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College Essay Guidelines 1

WRITING A COLLEGE ESSAY

By Ms. Meskill - adapted from research sources

Getting Started 

The college essay is a critical part of the college application. Every year, colleges receive numerous applications from students with similar or identical grades, test scores, and extracurricular accomplishments. As a result, the essay has become the determining admissions factor in many cases. Whether your essay is outstanding can determine whether you are admitted. Your essay must shine.

The purpose of the college essay is to provide the college admissions officers with a glimpse at the person behind the numbers and the awards. Your essay must be honest and truthful; the last thing an admission officer wants to read is a phony, contrived essay. It is also important to remember that your essay is just one in a towering pile of thousands of others. Unless your essay is interesting and engaging, you will lose an edge over the other applicants. With these guiding principles in mind, let's discuss the role of your essay in more detail. 
Because of the college essay's length (usually just a few hundred words) and its goal (to demonstrate that you are a special and interesting person), the best essays often incorporate some form of a brief, detailed personal narrative. In other words, your essay should tell a short story that reveals something about you. Because the essay is so short, it is typically a good idea to describe one or two events in detail rather than trying to tackle big issues or long chains of events.
Here are some general guidelines:

1. Good writers know how to "Show, Not Tell" (S-N-T). Vivid verbs and imagery will make your essay shine. Use details and dialogue to describe events and leave the reader to draw his own conclusions; do not tell the reader what to think. For example, you should write an interesting, detail-rich description that tells the story of your experience writing and performing a song for the guitar rather than simply writing, "I have developed a keen interest in composing and playing music." That conclusion will be implied in your description. If you find you are unable to S-N-T, then consider writing your essay from a third-person point-of-view. This technique often brings a new perspective into your essay. 
2. Your essay should be personal. This just means that the primary purpose of the essay is to let colleges see your true personality; it doesn't mean that you have to write about all the intimate details of your private life. 
3. Write about something you are passionate about. If you don't care about your essay, no one else will either.
4. Your essay should tell a story.
5. Have a point. Your essay needs to have a main idea, or thesis. The main idea of your essay should be something unique and interesting about your personality that you want the college to know. You do not need to state your main idea outright in the form of a thesis statement; remember the rule of S-N-T.
6. Rewrite. You won't get it perfect on the first try.
7. Double-check your spelling, grammar, and sentence mechanics.
8. Have someone else review your essay. People who have personal relationships with you (for example, your parents and close friends) may not be able or willing to give you impartial criticism, so make sure to have your essay reviewed by a professional and disinterested critic, such as your English teacher.  Constructive criticism is never personal!  

** If you notice any repetition in the following pages, recall the purpose of repetition!

Attack the Question 

The real question behind all college essay questions is: Can you show us something interesting and unique about you as a person? However, if the colleges asked that exact question, a lot of people would be stumped. So instead, the questions they come up with are designed to aid you in answering the real question. All essay questions fall into a few different categories. If you are applying to a school that uses the Common Application, here are the essay questions you have to choose from:
1. Evaluate a significant experience, achievement, risk you have taken, or ethical dilemma you have faced and its impact on 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.
4. Describe a character in fiction, an historical figure, or a creative work (as in art, music, science, etc.) that has had an influence on you, and explain that influence.
5. Topic of your choice.
You'll notice that the expression "on you" or "to you" appears in every question (except #5). That makes sense because the purpose of the essay is to reveal some of your personality to the application readers. Most of the major essay question types are represented on the Common Application. While one college may ask a more specific version of #2 by referring to a specific issue, or another college may make #5 more creative by asking you to submit part of your autobiography or by supplying you with the essay's first sentence and asking you to complete it, your essay question(s) will generally resemble one of these five. 
A key exception is the multiple short-answer essay approach. Some colleges require you to complete several brief statements rather than one long one. This approach can be beneficial because it takes the stress off each individual answer, giving you more of an opportunity both to take risks and to be conservative on your application. You should emphasize different unique aspects of your personality in each short answer response. This rule is no less true in the case of colleges that require two or three long essays; use each essay as a chance to show the college different unique aspects of your personality. If you write three essays all describing how much you love painting, you will lead the college to believe that there is nothing else interesting or unique about you.
Read each essay question a few times, and then begin to think of topics for each answer.

Picking the Topic 

This topic map exercise is designed to help you come up with a topic:
Write your name in the circle. Next, draw six more circles in the space outside of your circle. Make one circle represent each of the following: what you value most, the most significant events in your life, your favorites, your achievements, the people (fictional and real) that have had the most influence on you, and your major goals. List the five most important items that fit under each category. Your favorites should include a book, a movie, a person, a place, and a thing. In addition to your achievements, list two significant failures. Beneath this topic map, make a list of the five personality traits that define you. 
Use the Inspiration Web (next page)
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Additional notes:  

Now, get another sheet of paper and start a list of topics. Go through each word or phrase you have written down on the topic map and ask, "Why is this important to me?" The answer to that question can be a good main idea for your essay. But before you decide your essay will be about, be sure that you can answer "YES" to the following three questions:
1. Am I the only person that could write an essay on this topic?
2. Is this topic something I feel passionate about?
3. Will this essay be interesting to read and will I be able to write it well?

Here are some topics to avoid:
1. General, non-personal essays on international, political, social, or academic topics. These make for boring, irrelevant essays.
2. Your beliefs about controversial issues, such as abortion, affirmative action, the Middle East, etc. By writing about this sort of topic, you risk antagonizing whoever reads your essay.
3. Information that is provided somewhere else on your application. 
4. Anything that casts you in a bad light. This is not the place to disclose your battle with addiction or how you've learned to manage your overwhelming anger. However, admissions officers do get tired of reading about perfect angels; describing a minor mistake or character flaw is fine.
5. Why you want to go to that college (unless this is the required essay).
6. The college application process.
7. A sports event that you participated in.
8. Summer camp (unless you had a unique and interesting experience).
9. Your trip abroad (also unless you had a unique and interesting experience).
10. How you learned to love yourself
ESSAY STRUCTURE

The college essay, unlike the persuasive essays that you've probably been taught to write in school, can be structured in a number of ways. The college essay is not generally the place for the standard five-paragraph essay, three-paragraph essay, or signposting (a technique also known as "Tell 'em what you're gonna tell 'em, Tell 'em, Tell 'em what you told 'em"). These essay formats are useful for straightforward exam essays and for brief persuasive arguments. They will not work well to reveal you and your personality to college admissions officers. However, this does not mean that college essays do not need structure.
Most essays can be roughly broken down into three parts:
A. The Introduction
B. The Body
C. The Conclusion
The Introduction 

Your introduction must grab the reader's attention. If it isn't interesting, then the reader probably will not pay any attention to the rest of your essay. If you can't think of a good introduction, consider waiting to write the intro until after you're done with the rest of the essay. In some cases, it's best to just jump right into the narrative without tacking on a belabored introductory sentence. 

You should avoid an introduction that is too general ("From the dawn of history until the present day, mankind has produced music…") or awkwardly rephrases the question ("If I were to describe a person who is important to me, I would pick…"). In an academic essay, the introduction is usually an entire paragraph, but in a short college essay, the introduction will only be a sentence or two. Below are some examples of introductions:

The Basic Intro

"Among all the fictional characters that have influenced me, the one that has had the greatest effect on my life is Batman."

The basic intro simply introduces the essay in a logical way. This intro is often based on the question. The basic intro sets a straightforward tone, so the essay that follows this type of intro is often short, sweet, and to the point.

The Narrative Intro

"As I raced down the street that hot August day, I saw it rising in the distance."

The narrative intro grabs the reader and pulls him right into your story. It can begin telling the story at the beginning, middle, or end. This technique for introducing a story, called in medias res, has made for compelling reading since ancient times, and it is sure to generate interest. Variations of the narrative intro include starting with part of a conversation or with a thought.

The Quote Intro 

"Andrew Jackson once said, 'You are uneasy; you never sailed with me before, I see.' I repeated that same quotation to my best friend just before the motorboat I was piloting began to sink." 

The quote intro begins with a quotation. Don't pick a quotation that is long, boring, irrelevant, or too serious. Also, do not focus on or analyze the quotation itself; it should only be used as a springboard into an essay about you. Do not pick an overly famous quotation (this rules out much of the Bible and Shakespeare). Do not use the quotation to try to sound smart. 

The "I" Intro

"I have always loved circus sideshows."

The "I" intro tells the reader something about the author. It doesn't always have to begin with the word "I," but it often does. Apply this intro with caution because, by simply telling the reader something, it usually violates the rule of Show, Not Tell. The "I" intro can also sometimes sound cliché or trite. Make sure this intro really works with your essay if you consider using it. 
The Risky Intro
"It was around ten o'clock and I was sitting handcuffed in the back of the squad car."

The risky intro reveals something shocking or surprising about the applicant right from the start. This intro is guaranteed to keep the reader's  reading. Any other type of introduction can be made risky if it says something startling or jarring. Admissions officers get tired of reading about what perfect little angels the applicants are because they know that isn't the truth. Revealing a flaw or imperfection can be endearing. However, the next sentence in this essay had better not be, "It was the second time I had gotten busted for dealing crack in as many months." From a literary standpoint, this intro orients the reader for the rest of the story by providing the details of the setting and time. You want to come across as humble and candid, not delinquent

The Body 

A good college essay can be structured in a number of ways. As I have mentioned, academic essay formats such as the five-paragraph essay are not generally well suited to college essays, unless you are specifically asked to present a logical, persuasive argument. No matter what essay format you choose, your essay should be personal (reveal a bit of yourself and your passions) and it should tell a story. All essays should have a main idea, but the main idea does not need to be spelled out in the essay --it should be illustrated (show it, don't tell it). 

Here are some structures that work well with college essays:

Standard Essay
Narrative
Chronological Narrative
Descriptive Narrative

There are certainly other structures that will produce a quality essay. No matter what structure is used, the body of the essay must present a consistent, logical flow of ideas.

Standard Essay
This structure is very simple, and it is not much different from academic writing. You begin by stating the main idea of your essay, then you describe some evidence --typically 3 points-- that backs up this idea, and then you bring everything back together with a conclusion. The conclusion must do more than just restate what has already been written. If you are having trouble writing, consider writing in this format because it is usually the easiest to work with. Even with this approach, remember that stories make for the most interesting reading. Consider making each of your evidence points a short story that illustrates your main idea. Or, you can begin your essay with a brief narrative.

Certain essay questions sometimes call for the standard comparison essay, a variant of the standard essay. In this essay, you will compare two things. As in the standard essay, you state your thesis, provide evidence for that thesis, and then draw conclusions. However, in the comparison essay, you discuss what two things have and don't have in common. This technique is useful, for instance, if you are asked to compare yourself to a literary or historical figure. 


Narrative
A narrative is a story. No matter what the topic of your essay is, incorporating a story into the essay in some way is guaranteed to hold your reader's interest. A narrative can cover any length of time and describe any incident. The narrative can be incorporated into a more traditional essay format, or it can stand on its own as the entire essay. A narrative can also be a precise, detailed description of a single person, place, thing, situation, or event. Your narrative should have a main idea, or theme. The theme of your essay should be something about your personality that you want to reveal to the college. 

Here are some tips about writing narratives:
1. You should Show, Not Tell. Use vivid verbs and imagery.
2. Use details. 
3. Keep the story flowing

Chronological Narrative
This structure works well for describing a single event. You tell the detailed story of what happened, one thing after another, in chronological order. At the beginning of the essay you should orient the reader by describing the setting (the time and place where the story begins). Then you proceed through the story describing each new occurrence in detail. Do not include details for the sake of detail, however. Details should be relevant to the main point of your essay. Remember, this story should illustrate something about you as a person. You should Show, Not Tell. Using detail does not mean overusing adjectives and adverbs-using detail means describing things precisely. The best use of detail is achieved through imagery (descriptions of things you can see, hear, taste, smell, and touch) and through vivid verbs (verbs that refer to a specific action-use 'sprinted' instead of 'ran very quickly.') Chronological narrative essays should not cover too much time; do not try to recount your entire life's story in five hundred words.

Descriptive Narrative
This structure can be used to tell the story of a single object, situation, setting, or person in great detail. Rather than telling a story that proceeds through time (as the chronological narrative does), this type of narrative tells a story that proceeds through space. An exemplary descriptive narrative might reveal a person's personality through a detailed description of a work of art that he or she has made. 

The Conclusion 
Your conclusion should fit naturally with the essay that precedes it. Because of the short length of college essays, you may not need a full paragraph for a conclusion. As with introductions, often a sentence or two will be enough. Many people are under the false impression that the conclusion should either (A) summarize what has already been said in your essay, or (B) explain the meaning of your essay. Both of these approaches lead to poor conclusions. Consider this horrible piece of advice from the College Board: 

"The conclusion can be… a few sentences to nail down the meaning of the events and incidents you've described." 
DO NOT follow that advice. If you need a few sentences to "nail down the meaning" of what you've described or if you need to repeat what you've already written, then there is a problem with the body of your essay. Also, you do not need to (and should not) introduce your conclusion with the phrase "in conclusion," or anything along those lines. Here are some other things not to do:
1. Don't contradict the main idea of your essay.
2. Don't introduce new information.
3. Don't use clichés (anywhere in your essay). 
4. Don't make it too long.
5. Don't summarize your essay.

A good conclusion will flow naturally from the rest of the essay. It should provide a sense of completion, a signal that the essay is now over. Although it should not be a restatement of anything previously said, the conclusion should emphasize the main idea of the essay. Your conclusion can be a place to broaden the theme you have explored in the essay. Good conclusions leave the reader with a thought or idea to ponder after completing the essay, and they might also connect back to the introduction in some way to give the essay a sense of wholeness and completion.

Here are some tips that can make your conclusion shine:

1. Emphasize your main idea, but not by restating a previous remark.
2. Connect back to the introduction.
3. Broaden the theme addressed in your essay.
4. Use the same tone that you have used throughout your essay. 
5. Leave the reader with something to think about.

Now that you've finished your essay, you should revisit your introduction. If you haven't written one, now is the time to do it. If you do have one, ask yourself if it is all you want it to be. Does it flow with the rest of the essay? Does it grab the reader's attention? 

Revising Your Essay
Before you revise your essay, take a break for a day or two and go outside or watch TV. It is impossible to do a good job editing a piece that you have just finished writing. 

First, go through your essay and remove all clichés and change the passive voice to the active voice wherever possible. Replace any "thesaurus words" (words that you wouldn't normally use in writing). Slang and informal expressions should also be eliminated (except in dialogue). Proofread for errors in spelling, punctuation, grammar, and sentence mechanics. 

Next, read the essay to yourself to determine the following:
1. Does the essay answer the question (if there is one)?
2. Does the essay Show, Not Tell?
3. Does the essay use vivid verbs and imagery?
4. Does the essay tell a story?
5. Is this essay unique and personal?
6. Is this essay interesting?
7. Does it grab the reader's attention from the start?
8. Does it reveal a personal passion?
9. Does the essay make sense?
10. Does the essay have a main idea and does it illustrate that idea without stating it outright?
11. Does the essay proceed in a logical order, with each idea leading naturally to the next?
12. What would the admissions officer remember after reading this essay?
13. Do the introduction and the conclusion fit naturally into the essay?
14. Are the sentences varied in length?
15. Are there any errors in spelling, punctuation, grammar, or sentence mechanics?

If you answered "NO" to any of the 15 questions, then fix the problem(s). Maybe there is something that just doesn't seem right. It is perfectly normal to significantly rewrite whole sentences and paragraphs several times during the process of revision.  Use Peer Editing Sheet (from English class) as a guide.

Next, read your essay aloud to yourself. How does it sound? You will probably notice some phrases that sound awkward or grammatically incorrect. Fix these phrases. Proofread again. Is the tone appropriate for the content? 

Have someone else (preferably your English teacher, AP student, trusted peer) read your essay and make suggestions. Take these suggestions to heart and revise your essay again. Proofread again.

Ask your proofreader to identify a central message based on the essay content.  Responses should be something like, "Your essay clearly expresses your ability to overcome a difficult challenge," or "It's clear that you are someone with a strong sense of responsibility," or "The narrative is a great example of what a dedicated person you have become."  Ask yourself if the reader received the message you are trying to convey.  Remember, this is a Show, Not Tell essay. 

Recommended reading BEFORE you begin writing:

James Joyce's "Araby" from Dubliners = available online, keyword search; or see me for a copy …it's very short!).

This vignette is part of a collection of stories in Dubliners   The protagonist experiences an epiphany, which is recognized in what he DOES, not what he TELLS.  Carefully read the story and determine what the character learns (epiphany). Recognize how you come to understand his epiphany.  Clue:  the epiphany is in the final paragraph.  It is the point at which he recognizes a truth or lesson.  The beauty of this story is that you get the message without having it literally spelled out.
A central focus in recognizing an epiphany is derived from understanding cognitive dissonance*.  Recall archetypal characterization, Siddhartha’s journey, others, in which the main character, usually someone with strong opinions or rigid beliefs, “wakes up” to a deeper understanding of self or life or others.  YOUR story (without all the gory details) will have a theme, interesting episodes, vivid language, and it will be interesting without having to explain to a reader what you’re trying to convey.  Remember, your readers are very intelligent people who understand and appreciate well-written material.
*Cognitive Dissonance - "dissonance," the opposite of consistency ("consonance"), is a state of tension that occurs when a person simultaneously holds two cognitions (beliefs, thoughts, attitudes) that are psychologically inconsistent, or holds a belief that is incongruent with the person's behavior.  This tension is uncomfortable, and someone in a state of dissonance will therefore be motivated to reduce it - by rejecting or changing a belief, by changing a behavior, by adding new beliefs, or by rationalizing.   View your essay as an opportunity to SHOW  your story!  

Happy writing,

Ms. Meskill

