
The College Application Essay
What is the college essay?
The college essay is one of the “soft” factors that colleges look at when making admissions decisions. This means that there are no hard numbers or data points associated with this essay. It is helpful for them because it tells them something more about you and what you will contribute to the college community than simply your grades or test scores would.

What should I write about?
Many colleges will allow you to choose from several prompts when writing your essay. These are often very broad, asking you about an experience you’ve had or a person who’s inspired you. Other colleges will have a single essay question that everyone must answer. Some will even allow you to choose your own topic, but if you’re choosing your own topic, make sure that it’s interesting and appropriate. For reference, here are the Common Application essay questions for the 2015-2016 application cycle. As you can see, there is a lot of variety and a lot of potential to share your own experiences and opinions. Make sure you take advantage of this opportunity.
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interest, or talent that is so meaningful they
believe their application would be incomplete
without it If this sounds like you, then please
share your story.

The lessons we take from failure can be
fundamental to later success. Recount an
incident or time when you experienced failure
How did it affect you, and what did you leam from
the experience?

Reflect on a time when you challenged a belief or
idea. What prompted you to act? Would you
make the same decision again?

Describe a problem you've solved or a problem
you'd like to solve. It can be an intellectual
challenge, a research query, an ethical dilemma-
anything that is of personal importance. no matter
the scale. Explain its significance to you and what
steps you took or could be taken to identity a
solution

Discuss an accomplishment or event, formal or
informal, that marked your transition from
childhood to adulthood within your culture
community, or family.





How should I start?
Choose a prompt or two that interest you, and start brainstorming. Write down anything that comes to mind. It doesn’t have to be in sentence or paragraph form yet. This is just to get you thinking about it. Usually one topic will stand out to you as having a lot of potential, and you’ll be able to start working on your first draft. It’s okay to change topics if one isn’t working out for you; just make sure you leave yourself enough time to do so.

What are colleges looking for in the essay?
It’s important to have correct spelling, grammar, and punctuation in your essay, because colleges want to make sure that you’re a solid writer who can handle college-level work. It’s just as important, however, that your essay is genuine and reflects who you really are as a person. Keep in mind that admissions officers read hundreds of applications every year, so try to be original. Write about something that makes you stand out. It’s okay to be creative as long as you’re still following the directions and answering the question asked.

What if I’m completely stuck?
Talk to your parents, friends, or teachers. Ask them what they think is unique about you, or what qualities you have that could help you succeed. Write down what people say about you and look for common threads. You may be able to use this as inspiration for a personal essay. Friends and relatives can offer you advice, but your essay still needs to be your own work. Another way to start is by looking through papers you’ve written for school or other activities, and seeing if you can get any ideas from those papers. Talk to your English teacher or teachers you’ve had in the past and see what they think your writing strengths are. Your essay should reflect these strengths. If you’re not a natural jokester, don’t try too hard to be funny, but if you’ve had success with humorous writing in the past, feel free to let this part of your personality shine through.

How important is the essay?
Some people believe that the essay isn’t that important, or that admissions officers don’t read everyone’s essay, but this is simply not true. If colleges didn’t want to read your essay, they wouldn’t have asked you to write one. It is true that if your grades and test scores are well above the college’s medians, they may not put as much weight on your essay as if your grades and test scores are borderline. Remember that the essay is just one part of your application. Still, college admissions officers are looking for diversity and balance in forming a freshman class, and the essay provides them with a better idea of what you can offer.

What are common mistakes and how can I avoid them?
It’s perfectly fine to make your statement personal, but you should avoid topics that might offend someone or make him or her extremely uncomfortable. Sex, drugs or other illegal activities, and general over-sharing should not be included in your essay. It’s fine to mention your religious or political beliefs or other strongly held opinions; just be aware that the person reading your application may not share these beliefs.


Another common mistake is not proofreading carefully. Many students will use the same application essay for several colleges; if you do that, make sure you change the college name on the essay before submitting it. College A doesn’t want to hear about how passionate you are about College B. 

How long should I take to write the essay?
The essay part of your application is not something that you want to leave until the last minute. If it appears rushed, this will leave a bad impression on the reader. You also want to leave enough time to be careful and deliberate in choosing a topic, and to proofread. A good idea is to start writing your essay as soon as you know what colleges you’re applying to and the application is available. You don’t want to start before this because the prompts change every year. You should, at the very least, give yourself several weeks to write your essay before the deadline, so that you can give yourself plenty of time to edit it and have someone else read it over.
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