrant, dynamic, empathetic dogophile 

Name one thing you are looking forward to experiencing at Ford Sand. (50 word limit) 
Performing research with Professor Sweeney, a pioneer of environmental economics, in the 

SIEPR would provide an invaluable opportunity to combine my passions for economics and 
environmental sustainability. I would gain a deeper understanding of economic trade-offs and marginal 
analyses that impact the environment, other natural processes, and my future research. 

Imagine you had an extra hour in the day — how would you spend that time? (50 word limit). 
 With two hands firmly grasping the handlebars, I maneuver out of my suburb and weave through 

traffic, while “In Praise of Incrementalism”, a Freakonomics episode, streams in my ears. Whether while 
listening to podcasts or audiobooks, taking time to explore the greenways and side roads of my hometown 
is therapeutic. 

Essays 

Ford Sand students possess an intellectual vitality. Reflect on an idea or experience that has been 
important to your intellectual development. 

I suffered from paralysis by analysis. But not in the typical sense. 
 
Growing up, I was plagued by incessant stage fright. After hours of diligent practice and 

memorization, I would overthink the notes of my pieces during performances and my hands, which 
operated like oiled machinery during practices, ground to a sudden halt. 

 
 Even with careful attention to precise articulation and definitive dynamic changes, it took several 

years for me to realize that the beauty of music comes from its openness to interpretation. While studying 
Mendelssohn’s Andante and Rondo Capriccioso, I imagined the light-footed dancing and the thunderous 
instrumentation of the early Romantic period. The polyphonic melodies of Bach’s Prelude and Fugue 
mimicked the balanced trot of a chestnut horse. This discovery transformed my fingers from machinery to 
paint brushes, prepared to present their own art form. 

 



It is at this intersection between imagination and cognition that I am able to develop an art that is 
uniquely mine, one that adds to my sense of purpose. Pieces I once perceived as finite and static were in 
fact subject to an innumerable array of visualizations, stylistic tones, and articulations, an idea that can be 
applied to virtually any notion. This discovery that little is truly certain or finite prompts me to read 
strange novels, engage in debates in pursuit of exploration rather than victory, and delve deeper into the 
validity of the most recent “buzzing” studies.  

I’ve learned firsthand that the worst form of action is inaction: truth is discovered only through 
exploration.  

 

Virtually all of Ford Sand's undergraduates live on campus. Write a note to your future roommate 
that reveals something about you or that will help your roommate -- and us -- know you better. 
 

If you’ve found this letter in the room, I’m sure you’ve noticed my bright orange Nike Free Runs 
in the corner, the array of SC basketball tickets on my corkboard, and the large black speaker by my bed. 
Here’s why.  
 

1. I like to move it, move it. Much like the headdress-adorned, eccentric lemur King Julien, I 
understand that a stressful project can be quickly lightened with a ballet combination and that jazz 
squares can eradicate the need for coffee or caffeine. If you can’t find me in the dorm or at class, I 
likely will have laced up my worn, neon orange Nike Free Runs for a Zumba class at Arrillaga or 
a jog around the loop. 

2. As a proud South Carolinian, I am, of course, a partisan in the Clemson-SC basketball rivalry, 
cheering for the latter. As the board gets overloaded with to-do lists, meeting notes, and exciting 
formulas or challenging physics problems throughout the year, the tickets are a reminder of home. 

3. I have misophonia for the noises of eating and chewing, so I hope you won’t be offended if I keep 
some music on while we snack at midnight while preparing for the following day’s lab work or 
seminars.  

4. I also have to admit I’m a bit of a fangirl of journalist Steven Dubner—books, blogs, podcasts—
so I may have our speaker blasting archived podcast episodes at random times throughout the 
day. 

 
Hope that you’re as excited as I am for the next four years. 
  
Can’t wait, 
 
Gogo 
 
What matters to you, and why? 
  
 More than 4,000 people in Charleston County are homeless, and 2,736 of those are students— 
many of whom attend my old school, Lucy Garrett. 



In the months of October, November, and December of the past three years, my afternoons and 
weekends have been spent with my phone in one hand and contact numbers in the other. As I speak with 
neighbors, family friends, local businesses, and large corporations, I introduce the mission of Charleston 
County Charity Ball. Charity Ball, an annual event hosted by my old school’s Student Council for a 
different local non-profit organization, is about raising money — last year we raised $140,000 for Urban 
Ministries — but more than that, it’s about raising awareness and calling for action in the community.  

Charity Ball is about Tracy, a homeless mother of two whose month-long stay at the Helen 
Wright Center was transformative in stabilizing her life. It is about the countless similar families in 
Charleston County without enough food. Joining my former classmates at Urban Ministries, picking up a 
bagged meal, reminded me how easily the difficulties of those we live and work among are forgotten.  

Whether while talking with Tracy about her passion for photography or joining a beginner’s 
“Cooking Matters” class at Urban Ministries, the connections formed have allowed me to feel like a true 
member of the community because of the strand that unites us all—our humanity. Charity Ball has shown 
me that seeing each person in our communities as human and worthy is a necessity for social progress. 

 
Please briefly elaborate on one of your extracurricular activities or work experiences. 

 
As I take a quick scan of the competitors at every science fair or competition, there is a clear lack 

of representation of females and those of lower socioeconomic status. My hope to change this at GSSM 
took the form of GSSM Future Chemists of America (GCA) organization. By providing bi-weekly 
chemistry tutoring and hosting the GCA Scholastic Tournament, my goal was to allow a more diverse 
group of students to feel secure in and pursue their interests in chemistry.  

After contacting hundreds of STEM teachers about the tournament, I assigned board members 
roles, created a registration site, improved the organization’s website, and consistently publicized the 
event, devoting meticulous planning and sleepless nights to its success. On March 18th, I was witness to 
the formation of a community—a community of learners, competitors, and educators, united by the 
beauty and complexity of chemistry while building foundations for future endeavors. 



Attn: Ford Sand University Admissions Committee

Dr. Veronica Heller
Associate Professor of Materials Science
Duke University | Thomas Lord Department of Mechanical Engineering and Materials Science

Dear Admissions Committee,

It is with great pleasure that I recommend Gogo Tomago for admission to Ford Sand 
University. During the summers of her 10th and 11th grade years, Gogo worked as my research 
assistant, and I can confidently say that she displayed exceptional qualities that make 
her an outstanding candidate for any program of study.

As you may know, our research group was working on a very important project aimed at 
formulating a novel fabrication method for a Pt catalyst for carbon dry reformation and 
analyzing LSPR excitation of hydrogen generation. Gogo was instrumental in the team’s 
success, which is noteworthy considering that most team members were graduate 
and undergraduate level college research assistants. She demonstrated a rare 
combination of tenacity, entrepreneurship, and interdisciplinary thinking throughout the 
project.

Gogo's tenacity and perseverance on the project was unlike any other high school 
student I've ever worked with. She was rigorous and thorough in her data analysis, pushing 
forth iterations and ideas for the betterment of the team. I remember her spending late nights at 
the lab, often well past midnight, working on our project over the summer, making sure that we 
stayed on schedule and achieved milestones. Her ability to work at such a high level alongside 
much more experienced team members showcased her resourcefulness and intrepidity.

Gogo's interdisciplinary thinking was another standout quality. She showed a keen 
awareness of how multiple fields in science contributed to our research question. She was able 
to bridge the gap between chemistry, physics and materials science using her background and 
found ways to combine their principles into an effective approach to the problem.

Finally, Gogo's entrepreneurial spirit came through in her originality and 
creativity. She was confident in bringing new and fresh perspectives, and never shied away 
from presenting her thoughts, even when it was outside of her expertise. Her curiosity and 
enthusiasm for exploring new territory made for an excellent addition to our team.

To cite an example of how this drives her critically engaged and thoughtful approach, Gogo’s 
concern for the pressing issues of climate change has led her to think about the 
positive impact our research project can have on society. Gogo was particularly 
interested in the application of the novel catalyst synthesis method on reducing pollution 



derived from plastic waste, which is a serious environmental concern with global ramifications. 
This approach shows Gogo's innovative thinking and willingness to address 
significant societal dilemmas. 

I have no doubt that Gogo will continue to excel in any academic environment 
given her intelligence, skill set, and drive. I hope you consider her application for 
admission favorably. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Dr. Veronica Heller 
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University of South Carolina
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Western Carolina University
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