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The Most Common Trap 
Far too many times, college applicants feel the need to write about something big and grandiose with hopes that their bold boastings will win over the hearts of the admissions staff and make them throw lots of scholarship money in their direction. As a result, the admission personnel quickly become wary of grandiose claims and grow even more quickly tired of essays that talk about such things as: 

· "Why I feel so strongly about racial harmony and world peace" 

· "How my leadership and courage helped my team win the state championship" 

· etc... etc... etc... 

What the Admission Committee Really Wants to See 
The admission committee wants to learn more about the "real you" since you and not the state championship or the prospect of world peace are applying for admission. They are certainly much more interested in how you think and why you made particular decisions than they are in the actual accomplishments themselves. It is much better to give a detailed analysis on why you chose to, say, study German or French, than to simply state that you were a linebacker on a team that went to the state finals -- assuming that you are not being recruited specifically for your football skills of course! 

What You Should Do 
It is fine to talk about your accomplishments, but be sure to keep yourself as the central focus of the essay. To continue the linebacker of a team that went to the state finals example, you might be well off describing the camaraderie and realizing that after the game you would never be able to play with the same set of guys again. You could also talk about the lessons you learned from your coach's motivational talks. 

It Takes Time
Is this easier said than done? Absolutely! But that doesn't mean you shouldn't do what it takes to complete the task. This whole topic selection process is quite simply the most important part of your admissions essays which, in turn, are an important part of your college applications and your future. Do yourself these 2 favors: 

1. Allot yourself adequate time to complete the essays. 

2. Enlist the help of a friend, relative, consultant, teacher, or guidance counselor for assistance. 
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GETTING STARTED 

Before you can begin writing an essay, you need to collect real data about yourself - who you are, what you've accomplished, and where you are headed. This kind of self-assessment is also valuable as preparation for college interviews. 

To help put your thoughts into words, try the suggestions listed below. Remember that this preliminary work is to help you formulate ideas. You need not be concerned with spelling, punctuation, and the flow of ideas at this point. 

· List all your activities for the past four years. Include school activities: awards, honors, and offices held, community services, jobs, and travel. 

· Record major travel experiences. Note your strongest impressions and how they affected you. If you loved the Grand Canyon, for example, write down three specific reasons why aside from the grandeur and beauty that everyone loves. 

· Describe an accomplishment that you had to struggle to achieve. Include what it was, how you tackled it, and how it changed 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? 

· What personality traits do you value most in yourself? Choose a few and jot down examples of how each has helped you. 

· Think of things that other people often say about you. Write about whether or not you agree with their assessments and how they make you feel. 

· Brainstorm "top ten" lists in a few selected categories: Favorite books, plays, movies, sports, eras in history, famous people, etc. Review your list to see which items stand out and describe what they've added to your life. 

· Describe "regular people" who have motivated you in different ways throughout your life. It could be someone you only met once, a third-grade teacher, a family member or friend. 
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THE WRITING PROCESS 

How you approach your first draft depends on whether you are usually an explorer or a preplanner when you write. Explorers discover ideas as they go, searching for meanings first and worrying about logic, order, and form in later drafts. Preplanners, on the other hand, want to know what they will say before they begin; they organize their thoughts in a detailed outline and expect the first draft to be good. As a result, planners have a tougher time getting started, while explorers may have trouble getting past the unstructured phase and actually finishing a draft. You might find it beneficial to combine these two strategies: relax about your first drafts, like the explorer, but give some thought to your essay before writing, like the preplanner. 

Once you have completed a draft, you need to decide which sections are working out and which are not, and to make changes accordingly. If you just recopy your draft neatly, fixing spelling and punctuation but not reworking ideas, chances are that you will have a shapeless presentation of events rather than a focused essay with a theme. 

To decide what to emphasize, read over your draft and ask yourself, "What is the main thing I want to say?" Summarize it in a sentence, and then add, combine, and rearrange ideas with this in mind. If you identify several major themes or events, take a good look at how to link these different ideas together. Instead of giving equal weight to every point, prioritize you ideas, making sure that there is some connection throughout. 

Sometimes you finish a draft and know immediately what needs changing and how to do it. But often these insights require more time and distance from your work. There are several ways to achieve this objectivity: (1) Let your draft sit for a few days without looking it over. (2) Read it aloud. Your ear will pick up problems. (3) Ask people whose opinion you respect to review the draft. If they are experienced writers, teachers or editors, so much the better; but any thoughtful person - a friend, a parent, a sibling - can provide helpful feedback. 
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FINAL STEPS 

Once you and others have reviewed the initial drafts, here are some steps to consider when smoothing out the rough edges: 

· Read your work aloud again. 

· Consider any of these four ways to make changes: add more detail, cut away repetitive phrases, combine sentences for a smoother flow of ideas, write it another way. 

· Look up any word that looks strange. Your intuition will spot 95% of the errors even if you do not know what the correct spelling would be . 

· If a word, sentence, or paragraph bothers you, write two new versions. One of them will please you. 

· Ask someone to proofread your essay for you. All too often what could be a first-rate essay creates a negative impression because of too many rough spots. So allow the time and effort to show that you do care, by eliminating the crossouts, misspellings, poor transitions, and awkward phrasing that detract from even the liveliest of essays. 

One final tip - unless the college or university requests a handwritten effort, you should type your essay. Handwritten essays may seem more personal but a well-typed paper is easier to read. 

Adapted from How to Write College Application Essays, by Mimi Schwartz. 
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SAMPLE ESSAY QUESTIONS 

Carleton College 

1) What do you see as the turning point(s) or important events in your life and why do you view them as such? 

2) Who are the people who have done the most to influence your personal development and in what ways were they influential? 

3) If you could have lunch with any one person (living, dead, or fictional), who would it be and what would you discuss? 

4) Discuss a social issue that has caused you to rethink a portion of your own life. 

5) Ask and answer the one important question which you wish we had asked. 

Common Application 
This personal statement helps us become acquainted with you as an individual in ways different from courses, grades, test scores, and other objective data. Please write an essay (250-500 words) on a topic of your choice or on one of the options listed below. You may attach your essay on separate sheets. 

1) Evaluate a significant experience or achievement that has special meaning to you. 

2) Discuss some issue of personal, local, national, or international concern and its importance to you. 

3) Indicate a person who has had a significant influence on you, and describe that influence. 

Hamline University 
Use this space to provide any information that you think the admission committee should consider when reviewing your application. You may wish to include information about your academic goals or performance, a memorable life experience, or college/career expectations. 

University of Minnesota - Morris 
Briefly explain how you think the University of Minnesota, Morris will contribute to you intellectual development and to your overall growth as an individual. 

University of St. Thomas 
All applicants are required to complete an essay (one to two pages) on one of the topics provided below. This essay allows you to demonstrate you ability to express yourself and may be used for English placement. The Admissions Committee will use your essay to get to know you better. 

1) Discuss a meaningful contribution you have made through involvement in school, church, or community activities. 

2) Describe an event, a person or an educational experience that has had a major impact on your life and why. 

3) Discuss your personal goals and dreams and how your St. Thomas experiences would contribute to making these a reality. 

  

University of Chicago 
Concepts and feelings are sometimes represented by common household items. For example, the theory of an expanding universe is sometimes portrayed in terms of raisin bread rising, or love as a red, red rose. Illustrate how an object in your kitchen can be used to represent a significant concept or feeling. 
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TYPES OF COLLEGE ESSAY QUESTIONS 

(Taken from Writing Your College Application Essay by Sarah Myer McGinty) 

You will find many different essay questions on applications to colleges and universities. They can be grouped under three varieties of questions. 

The YOU Question 
Most of these boil down to "Tell us about yourself". The following are some common examples. 

· A personal statement 

· "Write an essay which gives us a sense of you as an individual. Suggested topics might include one of the following or any personal theme that strikes your imagination." 

· "Tell us more about yourself as a person. For example, you may want to share something about the experiences that have shaped your personal development, or you may want to discuss your goals, values or ideals. We are looking for a response that will help us to know you better." 

· Describe a significant interest or experience. 

· "A special interest, experience, achievement, or anything else you would like us to know about you." 

· "Evaluate a significant experience or achievement that has special meaning for you." 

· "What experience has been most significant to you personally? How has it affected your life?" 

· How have you grown and developed? 

· "Possible topics include a change that you have noticed in yourself or your surroundings". 

· "An autobiographical account." 

The "WHY US" Question 
These questions focus on you choice of school or career as self-reflection. 

· Why have you selected College X? 

· "Please discuss your reasons for pursuing a university education and explain why you want to attend "College X" to attain your educational goals?" 

· "How do you think attending "College X" will affect your future?" 

· Why have you chosen this career or profession? 

· "Please tell us your thoughts about your future. How do these thoughts relate to your choice of major?" 

· "Please describe reasons that influenced you in selecting your intended major field of study." 


The CREATIVE Question 
These questions give you a broad range of choices through which to reveal yourself. 

· The national issue question 

· "What do you think has been the most important social or political movement of the twentieth century? Do you share a personal identification with this cause?" 

· The famous person question 

· "If you had an opportunity to interview any prominent person - living, deceased or fictional - whom would you choose and why?" 

· The hero question 

· "Identify a person who has had a significant influence on you and describe that influence." 

· The speech or article 

· "You have been elected to speak at your high school graduation. What will you say?" 

· "Write your first editorial as editor of a major news publication." 

· The book question 

· "What have you read that has had a specific significance to you? Explain." 

· "What is your favorite or least favorite book and why?" 

· The challenge question 

· Discuss the greatest challenge you have had to face or expect to face." 

· Your high school curriculum 

· "How do you think your high school's curriculum could be improved for the next generation of high school students?" 

· Good advice 

· "What is the best piece of advice you have ever received?" 

· "If you were to look back on your high school years, what advice would you give to someone beginning their high school career?" 

· Quotation 

· "Please respond to two of the three following quotations: 

· 'The things taught in schools and colleges are not an education.' - Emerson 

· 'All human actions have one or more of these seven causes; chance, nature, compulsion, habit, reason, passion, desire.' - Aristotle 

· 'A ship in a harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are built for.' - Shedd 

· The invention question 

· "You have just won a prize for an invention. Describe the invention and why you created it." 
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ESSAY TOPICS TO AVOID 

Here are ten essay topics you should probably avoid. Some of them are simply bad topics that are inappropriate for college applications. Others are extremely popular topics that make admissions officers' eyes glaze over. So, either don't write about the following topics, or, if you do, make sure it is written in a way that only you could do and includes significant detail. 

· Your relationship with your girlfriend or your boyfriend. 

· Your trip overseas, unless truly worthy. 

· "The Best Game of My Life" or other athletic incidents written in glib style. 

· Your college entrance exam (ACT or SAT) scores. 

· The importance of a college education (overused topic). 

· Your political views. 

· Your religious views. 

· Big, vague topics such as how you plan to contribute to world peace. 

· An autobiography, "Hello, my name is " 

Remember creativity and a little thought, more than anything else, separate a successful essay from an average one. Your essay should reveal something unique about you - it may help to think of if as an interesting letter to a friend or a compelling feature article. As one Dean of Admissions puts it, "Your essay is the one part of the admissions folder that you control - you can't change your grades or your test scores, but you can make your essay anything you want it to be." 

Adapted from TIME/PRINCETON REVIEW 1997 edition 

If you have any questions or concerns with the college admittance process, contact Ms. O'Connell in the guidance office. 
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