
Essay	  Wri)ng	  
Excerpts Taken from Gloria Mueller (College 
Consultant), Janet Raplye (Princeton), Ted 
Spencer (Michigan): Faculty Members at the 
Harvard Institute on College Admissions 

“The Essay is the heart and 
soul of the application.” 	

(Gloria Mueller, College Consultant)	




Don’t Sweat Over Things You Can’t Change 

Transcript= It is what it is 

Work on what you can change –  
      THE ESSAY 

“A student can really set themselves apart 
with a good essay.” (Ted Spencer, Michigan) 

Colleges want the essay to show: 
    a)  Your writing ability- Ability to 

communicate, Your VOICE 
    b)  Who you are- YOU 
    c)  How you think- your values, 

preferences, and style 



Can You Write? 

•  It is a NARRATIVE 
•  Tell your own story 
•  Get feedback 
•  Polish, spell check and 

proofread 



Can You 
Think? 

•  Your application can be  
 flat without a solid essay 

•  Can help judge your understanding 
of social/intellectual issues	


•  Did you take it seriously or does your essay look 
predictable? 

•  Did you take risks? 
•  Did you buy it off the Internet? 
•  Did your parent write it? 



What’s	  Most	  Important?	  

	  	   	   	   	   	  YOU	  
You	  are	  the	  only	  person	  who	  has	  been	  with	  

YOU	  your	  whole	  life.	  	  	  

You	  are	  the	  authority	  on	  who	  you	  are.	  



•  Personalize your self-presentation 
•  Show your personality and writing ability 
•  Convey your personal style under less 

pressure 
•  It should convey information not found 

elsewhere in the application 

What Can the Essay Do for You? 



No need to panic!  
You’ve done this 
before: 

It’s familiar (introduction, 
body, and conclusion) 

It’s about YOU! 

And…there is no wrong 
answer 



The	  Process	  
Brainstorm	  |Organize	  |	  Write	  |	  Rewrite	  |	  Edit	  



Defined by Our Choices 
How you write - reveals your ABILITY 
What you write about - reveals YOU 
Look at the list of questions required 



The essay demonstrates your ability to write clearly and concisely on a selected topic and helps 
you distinguish yourself in your own voice.  What do you want the readers of your application 
to know about you apart from courses, grades, and test scores? Choose the option that best 
helps you answer that question and write an essay of no more than 650 words, using the 
prompt to inspire and structure your response. Remember: 650 words is your limit, not your 
goal. Use the full range if you need it, but don't feel obligated to do so. (The application won't 
accept a response shorter than 250 words.)	


 Some students have a background or story that is so central to their identity that they believe their 
application would be incomplete without it. If this sounds like you, then please share your story.	


 Recount an incident or time when you experienced failure. How did it affect you, and what lessons 
did you learn?	


 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 place or environment where you are perfectly content. What do you do or experience 
there, and why is it meaningful to you?	


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


COMMON APPLICATION ESSAY PROMPTS 2014-2015	




TOO GENERAL 
TOO GENERIC 
TOO BORING 

   “In college I plan to continue to live a well-rounded life, 
meeting and working with people from a variety of 
backgrounds.  I expect to prepare for a profession that permits 
me to be closely related to children as well as adults.  I want 
to help people.  I have gotten so much out of life through the 
love and guidance of my family, I feel that many individuals 
have not been as fortunate; therefore, I would like to expand 
the lives of others.”	




Why Do 
Essays Fail? 
Too comprehensive 
Too general 
Not about YOU 
Not personal 
Poor editing	




Start By Brainstorming 
Make a list | Ask questions | Focus | Prove 



Editing is Your Friend 
Focus and prove | Reread | Support | Reread | Rewrite/Revise 



Making the Essay Yours 
•  All writers get help 
•  No live-in editors 
•  Don’t misrepresent yourself 
•  Believe in yourself and tell  
    your story 



Last Minute Tips for Procrastinators 
•  Pick 3 things in your room  
•  Family photo album 
•  Talk to parents, coaches, 

teachers 
•  Think about something 

you used to believe in but 
don’t anymore 

•  Have someone interview 
you and have them write 
down key ideas/words/
phrases 



Tips to Remember 
•  “Tell us about yourself” 
•  Familiar format with “you” as subject 
•  This is your chance to add to your 

application 
•  Start strong and fast to grab the 

reader 
•  Have a POINT 

  “In the 10-15 minutes we have with the file,  
   we better get the point.”  
            (Janet Raplye, Princeton) 



Five Myths	


•  You must write about 
something no one has ever 
written about 

•  There’s a right answer to every 
question 

•  You must be funny, clever or 
wacky 

•  You have to write this essay 
alone 

•  Your essay can get you in 

5 Myths: 



Common Mistakes 
•  Thinking of admissions 

committee as stuffy old people 
you need to impress 

•  Trying too hard to be 
memorable 

•  Writing a predictable or     
generic essay 

•  Forgetting that counselors/
teachers/parents are your allies 
in this process 

•  Forget about “What should I say.” 
Instead, focus on “What don’t they 
know about me?” 


