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SAMPLE COLLEGE ADMISSIONS ESSAYS

Personal Statement #1 

Eating an apple is political. Maybe you got it from the bodega downstairs that always smells like burnt coffee and toothpaste. Maybe that apple came from New Jersey, or maybe it came from Washington State. If it came from Washington, a trucker probably brought it to you. He might have gotten tired on the road, did a little cocaine to keep him up, lost control, and run a car off the road, injuring all five of its passengers. 

Maybe none of this happened, but maybe it did. The possibility makes eating an apple as politically salient as voting. The government chooses how much to tax the apple, but we choose to eat it. Dominos fall across the country and tie the micro of our actions to the macro of a global social and political economy where even small choices have far-flung consequences. 

Most of the time we ignore this complicated reality, and choose instead to think about only green or red. But the choice has more implications than color: we’re choosing where it’s from, who benefits and who loses from our simple purchase. The only indicator of this is a tiny sticker that blends into the background of our consciousness. History, economy, and politics hide behind this indicator of difference, and for ease, most of the time they stay there. Most of the time, this kind of thinking can be inhibitive to functioning in a fast-paced society. But, we choose whether to ignore other narratives to simplify our own, or create a collective narrative that incorporates people and places otherwise elusive and forgotten. We choose whether to live in a world of aggregated knowledge and widespread relationships or to just eat an apple. 

This narrative can stay on the wide open highways, waiting, or travel to the pages of a publication where it can replace the trucker’s silence with communicated understanding. Starting from a place of a keen awareness of the consequences of culture and the politics of actions, I want to refine my skills as a writer, reporter and critic by attending the Columbia School of Journalism. There is no program in the country that is more attuned to a perspective defined by underlying relationships or that better trains students to not just activate their verbs and modify their adjectives but to think critically about all aspects of their surroundings. I start from an understanding of narratives as embedded in history, politics, and tradition. Columbia starts from the same place, acknowledging these sources and teaching students to understand their importance while questioning their validity.

After having excelled at UC Berkeley and further considered the possibilities of academia through my position with Cambridge University Press, while also pursuing freelance writing and journalistic opportunities, I’ve realized the lens of critical journalism is more attuned to the impact I seek to have. I want to pursue further education that will help me develop the skills to answer questions in disparate fields while staying grounded with strong analytical and critical writing skills. Ultimately, I want to use these skills to participate thoughtfully in public discourse informed by the culture that produces it. The velocity of the present necessitates the immediacy of journalism.

The details of multifaceted realities need exacting language and analysis that contribute as well as critique. I have an eye for details that sees more than red and green and a desire for knowledge and narrative that transcends easy answers. Today’s world doesn’t ask easy questions and neither do I.

Personal Statement #2  

My parents got divorced when I was too young to remember their marriage or the blow-by-blow of their divorce. It wasn’t a mutual or calm proceeding; it was a war that left my brother and me stranded somewhere in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, unsure which parent would offer us safe harbor. Eventually, we lived with both, carrying all of our belongings in our backpacks like immigrants permanently in search of a residence. 

Their accounts of the divorce were so disparate that it seems impossible that either parent is discussing the other. I grew up with these two conflicting truths, each reiterated by a Greek Chorus of friends and family. 

I saw conflicting versions of history before I could comprehend history or conflict. Even now the actual events are still a mystery. There was some truth embedded in each account, but it was never a truth that corresponded to events: truth was a term invoked without corroboration. Their words were their weapons and my brother and I were caught in the crossfire of he said she said. Now, time refines their versions of events and the stories they tell themselves to justify anger and unchecked emotion. The truth was somewhere, but looking for it without a compass made the longitude and latitude of childhood a crumpled map of a different territory. And while latitude and longitude intersect, their stories never did.

No comprehensive or legitimate chronicle exists, waiting for me to find it, so I’ve accepted the gaping holes in my own history. Without a compassI have to fill in the blanks of the piecemeal narrative I’ve been given. I must respect different aspects of each of their stories while writing my own because neither of their stories is a story I can tell myself. Only when I create my own words can I find sanctuary and internal coherence. I articulate nuance to find space within this conflict, to write myself a refuge solid enough to support my weight. 

My own record, my own refuge, was often invaded by forces blunter and stronger than letters and punctuation. When I let them, my father’s angry words can still invade my space: I am twelve, and he wants to tell me a truth about my mother, a truth I don’t want to hear. My little brother’s weight on my legs and the tears on his cheeks are stronger than the need for silence, silence found only with distance. His weight manages to hold me down for another two years, until I am fourteen and no weight can impede my urge for exodus. My stories fly and I go with them. I leave my father’s house permanently to fly beyond the boundaries of narratives so insistent on their own voices that they overshadow the possibility of mine. I travel in and around my imagination creating myths of my own, words not about a central family conflict, wrongs and rights, who did what. 

I wanted more than to be defined by their conflict. I wanted to narrate my own flight. At first words could only fall into the categories of defensive and offensive. The wrong words were dull knives cutting exposed fetters. The right ones spoke to each other. While layers of competing memories all cried for my attention, I tried to sort through them because where I’ve come from will always be the beginning of where I’m going.

I am twenty-two, home from college. For the first time in six years, I sleep in my old bedroom at my father’s house. The lamp is still round with pink and blue flowers, the quilt is still covered in yellow roses, the posters are still of pandas. In the morning my father waits for me to eat and makes me oatmeal with blueberries. Blueberries are antioxidants. Oatmeal will make me safe. Warm and soothing, so different from the many years of conflict. Our words are simple, about breakfast and the coming days, my plans to move to New York. The energy there is infectious, I tell him. Hot and cold exposed elements of intersecting objectives and directions, everyone moving in a different direction that are all ignored by the city’s motion. When atoms collide they detonate and I’m ready to detonate, ready for new words. Stories about dreams broken by concrete walls with shattered pieces creating a mosaic on the sidewalk. Stories about flying with the eccentricities of compressed existence that refuses to comply with the city’s rigid grid. 

Writing alone did not provide refuge from my family’s angry words. Pronouns without antecedents fettered words that could not escape ambiguity. Time and space did a much better job than diction alone. But where would I have been without words of my own? Alone: somewhere in between, searching for an intersection that never occurs. Instead, I am here, at the intersection of Seventh Avenue and Thirteenth Street: writing, with words like knives sharp enough to carve tomorrow.

3.) Father’s Sickness

I still remember, quite vividly, that one day about ten or eleven years ago. A family friend had just brought me and my sister home from an outing, and he was walking us into our house. I would soon discover that after walking through my white front doors, I would never be quite the same again - I would finally and completely realize the grave situation that would have the most influence on my life thereafter. Upon entering the house, I could smell a very sour and acrid odor emanating from the living room, and I could also hear a person groaning disconcertingly. As we walked slowly into the living room, a staggering sight met our eyes. There, lying face down on a couch, was my father, with an ashen-faced complexion. His head was completely bald, and his grisly figure appeared enervated. He was gasping for air, and then suddenly, without a warning, he grabbed a blue pan, put his face to it, and just vomited with such vehemence that it really shook me. Before this, I used to think words like "cancer", "tumor", "chemotherapy", etc. - were all terms describing a simple illness that went away as fast as the common cold. Upon seeing what was happening to my father, I then realized that colon cancer was neither quick nor painless, but rather agonizing and disturbing. After vomiting, my dad lifted his frail head up and uttered a weak "Hello," before vomiting even more. I looked at our friend, and I understood the look on his face. "Let's go to my house, Jeff," he said, "Let your dad rest - he has been fighting brave and hard."
        My dad, my hero; the one whom I cherished and looked up to for love and guidance, was now battling for his life. His colon cancer was first detected in 1987, and for the next two years or so, things got worse as the illness became more and more malignant. The whole situation was then exacerbated by a series of debilitating surgeries and chemotherapy treatments. Because of this ordeal, my mom had to spend most of her time, energy, effort, not to mention large amounts of money, taking care of my father's health. As a result, my mother had to set aside both my needs and my sister's needs. Because of this involuntary neglect, I, as a seven-year-old developing child, never got much of a chance to expand my talents and personality, and many opportunities, such as learning piano at a very young age, had to be put off because of this family crisis. I had trouble coping with the absence of my father, due to his constant hospitalization, and I had problems finding my identity, lacking a close role model to look up to. I had difficulty performing well in school, and I felt bad when I saw other children already cultivating their talents and skills at very early ages. From around age seven to recent times, I've been at a disadvantage compared to my peers, in terms of personal maturation, intellectual development, and talent growth. I had been "lagging" behind. 
        Like my father, I too had a struggle to overcome, and I was determined to fight on. But the path ahead was not going to be easy; it was going to be a test of patience and perseverance.
        Growing up without a "dad" figure at my side, I had always felt different from the other children. In elementary and middle school, I noticed that most other youths always seemed happy, easy-going, and extroverted. I remember that I knew a lot of peers around me who always got the newest clothing and toys, but since my family had a tight budget, we weren't able to afford any luxuries. I saw other kids taking long family vacations with their dads, while I saw my own father lying in bed. I remember a classmate asking me, "Where are you going this summer?" and I replied, "I'm going to the hospital to see my dad." I was quiet, shy, and timid, since my parents weren't always there to encourage me to express myself openly. Thus besides having kept to myself, I had problems communicating with others, and at one point it had gotten so bad that I was avoiding human contact, and couldn't bring myself to look at people's faces when they were speaking to me. Some children considered me an outcast; therefore I was often the target of harassment and ridicule. Early on, I had a low self-esteem, which was worsened by my poor performance in school. My dad had always stressed academics quite heavily, but after seeing my grades, I felt like I had failed my father, just like his health had failed him. Adding to the blow, I saw others around me already learning instruments, attending tutoring programs, and picking up art lessons - all at very young ages. I was a late starter, and that would be the cause of my struggle. Often, my predicament seemed hopeless - others were better off than I was; I was picked on and ignored by peers; I had an identity problem and was unable to express myself well; I had a hard time in school, and my talents were atrophying away. At a lot of times, I would simply say to myself, "I can't take this any longer. I don't have the patience or the spirit for this - I just don't know what to do anymore."
        Funny how I said all that, because whenever I felt like giving up, my dad would pop into my mind: Boom. A crystal clear memory of that day when I saw my dad throwing up and dying right before my eyes, and when the family friend said to me, "Let your dad rest - he's been fighting brave and hard."
        I saw the truth in this. My dad fought and struggled with the disease, and never once did he give in, because if he had, he probably wouldn't be alive today. By his bearing all that suffering just so that he could live another day to see his family, he had taught me determination and steadfastness. He taught me to never give up. I then realized that I had to go on and defeat this difficult but crucial time period in my life; thus, I made up my mind. I will catch up. I will fully develop my personality, which had been holding me back. I will improve my academics, no matter what, and I will go out of my way to harvest my talents. No more delays. No more fear. No more shame, and most importantly, no more giving up.
        Beginning in middle school and all the way through high school, I worked hard and persistently to catch up, and I've accomplished a lot of my goals. Beginning in the sixth grade, I really started to focus on academics, and with each passing year, I got better and better grades. Particularly, these past few years in high school, I've been proud of my exceptionally high marks, and I owe all my determination to my father's high academic standards and the valuable lesson he had taught me. Also in middle school, I tried to catch up in cultivating one of my talents and interests - piano. I know that others who had been playing for a while had an advantage over me, as learning an instrument such as the piano is best undertaken at very young ages. But following my dad's attitude, I pushed myself; I practiced and practiced, although it became more difficult to find practice time as my grade level advanced. Finally, I had practiced so much that my teacher allowed me to skip levels in the piano Certificate of Merit exam, just so I could get up to speed with the others. As a result, I jumped from a CM level 4 to a level 8 in just two years. This is another accomplishment of which I am especially proud of, and in March of 2001, I achieved the level 9. My dad's tenacity had motivated me to pursue not only a musical talent, but other things as well, such as tennis, abacus, Chinese school, and tutoring. But I think the crowning achievement of my youth was my ability to overcome my personality flaw. In eighth grade, I sacrificed time for other activities, and joined an Asian youth leadership program, which basically taught me how to communicate openly and effectively as a peer mentor, and as a leader in the community. I am now able to speak clearly and confidently to my peers, and it has worked wonders. Last year, I was even able to host an open house event for the program, speaking comfortably in front of a very large audience, an accomplished feat of which I am very proud of and that I owe to my father, my reason for living.
        My dad had been at my side all this time. Even if he had been lying sick in bed from chemotherapy treatments, his spirit was with me every step of the way. He taught me how to live life as well as the most fundamental of all problem-solving skills: never give up, no matter how desperate things seem. Watching him in deep discomfort and agony, seeing him suffer with dignity, is something that I'll never forget. His struggle with the cancer became a model for my own struggle to get caught up, especially during my early childhood and adolescence. I've worked long and hard, doing whatever I could to make up for all those years of lost progress. His will to live on became my will to work harder and to improve my person as a whole, all for the sake of catching up. Fortunately, my father's will paid off, as in 1992, there was a period of remission. He got better, but my struggle didn't stop then, because it was ongoing. I continued the fight through elementary, middle, and high school, and even now in my senior year, I've been struggling, especially with college entrance tests like the SAT. Nevertheless, I can never thank my dad enough for what he has given me. I think I'll go to my dad now, and really show him all of my accomplishments. Perhaps he'll then say to me: "I'm proud of you son…you've been fighting brave and hard." 

4.) Swimming

Six times a week around 5:30am, we ritualistically assemble into the cold, dimly lit, locker room at the Esplanada Park Pool. One by one, we slip into our still damp drag suits and then make a mad run from the locker room through the chill of the morning air to the pool, stopping only to grab a pull-bouy and a kick board. Coastal California cools down overnight to the high 40's. The pool is artificially warmed to 79 degrees---the conflict in temperatures creates an outpouring of steam from the water's surface casting a scene more appropriate for a werewolf movie. 
        Thus starts another workout. 4500 yards to go, then a quick shower and five-minute drive to school. Another 5500 yards is the destiny for the afternoon. We start over again tomorrow. The objective is to find another 1/10th of second. The end goal is to have that little, unexplainable difference at the end of a race that separates success from failure, greatness from mediocrity. Somehow we accepted the pitch, otherwise we'd still be in bed now.
        One mile up the road, there is a similar session at Berkeley's pool with group of the fastest swimmers in the world. They'll push even harder as what ensures their greatness is measured in 1/100th's of second and not the coarseness of 1/10th's. Somehow they have gotten beyond 'thinking about' the pursuit of greatness, having already achieved it. But from someone, who has yet to ascend to the absolute apex of the sport, questions create an extra burden.
        My first swimming race was when I was 10 years old. My parents fearing eminent injury redirected my athletic direction away from ice hockey. Three weeks into the new swimming endeavor, I somehow convinced my coach to let me enter the annual age group zone meet. To his surprise and mine, I pulled out an "A" time. National "Top 16" awards through the various age groups, club records and finally National First Team All-American in the 100 fly and Second Team All-American in the 200-Medley Relay cemented an achievement in the sport. Now elevated to the Senior Championship meet series means the competition include the world class. Making finals will not be easy from here. These 'successes' were only separated from failure by tenths of a second. Yet the fine line between total commitment and tolerance continues to present friction.
        This year my grandmother was hit with a reoccurrence of cancer, this time in her lungs. A person driven by good spirits and independence now faces a definite timeline. On the other side of the Pacific Ocean, my grandfather in Japan also contracted the disease, in his stomach. His situation was corrected with surgery-for now anyway. In between the laps as I search for fractions of a second, they have had to search for an extension to their lives. This comparison in struggles seems to blur the relevance of our respective goals. 
        As in swimming, life's successes appear to come in small increments. Sometimes a newly learned skill applied to an existing base, a little extra effort a put on top of extreme training routine, a 'good' race day, or just showing up to a workout when you body and psyche say "no" may separate a great result from a failure. What lies in between is compromise. The underlying willpower to overcome the natural resistance is what aligns one's efforts to create the energy to overcome the static. While life if finite, it is not clear that the achievement has limits, if approached in steps. 

5.) Turkish Schools

I still remember vividly the day/ moment I was deliberately humiliated, slapped by a high school teacher in front   of my classmates. As the president of my class, I was representative of and responsible for my own actions as well as those of my classmates. One of my duties had been to, while our teacher had left the room, list the names of everyone involved in discussions on the blackboard. After the return of my teacher, those students were to be punished, slapped in the face. I would do so, in order to retain everyone's respect and quietness in the room. When another class's teacher walked in, I tried to save my friends from his hard strokes and erased all the names. Now, I was to be punished. 
        Not only talking, but even asking questions in class was not allowed. Teachers as well as college professors perceive questioning as criticism toward their teaching abilities, but also prevents them from admitting lack of knowledge on certain issues. A Turkish school is not a place to ask questions, but to absorb knowledge from lectures and aged textbooks. 
        Being the daughter of relatively liberal parents, I was encouraged to get involved in discussions, which eventually made me understand that I could question any of the cultural guidelines. In contrast to the other Turkish females, I was determined enough to to leave the boundries of my culture, and defer from the traditional path of earning respectability as housewife and mother, exclusively. (Being a determined female, my goals did not go along with the religious and cultural guidelines of Turkish people.) I decided to sacrifice the company of my friends and family, in order to secure/build a successful future. I have always wanted to get the best education possible, and become a neurosurgeon. 
        Not only did the technological standards at even reputable Turkish universities not agree with that, but there were other factors, too. Political bloodshed is as much part of a students life as illegitimate and inadequate teaching standards. 
        Although, there are some attributes of Turkish culture that I prize such as being respectful to parents, to teachers, or to elderly, self disciplined in both religious and educational life, believing in a religion that gives me confidence and the determination to achieve what I need to achieve. The respect, the communication skills, the smile and the optimism give a good basis to succeed in Western Culture. While it is extremely uncommon for Turkish women of any social class to defer from the traditional role of women, living in the United States I face fewer restrictions because of my gender. In addition, I can rely on better edicators, technoloy, with the prospect of better liing standarts. In the United States, I found myself having more opprtunities to speak out, to make decisions of my own, to be the best as I can be regardless of my gender. I prize my freedoms in this country very much that I would never dishonor them by not being active. 
        Although I am Turkish, much of my identity arouse out of a desire for freedoms that are available to Americans. Therefore, I believe my identity is not a result of either Turkish or American cultures but out of a personal desire for setting my own limits.

Sample College Application Essay #6
From the time I was able to realize what a university was, all I heard from my mother's side of the family was about the University of Michigan and the great heritage it has. Many a Saturday afternoon my grandfather would devote to me, by sitting me down in front of the television and reminiscing about the University of Michigan while halftime occurred during a Michigan Wolverines football game. Later, as I grew older and universities took on greater meaning, my mother and uncle, both alumni of the University of Michigan, took me to see their old stamping grounds. From first sight, the university looked frightening because of its size, but with such a large school comes diversity of people and of academic and non-academic events.

In Springfield High School, non-academic clubs such as the Future Physicians and the Pylon, both of which I have belonged to for two years, give me an opportunity to see both the business world and the medical world. These two clubs have given me a greater sense of what these careers may be like. In Future Physicians, I participated in field trips to children's hospitals and also participated in two bloodbanks. 

Currently I hold a job at Maas Brothers. This lets me interact with people outside my own immediate environment. I meet different kinds of people, in different moods, with different attitudes, and with different values. This job teaches me to be patient with people, to have responsibility, and to appreciate people for what they are. 

In the community I am active in my church Youth Group. As a high school sophomore, I was our church's representative to the Diocesan Youth Fellowship. I helped organize youth group events, the largest being "The Bishop's Ball," a state-wide event for 300 young people. I also played high school junior varsity soccer for two years. As a senior I will be playing varsity soccer, but in the off-season. As a junior I coached a girls' soccer team for the town. This gave me a great deal of responsibility because the care of twenty-four girls was put into my custody. It felt very satisfying to pass on the knowledge of soccer to another generation. The girls played teams from other parts of Florida. Though their record was 3-8, the girls enjoyed their season. This is what I taught them was the greatest joy of soccer. 

The past three years of my life have given me greater visions of my future. I see the University of Michigan as holding a large book with many unread chapters and myself as an eager child who has just learned to read. I intend to read and probe into all the chapters. The University of Michigan offers me more than the great reputation of this fine school, but a large student body with diverse likes and dislikes, and many activities, both academic and non-academic, to participate in. With the help of the University of Michigan, I will be successful after college and be able to make a name and place for myself in our society. 

Sample Application Essay #7
My most important experience sought me out. It happened to me; I didn't cause it. 
Top of Form
My preferred companions are books or music or pen and paper. I have only a small circle of close friends, few of whom get along together. They could easily be counted "misfits." To be plain, I found it quite easy to doubt my ability to have any sort of "close relationship." 

After the closing festivities of Andover Summer School this past summer, on the night before we were scheduled to leave, a girl I had met during the program's course approached me. She came to my room and sat down on my bed and announced that she was debating with herself whether she wanted me to become her boyfriend. She wanted my reaction, my opinion.

`I was startled, to say the least, and frightened. I instantly said, "No." I told her I on no account wanted this and that I would reject any gestures she made towards starting a relationship. I would ignore her entirely, if need be. I explained that I was a coward. I wanted nothing whatsoever to do with a relationship. I talked a lot and very fast.

To my surprise, she did not leave instantly. Instead, she hugged her knees and rocked back and forth on my bed. I watched her from across the room. She rocked, and I watched. Doubts crept up on me. Opportunity had knocked and the door was still locked. It might soon depart.

"I lied," I said. "I was afraid of what might happen if we became involved. But it's better to take the chance than to be afraid."

She told me she knew I had lied. I had made her realize, though, how much she actually wanted me to be her boyfriend. We decided to keep up a relationship after Andover. 

Even then, I was not sure which had been the lie. Now I think that everything I said may have been true when I said it. But I'm still not sure.

I learned, that night, that I could be close to someone. I also realize, now, that it doesn't matter whether or not that person is a misfit; the only important thing is the feeling, the closeness, the connection. As long as there is something between two people -- friendship, love, shared interests, whatever else -- it is a sign that there can be some reconciliation with fear, some "fit" for misfits. And it shows that fear need not always win, that we can grow and change, and even have second chances.

I am still seeing her.
Bottom of Form

Bottom of Form

Admission Essay #8 

I am completely blind and live to fill the void it creates. I want only to touch upon what I'm missing, to poke a pinpoint through my darkness, so I can see red, and green, and periwinkle, and the night sky, and the sun. All I want is a speck of vision. 

Yesterday I looked through my old pictures, dusty, strewn on the floor before me. That my childhood should be reduced to a bunch of images on glossy 4" x 5" paper, the ones I could harness together from the top of my dusty shelf, reminded me of how quickly the past slips away. I lay down on my bed and closed my eyes, trying to recall some of the happy memories in those pictures. When I opened my eyes a few minutes later, the track lighting on my ceiling suddenly seemed to blind me, and I winced away in pain. 

But it wasn't the track lighting that made me blind. In fact, it is an affliction that all people suffer from as a consequence of having just one opportunity at life. Like blindness, it is the condition of missing a very vital sense: that childhood can be neither relived nor reanimated. I am blind because I am without the ability to re-experience what was once mine, and saddened because this makes me realize that I am missing valuable colors from the palette of my mind. 

I cringe at the notion of time passing, and leaving childhood behind, because I am a visual poet, because I shape my surroundings, along with my deepest feelings-my love, my anger, my hope-into stanzas. And it is frustrating for me not to have the true-to-life sensations of childhood in my repertoire. Poetry makes sense of the world I live in. For anything that matters, I record, and anything I record can never be lost. Poetry opens up channels that flow inward, abounding with the colors of my palette, which converge into a picture of myself. 


Bringing forth into words what really is ineffable is the greatest trick poets, and all writers, must perform. There is no greater pleasure for me than creating the necessary images to transmit feelings from my mind to someone else's. This is a beautiful part of life known as art. Art adds to one's understanding of oneself, and doing so helps one to live in peace. 

To say that I am blind is, to me, admitting that I cannot feel anymore what a small child feels. I cannot use the colors of youth to paint a poem that might expose the process of emotional learning, or elucidate the sensitivity of youth. This is my blindness. 

Staring now at the photos, I think about the real, unwritten poetry in childhood: of puppy love, of pride and embarrassment, of falling and scraping your knees. Though I acknowledge that I can never restore the black and white photos to their pristine moments, I can always hold my palette snug to me; and add new, wonderful pigments to the ever-expanding portrait every day. 

Admission Essay #9
When I first met Ethan, I was fifteen. He was ten. I remember him mightily pushing open the heavy doors and announcing in a loud voice that he had arrived. His appearance took me off guard; he had a gawky, uncoordinated body, a crooked smile filled with different colored braces, and bulky brown glasses. Rarely did anyone enter Score!, the learning center for children where I had recently begun working, with such enthusiasm. I wondered why none of my co-workers seemed to notice. After all, Ethan wasn't the typical embarrassed child, forced to come by his parents. As a sophomore in high school, I did not have any experience teaching kids with special needs. Ethan was my first exposure to and initially it was hard not to get frustrated with him; he was loud, clumsy, and disruptive. Occasionally he would get so out of hand that his parents would need to be contacted. Once when he got a good mark on his spelling unit, he leapt out of his seat and began loudly celebrating, only to be met with looks of disapproval from the other employees. But when his parents came, also shaking their heads at him, he refused to leave before he had completed his lessons. 

One day Ethan confided in me that he got picked on a lot. "It's because I have a little stutter," he explained in a meek voice. Immediately I knew that this was one of those sensitive moments where it is incumbent on the adult to say just the right thing to make the child feel better. It's the type of thing that's not so hard if you're a psychologist in practice twenty years. But since I lacked the degree and the years, I just said the first thing that came to mind. "Everyone?tutters." He looked up at me. "Not really. That's that what I meant to say. I mean that everyone has something about them that seems weird to other people." Uy. Was I making him feel worse? "You're smarter than them anyway," I added, trying to look at him encouragingly. In response, he only muttered "okay" and contiuned to fidget with the computer keyboard. 

There were many similar moments in the eight months I worked with Ethan, times when I could only guess at the proper way to handle the situation. These are the instances that stand out in my mind, more so than the obvious successes and failures. These "lessons for the teacher" as my supervisor used to jokingly call them, all had two things in common: first, none of them involved math, and second, they left me feeling very confused. My most valuable lessons actually occurred in the pizza parlor next door to Score!, where Ethan and I sometimes met before his appointment. There I got to know him for who he truly was: a tuba player, a coin collector, a lover of pizza-not a list of psychological ailments on a piece of paper. 

To most people, Ethan's last appearance at Score! resembled his first almost exactly. A little figure could be seen pushing open the large glass doors, excitement in his voice as he called out my name. But I no longer saw an awkward, clumsy child; instead, I saw a friend, a unique person whose life had touched mine for a brief, but important moment.
College Admission Essay #10 

I'm a tomato and the problem is, everyone else is an onion. I discovered this from watching the grown-ups when I was young. Whenever we went out to restaurants or the movies, I would notice things about their behavior. They were so different, yet oddly enough, they all seemed to act the same way. Adults were onions, protected by a layer of skin so that no one could see who they really were. And I was a tomato, as fragile and new to the world as could be. The slightest touch left an imprint on my mind, whether it was an insinuation or an insult. And I started thinking about it. 

We're all born tomatoes. By age eleven, the change to onionhood is already underway. The whole process is very subtle, and it is seldom thought about afterwards. It begins with authority figures, any of the major influences in a child's life: parents, friends, school, and television. In order to feel accepted by these figures, children have to adapt to certain rules. Girls learn to be thin. Guys learn to impress girls. Everyone learns to get the right answer at school. And if they fail to meet any of these criteria, they get embarrassed. This is the "red onion" phase, halfway between tomatohood and onionhood. 

Soon enough, kids begin inventing ways to escape criticism. The girl can choose not to eat or she can pretend that she doesn't care. The guy can choose to imitate someone famous or he can pretend that he hates girls. The kids who usually gets the right answers at school find ways to seem like they always get the right answers; and the kids who rarely get the right answers find ways to show that they don't care. This is the skin of the onion developing. And by the beginning of high school, the mature onion has formed. With time, its skin grows thicker. Some onions even realize that they are onions, but are hesitant to peel for fear of losing their safety. 

Occasionally I'll catch myself onionizing, especially if something really bothers me. In my freshman year of high school, I was scared that I wouldn't make any friends so I convinced myself that I was the loner type. For months I refused to meet anybody because I had already decided that we wouldn't get along. It felt awful to finally confront my fear. But I didn't avoid doing it. I knew it was going to leave a bruise on me, and that was fine because it was better than covering up my problem. And once I opened up, I had an easier time meeting people than I would have ever imagined. That's the way tomatoes are. We never try to hide who we are or how we think. 

College, where one learns to question the status quo, seems like it would be the perfect place for a tomato. Yet I also recognize that the coming time will be a challenge. I will be confronting new ideas, new situations, and new fears, and will have to assimilate these experiences without changing the fabric of my mind. I will have to keep my vision of the world fresh and open, and not succumb to the hardening of established ideas, or onionizing, that I see occurring around me all the time. 

In the end, it is possible that tomatoes and onions do have something in common: a comfort in the usual way of doing things, a resistance towards change. These next four years will be a shock for me, as I explore new intellectual realms and my mind continues to mature. And although I will never stop being a tomato, I hope that college will at least help me to ripen a bit. 

College Admission Essay #11
I am not the people and places I grew up with. This is the lesson two years of college has taught me, and it has taken me until now to do something about it. 

The idea of living in a new environment always enticed me. When I was younger, I used to picture what life would be like as a sophisticated New York City professional. I imagined myself bustling through the streets of Manhattan, business suit-clad, on my way to meet with a client. That was as far as the fantasy went, but I’ve always thought there was something more to my childhood musings, a morsel of real ambition. I wanted to be independent, to be busy, to be relied upon by others. Currently I am studying business at the University of Southern California. Although I still have many of the same goals I had as a child, my experience feels somehow incomplete. I can’t help but feel that I am stuck in that murky place between where dreams are conceived and dreams are realized. Let me explain:

My dad remarried when I was sixteen. Up until that point, I had always enjoyed having him to myself. One time when I was four years old, he came home from work looking worn out. “Daddy, come here,” I said, beckoning him with my small hand. I placed my palm on his forehead and saw that it was hot. “You have a temperature,” I announced. “Time for bed.” When he told me that it was only seven o’clock, I started whining until he finally humored me, lying down in bed and pretending to sleep. That experience typified my relationship with him: although he was the dad, I loved taking on the parental role. 

When I was fifteen, my stepmother moved in. That’s when everything changed. She and my dad spent most nights together, leaving very little time for me. I suddenly sensed that he no longer needed me, and that all of my control was slipping away. The situation left me feeling heartbroken; but more than that, I was confused. If dad didn’t need me anymore, then who was I supposed to nurture? 

The resulting emotional instability continued into college application time. My decision to attend USC was heavily influenced by a resistance towards change. Los Angeles was the only city I ever knew. My very identity was tied to it. If I left, I would have no hope of regaining the control I had lost when my stepmother moved in. As a result, I could hardly entertain my childhood fancy of coming to a school like NYU. 

It took two years for me to finally understand: rather than clinging to a childhood I can never re-create, I should have taken a chance on the future that I’ve always envisioned. 

Spending the next two years at NYU would help me to distinguish myself as an individual. I love New York’s fast-paced, energetic ambiance. It is the perfect complement to the education I am seeking, for it would enhance my sense of independence and security. My grandmother attended NYU and took with her an experience that has guided her through life. I hope to be able to do the same. 

NYU’s student life and educational programs are the most fascinating to me. The school seems particularly well-suited to motivated individuals who are driven to secure their own success. I also look forward to partaking in NYU’s special interest groups, especially in the realm of Jewish life. Most importantly, I have heard excellent things about the Economics major in the College of Arts and Sciences, and am enthusiastic about studying with many of the well-known professors who teach there. 

With a restless spirit and a fierce eagerness to learn, I believe I would be a great asset to NYU’s student body. If accepted, I plan to pursue my education with a new kind of passion, one that becomes stronger for me every day: the passion for independence. 

College Admission Essay #12
Ms. Kanfer was the reason why I liked fifth grade. Some mornings she would march into the classroom with a stern look on her face and sit quietly down at her desk. We all knew what this meant: we were in trouble. Everyone would scramble to get to their seats, fold their hands in their laps, and get busy on some kind of work. After about a minute of silence, just when the tension in the air was palpable, she would move just a little. Kids would fidget and shake their knees, preparing themselves for a scolding. And then, out of nowhere, she’d cross her eyes, put her hands up at her ears, and make the funniest fish face we had ever seen. The classroom would erupt with laughter. 

Her enthusiasm carried over into her teaching. Social Studies, Science, and even Math were suddenly liberated from their musty old place in academia and brought into Ms. Kanfer’s colorful world of personalized worksheets, hands-on experiments, and engaging class discussions. For the first time ever, learning was not a task; it was something to look forward to. If any of us were lagging behind in a subject, Ms. Kanfer knew how to make us feel like it was our duty to catch up. She could be firm—even intimidating at times—but during her lessons, when it mattered most, she knew how to have a good time. 

I knew that no teacher could ever match up Ms. Kanfer. Yet interestingly enough, it was not until our second encounter, when I was 17 years old, that I realized how much she had inspired me. 

In my senior year of high school, I interned with the Town Clerk of North Hempstead, managing a research project on the history of the school system. There, I got the opportunity to work with original letters and documents from over a century ago. I was entrusted with a letter to the Great Neck Superintendent of Schools from the Nassau County School Commissioner, written in 1907, enacting changes based on an 1874 law that mandated education for all children up to fourteen years old. I was also responsible for reviewing attendance records on the kids who were impacted by this law. Many times, a note from their parents was included, explaining that their child could not come to school because they could not afford shoes or because they needed him to look after his brothers and sisters. It was fascinating to see how the history I’ve learned about in books applied to real people’s lives and to work with primary historical documents that many people do not get the chance to see. 

The challenge of the internship was that, when it was finished, I had to turn all of the documents I had reviewed into a presentation, which I would then deliver to an elementary school class. I spent weeks compiling data, creating visuals, and practicing my delivery. 

However, when all of my research was complete, I realized that I had only prepared my presentation in theory; I had never thought about how I would actually deliver the information, or the feeling I would get when I entered the classroom. With one day left in my internship, I began to panic. Not only was I unprepared, but I was having trouble mentally placing myself in the role of a teacher. What if I screwed something up? Would the kids notice? Would they laugh at me? Public speaking had never been my forte. 

The day of the presentation, I drove over to an elementary school I had never seen before, taking a few minutes to myself before exiting the car. “You can do this” I told myself. When I entered the school, I suddenly had a rush of nostalgia as I pictured myself back in Ms. Kanfer’s classroom, transfixed by her unique style of teaching. That was just the motivation I needed. When I entered the classroom, I immediately began imitating Ms. Kanfer’s style, greeting the students with great excitement but a note of authority in my voice. 

The presentation went over fabulously. At first the students seemed bored by the mention of “historical documents”; but when they were able to see how students in the 1890s were very similar to them except for the difficult conditions in which they lived, their features lit up with sympathy. Afterwards, I had the distinct feeling that my hard work had paid off. The positive input the students gave me encouraged me in knowing that my job was worthwhile. 

In fact, my presentation was so well-received that I got permission to give a similar talk at my own elementary school. This time, instead of teaching just one class, I had to teach all the fourth grade classes in the school in a filled auditorium. As I nervously set up the presentation and the number of people in the room grew, I looked up and saw Ms. Kanfer enter the room with her own class of fourth grade students. I got pins and needles for a moment as I realized that, after all these years, our roles had been reversed. For the next couple of hours, Ms. Kanfer became my pupil. 

College Admission Essay #13 
Don't wanna leave this place
Don't want to walk out the door
we found out who we are here 
as others have done before

The wheels of time 
they keep on turning 
we keep on reaching, we keep on learning 
trying to find why we are here 
why we return year after year.

I prance around my kitchen with this tune playing over and over again in my head. I sit down, sip my glass of water and remember. I remember to thank my mother, once again. 

I hear my own, stubborn voice echoing in my mind. "I don't care what you say, you're never going to convince me. I'm not going, never again." I was a quiet thirteen year old who had just experienced a miserable summer at sleep away camp. The only two positives that I could take away from that summer were leaving early and never having to go back again. I was certain that I would never go back to THAT camp and more importantly, ANY camp ever again. I told myself that I had outgrown camp. My mother's vision and persistence, however, changed my life forever. 

My mother tried everything to change my mind. She arranged for a special visit from the camp director. For months, she repeatedly left the application for me at my place on the kitchen table. She would compare me to campers who had gone to Eisner and would constantly tell me, "Lisa, the people at Eisner are like you. You will fit in there; they live Jewishly." 

Finally, after months and months of trying to assure me that I would like Eisner if I only gave it a fair shake, my mother made a deal with me. She told me that since I knew that camp the past summer was horrible, almost from the second the buses pulled in, she and my father would stay in a hotel that was very close to Eisner. They would come back two days into camp. If I knew that I was not going to be happy, they would take me home, no questions asked. I thought about it for a few minutes and agreed hesitantly. I knew my mother was never going to give up on this and I also knew that I really didn't have anything to lose. Despite my tremendous fears, a tiny part of me knew that I would like it. 

The ironic thing is that I didn't just "like it." I lived for it. I sit here four years later and I try to describe what Eisner Camp means to me. Four years later, I have friends who share their lives with me, who I can count on whenever I need someone to listen. Four years later, I realize the tremendous impact of Eisner transcends both its Great Barrington boundaries and its eight week calendar. 

Almost every component of Eisner Camp has had some effect on me. Whether it was Israeli Dancing on the basketball courts on Friday nights, learning about what it means to be a Reform Jew, or sharing a rustic bunk with ten other girls, Eisner has truly enriched my life. However, the most incredible thing that Eisner does for a camper is give them the unmistakable feeling of community. Campers eat, sleep, study, dance, sing, pray, run, climb and live together for a summer surrounded by people who have embraced the essence of Judaism. At Eisner, I have participated in the most spiritually moving worship services. I have stood on the tables in the Chadar Ochel, the dining room, arm in arm with my friends singing during song sessions. I have participated in Limud programs (Jewish study) which have left me thinking about the topic for weeks and months after the program has ended and I have stood in center camp on the last day of the summer with tears streaming down my face because, "I just don't wanna leave the place." 

So, what is it about Eisner that causes me to have countdowns to the next summer? Why do I and so many young Reform Jews return to Eisner, "year after year"? Although, I love going to temple at home and I love having Shabbat dinner with my family on Friday nights, Eisner is the one place where I am completely immersed in Judaism. Judaism is not only something to be studied; it is something to be lived. At Eisner, this is possible. 

It has been said, "You never actually leave a place you love, part of it, you take with you, leaving part of you behind." I have taken so much of Eisner with me over the past four years. Now, I can finally say that I have also left part of myself at Eisner as well. This past summer, I was selected for the Machon program, the C.I.T. program at Eisner. My group was called K'tanim, little ones, made up of seven and eight year olds. I knew that although most of them had terrific experiences, they were all too young to really appreciate what Eisner is all about. On the last day of camp, while walking back from breakfast with one of my favorite campers, Karen, she told me how much fun she had at Eisner. She began to cry. Listening to an eight year old girl telling me how much she loved being at camp gave me the chills. Seeing her cry made me start to cry. I put my arm around her and told her how lucky she was that she had so many more summers to be at Eisner. It was clear that "the wheels of time" were definitely turning. Campers were becoming counselors and there were many new campers to take their place; new campers who loved camp just as much as their counselors. Karen understood the magic of Eisner at a very young age. At that moment, I knew that I was able to give one of my campers what everyone at Eisner had given to me; Dor L'dor. from generation to generation. 

College Admission Essay #14  
My friends and I decided to go to the beach yesterday. On our way we drove down Woodward Avenue, a street that happens to be lined with beautiful old tulip trees. “Those are tulip trees; they are the largest deciduous trees in North America.” I told my friends. Of course I received the inevitable question from the back seat, “How do you know that?” I had to think about that for a minute, and then I knew; when I was in first grade we started learning about plants, and we learned the difference between coniferous and deciduous trees. I can remember sitting in my father’s car telling him about what I had learned, and he told me about the Tulip Trees that lined Woodward Ave. 

My friends are always amazed that I can hold onto information for such a long time. Of course my ability doesn’t impress me. What I find astonishing is the way that learning grows from itself, like a plant whose cutting you can put into water so that it will root. Knowing one thing, the difference between deciduous and evergreen trees, led to my learning about something close to home, which led me to learn about when the tulip trees were planted, by whom, and what zoning rules were causing some of them to be preserved while others were cut down. Knowledge is just like that - you get a little bit of it and it grows.

When I think about going to college, about leaving the facts and sights that I’ve known and explored for years I am filled not with fear but with a rising tide of excitement. To live day in and day out in a place filled with my peers who are all in the pursuit of different branches of academia seems like a dream come true for me. The conversations and information that I will receive outside of class alone will be staggering, and the ability to choose and specialize my educational pursuits and goals is thrilling.

Someday I hope to be a teacher and to have the ability to pass on what I have learned into the future. What will be truly exciting about this job will not only be the opportunity for me to educate others, but that I will be learning constantly from my students. 

Every time you get out of bed and start a new day you are giving yourself a new opportunity for experience and learning. Each day that you spend awake is a day unlike any other that has ever been lived or will be lived again. There is nothing which, once learned, serves no purpose; for, even if its only use is repeating it at an apropos time, there is always the chance that you are planting a seed in someone’s mind. When I leave my home and my Tulip Trees I will not walk forward without casting a backwards glance. A love of knowledge has been sown and now it can only flourish.

