College Essay Module

What Admission Officers Look For
Admission officers are very human.  They can laugh, get existed over a well-written account of a close game or can shed a tear if you pull them through a tragedy.  But, they can also become bored and irritated with essays that are dull and bland.  So, each piece should bring a special focus to the personality and mind of the writer.  That’s what they want to see.  The essay gives you an opportunity to express your individuality.  They want to know the real you and what makes you tick.  The Perfect essay may not come in your head immediately and you may have to write quite a few drafts.  So, write on a subject that really means something to you.

Before You Start to Write

1. Make a time-line of your life noting special dates and important events.

2. Make a list of 5 or 6 possible topics and discuss them with friends, parents, teachers, etc.

3. Find a quiet place to “write” the essay in your mind and write on a subject that really means something to you.

4. Style tells a lot about the way a person thinks (see the tips for E.B. White’s Elements of Style, below).

5. Maybe read the editorial page of a local newspaper

6. What works best is honesty, brevity and maybe risk-taking, self revelation, imaginativeness and good writing—make the essay sound like you.

From E.B. White’s Elements of Style

1. Choose a suitable design.   Have a skeleton to which you will bring flesh and blood i.e. clearly see the shape of your paper.  You can also consider providing a multimedia piece or an alternate format, such as poetry.

2. Make the paragraph the unit of the composition.  Begin each paragraph either with a sentence that suggests the topic or that helps the transition (do not have single sentence paragraphs in your essay, as a rule).   Be sure to meet the number of words required.  

3. Use active voice.  Write in the first person (using “I”)

4. Put your statements in positive form.  Make definite statements, not colorless, hesitating, non-committal language.  A print, or on-line thesaurus can help suggest the words to use—use them—they show depth.

5. Use definite, specific, concrete language.

6. Omit needless words.
7. Keep related words together.
8. Use one tense.
9. Place emphatic words of a sentence at the end

10. Write Naturally

11. Write with nouns and verbs

12. Revise and be clear.  Write the essay, put it aside for a day or so and revisit it later.

13. START EARLY, be aware of deadlines and be sure to hit all the points needed in the essay.

Common Essay Topics

Most essay topics fall into four categories:

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

2. Discuss some issue of personal, local, or national 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 fictional character, and historical figure, or a creative work in art, music, science, etc. that has had an influence on your and explain that influence.

5. Topic of your choice.

Some schools have questions like:

“Which adjective would describe you by those who know you best?”

“If you could have dinner with one famous person who would it be and why?’

So, essays may be:

1. Self Descriptive Essays—using the adjective question, you might choose “witty, warm and funny” and then go on to show it in your essay.

2. Realization—how do you use your educational and life experience to change and grow

3. Off-Beat Essays—May use unusual materials to liven up the application and showcase the student’s special talents—BUT keep in mind the TYPE of university you are applying to.  What might work for an arts college is totally inappropriate for a pre-professional curriculum.
4. Thought Essays—The most difficult to write.  The best examples demonstrate an intellectually curious and disciplined mind and can be hard to read.  Also, the writing can easily become muddled and have complicated sentences.

5. Activity Essays*—Most common types of essays dealing with live/educational experiences.  The key here is to personalize and analyze what the experience did for your and what you learned.

6. Descriptive Essay—These are well received.  The writers give descriptions of other people and places to reflect their own personalities.  You must make sure the essay discusses YOU.

*Some suggested topics for personal experience essays:

1. Did you ever stick up for someone?

2. Describe your neighborhood bully.

3. Did you ever have a paper route?

4. Have you ever been a babysitter?

5. Did you ever make a great fort you built or a great game you played as a child?
6. Write about and enemy who eventually became a friend.

7. Did you ever have an accident—like falling through the ice?

8. Did you ever cheat and get caught?

9. Write about a privilege that you were able to earn.
10. How did you get along with your cousins, or your brothers and sisters?

11. Write about a stray animal you brought home.

12. Describe and event that made you realize you were growing up.

13. Did you ever send away for something that turned out to be a big disappointment?

14. Did you ever prove yourself to someone older?

15. What was it like to go shopping with your grandma? Mom? Dad? Friends?

16. Write about a time you performed in front of an audience.

17. Write about a difficult decision you had to make.

18. Write about a time you found out something about yourself.

19. What did you do last summer?  What did you do the summer you were ten?

20. Write about learning to skate, to ride a bike to climb a tree, or to turn a cartwheel.

21. Describe learning to drive and its impact on your life.

22. Did you ever get lost in a strange town?

23. Were you ever locked in or out?

24. Did you ever witness a birth?

25. Write about getting fired or quitting.

26. What was it like to spend your first night away from home?

27. What was it like to come back home after a long vacation? 
28. Write about a disappointment.

29. Write about something minor that turned into a big deal.

30. Write about something that flopped.

31. Write about a time you had to communicate with someone you couldn’t understand.

32. Did you ever win or lose a contest?

33. Write about something you desperately wanted when you were a kid.

34. Did you ever see a ghost?
35. Did you ever run away from home?  How far did you get?

36. Write about the best attic or basement you’ve ever been in.

37. Did you ever know someone who had “everything”?

38. Write about a time as a child when you played in one of the following: a treehouse, a cornfield, a construction site, a junkyard, an abandoned house or barn, a stream a cemetery, a swamp, a pasture, railroad tracks.

39. What did you do to amuse yourself as a child when you had to wait for a long time? (for example, at a dentist’s office)

40. Did your mom or dad ever make you wear something you hated?

41. What was the earliest you ever got up in the morning?  The latest you ever stayed up?

42. Write about the time you were talked into something and regretted it.

43. Were you ever in a helicopter, limo, race car, hot-air balloon, submarine or a horse-drawn carriage?

44. Did you ever forget something really important?

45. Write about and an experience in a hospital.

46. Were you ever accused of something you didn’t do?

47. Write about a disastrous trip or vacation.
48. Were you ever given a responsibility you couldn’t handle?

49. Were you ever in a fire, flood, tornado, or hurricane?

50. Did you ever have a secret language?

51. Write about becoming disillusioned with someone you admired or respected.

52. Describe the best concert you ever attended.

53. What was the best nickname you ever made up for a friend?

54. Did you ever become friends with someone much older or much younger than you

55. Did you ever make friends with a wild animal?

56. Write about a window you broke or something valuable you lost.

57. Did you ever climb on the roof hen your parents weren’t home?

58. Did you ever save someone from getting hurt?
59. Did anyone ever save you from getting hurt?

60. Did you ever catch fireflies? Crickets? Frogs? Snakes?

61. Write about a time when you tried to help and ended up making thing worse.

62. Did you ever break an important promise?

63. Write about moving to another city.

64. Describe an outdoor game you used to play in the summertime.

65. Write about picking apples or berries.

66. Write about building sand castles or mud pies.

67. Did you ever meet a famous person?

68. Describe the club you organized as a kid.

69. Write about mowing the lawn, burning leaves, or weeding the garden.

70. Describe a car or bicycle accident you were in.

71. Write about being a misfit.

72. Write about a day spent in another country.

73. Write about a terrifying nightmare.
74. Have you ever brushed shoulders with death?

75. Was there a haunted house in your neighborhood?
76. Write about a time you outsmarted someone.

77. Write about a time you had to wait for something you wanted.

78. What was it like to get glasses or braces?

79. Write about being friends with our brother or sister.

80. Write about going shopping for new clothes.

81. Did you ever try to be something your really weren’t?

82. Write about job hunting.

83. Write about wearing high heels or a necktie for the first time.

84. How did you find out the real truth about Santa Claus?

85. Write bout seeing the ocean or the mountains for the first time.

86. Have you ever had a broken bone?

87. Write about being in the Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, 4-H, or some other organization.

88. Did you ever turn someone in or tell on someone and fee bad about it later?

89. Write about going back to school after summer vacation

90. Describe your playground or vacant lot.

91. Write about a time your parents embarrassed you.

92. Write about a time you embarrassed your parents.

93. Describe learning something from a friend.

94. Describe teaching something to a friend

95. Have you ever taken a long trip alone?

96. Write about a movie or a book that had a very strong impression on you.

97. Write about a time when you gave someone good advice.

98. Describe the best time you ever had in your life.

99. Write about the funniest thing that ever happened to you.

