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SAMPLE COLLEGE ADMISSIONS ESSAYS
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." 

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. 

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.

Family Ties
All eyes were focused on me. This was it. The tension had been building up to this point, and I knew there was no way out. I had gotten myself into this predicament, and I was the only one that could get myself out of it. There was nobody to turn to, for they were all waiting for my final move. I had never felt so alone, so isolated. 

I thumbed through my cards for the fourth consecutive time, and I could still not decide which one to throw. I glanced up from my cards and caught a glimpse of each player. I immediately felt the intensity of my brother's eyes glaring at me from across the table. He did not provide me with the support and reassurance I was looking for from my partner. I shifted my eyes to the right. My mother, having just discarded a five of clubs and seeing that it was of no use to me, was sipping coffee with a carefree grin of relief. Then I peered directly at the most intimidating canasta player I have ever encountered. Great Grandma Rose was calmly humming a tuneless tune which added to her enigma. As this crafty eighty-eight year old lady squinted at her cards through her bifocals, I knew that time was running out; I had to make my decision. The most obvious choice was to discard the king of spades for which I had no use, but I was afraid that she was waiting for this card. My alternative was to break up my meld and throw the six of clubs, a card which I felt somewhat safe in throwing. 

In the midst of my despair, great grandma delivered the final blow. She stopped humming and uttered these dreaded words: "It only hurts for a minute." 

She could not have dug a knife any deeper. My brother's eyes were flaring with tension, I had complete control over his fate, and I knew our team unity was riding on the outcome of my decision. I therefore decided to play defensively and throw the six of clubs. No sooner had my discard settled on top of the pile than my great grandmother's hand darted out to snatch up the stack of cards and my brother simultaneously belted out a scream. "The six of clubs? How could you throw the six of clubs!" 

I wanted to ask him if the king of spades would have been any better, but I knew a rebuttal was useless. I knew he would get over it soon enough, and like Grandma Rose says, "It only hurts for a minute!" 

After my great grandma laid down her meld and sorted her cards, the game continued (and so did her humming). Although we lost that particular hand, my brother and I miraculously came back to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat. As we reveled in our triumph (my brother had now forgiven me for discarding the six of clubs), I could not resist directing my newly acquired quote at our opponents, who were mulling over their defeat. "Well, I have only one thing to say." My smile was so big that I could feel my cheeks stretching. "It only hurts for a minute." 

Although my great grandmother had no intention of being profound, this quote actually embodies an important concept. Many people spend so much time worrying about the infinite possibilities that may result from any decision they make that they actually never make a decision at all. Although it is necessary to weigh the options and consider various viewpoints, excessive deliberation can often be detrimental. From personal experience, I have found it is usually better to think about the choices and come to a firm decision rather than to prolong the problem and perhaps create a new one by avoiding a commitment one way or the other. The best course of action is to make the wisest choice possible with the available information and then to make the most out of your initial decision. Even if in retrospect you see a better alternative, you can always pursue a new direction based on what you have learned through this experience. Surprisingly, what may at first appear to be failure may often spark an unforeseen success. I have learned not to let undue hesitation hinder my ability to take advantage of opportunities. After all, as my great grandmother so eloquently remarked during those heated canasta games, "It only hurts for a minute!"

Lessons Learned, Setbacks and Successes
I want to learn to take risks. I want to change my attitude about taking chances. Assessing my academic and extracurricular achievements, I am proud of my accomplishments. I see myself as an open-minded, goal-oriented person who achieves and succeeds through hard work and determination. How much of that success is a result of staying on comfortable ground? 

I began wondering about the range of my abilities when I attended Northwestern University's Theater Arts Program last summer. The theme of the institute, announced by the director, was: "Dare to fail gloriously." This idea encouraged participants to take bold risks on the stage. Over time I applied this philosophy to my acting and my life. I began the Northwestern program as a quasi-accomplished actress with a hunger to absorb all I could about acting. I emerged not only a well-rounded thespian, but also a more secure person with a new outlook. I knew that there was something about my life that I wanted to change and could change. Now, as I approach college, I am committed to continuing successes and occasional glorious failures. 

The first day at Northwestern I was asked to choose among three subjects in technical theater, ranking them in order of preference. Set Design was my first choice, followed by Costumes, and finally Stage Lighting. Much to my dismay, I was assigned to the lighting crew. Though disappointed, I tried to stay open-minded. I knew nothing about lighting, but followed the slogan which kept repeating in my head: "Dare to fail…." 

By the third lighting session, I had discovered a new passion: I was eager to learn everything I could about lights. Having always been a performer who enjoyed the limelight, I had never realized the skill required to create it properly. In my free time I climbed the catwalks, memorized cues, circuited lamps, or changed gels. My competence was recognized when I was selected head light board operator for the final production of the summer. 

If the choice to study lighting had not been made for me, I would have missed an enriching opportunity. The experience taught me to take more risks, rather than to follow the most certain path to success. The exposure made me realize how limited my perspective had been in approaching new situations. The choice that was made for me, undesirable as it seemed at the outset, taught me to embrace new experiences and ideas. 

I believe that "the past is prologue." In college I will take more risks, convinced that the potential rewards outweigh my fear of failure. I have stopped trying to select a major, and am committed to studying in many academic disciplines before deciding on a field of concentration. 

Accepting the possibility of failure is a new concept for me. While I have had recognition for academics, performing arts, community service, and athletic achievements, perhaps I have missed some enriching experiences because my certainty of success was doubtful. I will not avoid such opportunities in the future since I am changing my philosophy of life: I am learning to take risks.
First Untitled Sample College Admissions Essay
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. 
Second Untitled Sample College Admissions Essay
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. 

Third Untitled Sample College Admissions Essay
PROMPT: In a maximum of 500 words, please describe a setback that you have faced.  How did you resolve it?  How did the outcome affect you?  If something similar happened in the future, how would you react?

From the earliest of my days, I have had a genetic predisposition for failure.  I was born left-handed. Through the years, this has created many problems for me.  First while eating, then in school, and eventually while driving, I have faced innumerable difficulties as a result of my dominant hand.  My handedness has always been quite a setback in my life, but I have learned to overcome it.  

My preference of using my left hand makes eating quite a fiasco.  I incur great difficulties preparing even the simplest of meals.  For example, if I choose to eat soup, I must first deal with opening the can.  While this may be a simple feat for a right-handed person, I can barely gather the strength and coordination the task demands of my right hand.  To crank the can opener again and again expends nearly all my energy.  Once I have prepared the meal, my eating difficulties are far from over.  Perhaps the most obvious left-handed inconvenience stems from where I sit at the table.  Should I sit to the right of a right-handed eater, we will undoubtedly spend the entire meal bumping elbows.  With all this stress, it is a wonder my handedness has not yet driven me to a life of solitary dining.  

School has also been difficult because of my handedness.  During elementary school, every time I wrote, I ended up with marks all over the side of my hand.  I cannot count the hours spent scrubbing pen and marker from my nearly raw hand.  If only I had been right-handed, I could have spent this time riding my bike or playing hopscotch, and thus had a much more enjoyable childhood.  My left-handed disadvantage in school did not disappear as I became older.  In chemistry class last year, the tiny desks unfolded from the right side of the chair.  This setup allowed the right-handed students a comfortable place to rest their elbows while taking notes about quantum mechanics.  My elbow, however, was left dangling in space, forcing me to put effort into holding it up if I wanted to continue writing.  Yet despite this adversity, I have managed to succeed in school.  

When I drive, the setup of the car guarantees increased difficulty for me.  First, I must use my incompetent right hand to turn the key in the ignition.  Should I succeed at this formidable task, I can begin to drive.  Eventually, the silence compels me to turn on the radio.  My untrained right hand gropes hopelessly for the buttons I need while I try to maintain focus on the road.  I trust the day is near when my car will careen into a ditch as a result of an attempt to change the radio station.  How I envy right handed drivers, who surely control their radios with ease.  Luckily, my car has an automatic transmission.  I can only imagine the horror that would befall me if my right hand were responsible for shifting gears.  Obviously, my left-hand dominance severely complicates driving.  

Even though left-handedness affects every aspect of my life, I have managed to lead a fulfilling life.  True, I have had to make adjustments, such as taking the utmost care to choose a seat at the dinner table.  But somehow, I have muddled through and become the person I am today.  The next time something like this happens, probably when I do not grow tall enough to reach the top shelf of my closet, I will react in a very similar way.  I will deal with what I am given and carry on with my life.  
My Most Significant Experience

PROMPT: Please write about the most significant experience you've had and explain why it was meaningful. (150-200 words). If you would like to note any factors not previously mentioned that would support your application for admission, please attach it with your essay.

I had a number of experiences that led me to the career I am about to pursue, but of late the most significant was a visit to the Fashion Week in New York. The fashion weeks held twice a year in the Big Apple are sponsored by Olympus and thus acquired the name Olympus Fashion Weeks. They give top designers a chance to demonstrate their collections to the public, and show the style-conscious audience what they are likely to wear in the coming season. It takes a successful and well-known designer to participate in the New York Fashion Week as the ceremony gathers only the big fish in the fashion industry.

I was absolutely fascinated by the glamour and scope of the show itself. The astounding variety of styles, clothing types and models left a hard-to-forget impression. The fluid fabrics contrasted with the rigidity of corsets and the warmth of the fur. I relished the moment when I was so immersed in the artistic exhibition oblivious to everything else. Then I realized that not only the famous designers but each of us is in some sense an artist and only needs a chance for self-expression. I trust I will be able to find my way towards an occupation where I will make my contribution to this wonderful world of art captured in fabric.

I was also impressed by the appearance of those who attended the fashion shows. They were not just dressed for convenience; every outfit was composed with some idea in mind, to follow a certain style, to make a "statement" of some kind. I pledged to myself that once in a while I will try to arrange my clothing in a similar way: trying to put together simple details to convey a more complex idea. The ceremony was attended by a number of celebrities attending the meetings. It was fun to see them of course, but just sitting there they were overshadowed by the striking beauty of the show itself.

But most striking was the difference in designers' styles. Some of them were refined while others were plainly gross. Many were clothing their models in the folk costumes of different nations and ethnicities. Sexiness was alongside with naivete, and glamour appeared near plainness. I could watch this parade of beauty for hours, so remote it seemed from the matter-of-fact outside world.

I believe this first visit of mine to the renowned fashion week in the New York City was meaningful as it was my first insight in the ever-glowing world of fashion. I am not yet well familiar with the inner workings of the fashion industry, but after this visit I began to take a deep interest in how people craft shows like that and how they create the exquisite outfits that swept my fancy. I believe this first exposure has left a deep imprint on my mind and soul and will help me to become a top professional in the fashion industry.
First Personal Statement Essay
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.

Second Personal Statement Essay
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.
Fourth Untitled Sample College Admissions Essay
I wake up every morning to its rich scent. My parents cannot start the day with out it. I often wait in line and pay $3.85 to buy it. The senior lodge at my school is littered with empty Starbucks cups containing only the remnants of skim lattes and mocha frapuccinos. Coffee is a staple of American life that many take for granted, but few take the time to think about how they get it. 

In the rural village of Cadillo in the Dominican Republic, the people’s livelihood depends on coffee. Rows of green coffee plants line steep hills and scatter the countryside. The people there pick and sell the coffee beans but receive little profit for their hard work. 

During the week I spent in Cadillo, I witnessed the poverty these coffee farmers endure. Their homes are small and dark, furnished with only a few wooden chairs, a table and a few beds. There is no electricity in Cadillo and I especially remember the emptiness of the village at night, when I could only vaguely see the faces I illuminated with my flashlight. I can still see the shiny metal bowl in which they used to bathe, and Jose, a neighbor who was missing several teeth because like most people in Cadillo, he lacks a toothbrush. 

These images still burn in my mind, but it was the people of Cadillo more than anything who opened my eyes to the importance of social justice. Before I met them it was just a concept I heard about a few times a year at church when a missionary would come to speak about the poor people in Africa or South America and explain why it was our duty to help them. These people were far removed. A small fraction of my weekly allowance, once a year, and I could remove them from my mind. After living for a week with a family in Cadillo, however, I understood for the first time that it was real people leading these lives. 

The family I stayed with there took me in as part of their family and gave me a taste of their life. I remember my Dominican father, Barilla’s face as he played guitar and how he laughed kindly when I struggled to play the chords he had taught me. I could feel the warmth and sincerity of my Dominican mother, Marsela, when she sat and talked with me about my home and family after a long day of work. And I will always remember how much fun I had playing catch or blowing bubbles with their two children, Jendi and Andisco. 

I will not forget the images I saw or the people I encountered. They made me realize that my work does not end with the school I helped build, the holes I helped dig, or the roads I helped widen. They showed me that there are real, wonderful people being treated unjustly and that I cannot sit back and let that happen. I cannot be silent when I know that people are getting rich off the coffee Barilla receives so little for. It is my responsibility to be active, to teach what I have learned, to fight injustices in my community and the world. 

I am not sure if I will ever visit Cadillo again but I do know that I can continue what I started there. I can tell people what I saw and spread awareness about injustice in the world. I can volunteer in my own community to help make changes at home and fundraise to aid third world countries. And tomorrow, after I wake up to the smell of fresh coffee, I can make a difference. 

Fifth Untitled Sample College Admissions Essay
All eyes were focused on me. This was it. The tension had been building up to this point, and I knew there was no way out. I had gotten myself into this predicament, and I was the only one that could get myself out of it. There was nobody to turn to, for they were all waiting for my final move. I had never felt so alone, so isolated. 

I thumbed through my cards for the fourth consecutive time, and I could still not decide which one to throw. I glanced up from my cards and caught a glimpse of each player. I immediately felt the intensity of my brother's eyes glaring at me from across the table. He did not provide me with the support and reassurance I was looking for from my partner. I shifted my eyes to the right. My mother, having just discarded a five of clubs and seeing that it was of no use to me, was sipping coffee with a carefree grin of relief. Then I peered directly at the most intimidating canasta player I have ever encountered. Great Grandma Rose was calmly humming a tuneless tune which added to her enigma. As this crafty eighty-eight year old lady squinted at her cards through her bifocals, I knew that time was running out; I had to make my decision. The most obvious choice was to discard the king of spades for which I had no use, but I was afraid that she was waiting for this card. My alternative was to break up my meld and throw the six of clubs, a card which I felt somewhat safe in throwing. 

In the midst of my despair, great grandma delivered the final blow. She stopped humming and uttered these dreaded words: "It only hurts for a minute." 

She could not have dug a knife any deeper. My brother's eyes were flaring with tension, I had complete control over his fate, and I knew our team unity was riding on the outcome of my decision. I therefore decided to play defensively and throw the six of clubs. No sooner had my discard settled on top of the pile than my great grandmother's hand darted out to snatch up the stack of cards and my brother simultaneously belted out a scream. "The six of clubs? How could you throw the six of clubs!" 

I wanted to ask him if the king of spades would have been any better, but I knew a rebuttal was useless. I knew he would get over it soon enough, and like Grandma Rose says, "It only hurts for a minute!" 

After my great grandma laid down her meld and sorted her cards, the game continued (and so did her humming). Although we lost that particular hand, my brother and I miraculously came back to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat. As we reveled in our triumph (my brother had now forgiven me for discarding the six of clubs), I could not resist directing my newly acquired quote at our opponents, who were mulling over their defeat. "Well, I have only one thing to say." My smile was so big that I could feel my cheeks stretching. "It only hurts for a minute." 

Although my great grandmother had no intention of being profound, this quote actually embodies an important concept. Many people spend so much time worrying about the infinite possibilities that may result from any decision they make that they actually never make a decision at all. Although it is necessary to weigh the options and consider various viewpoints, excessive deliberation can often be detrimental. From personal experience, I have found it is usually better to think about the choices and come to a firm decision rather than to prolong the problem and perhaps create a new one by avoiding a commitment one way or the other. The best course of action is to make the wisest choice possible with the available information and then to make the most out of your initial decision. Even if in retrospect you see a better alternative, you can always pursue a new direction based on what you have learned through this experience. Surprisingly, what may at first appear to be failure may often spark an unforeseen success. I have learned not to let undue hesitation hinder my ability to take advantage of opportunities. After all, as my great grandmother so eloquently remarked during those heated canasta games, "It only hurts for a minute!"
Sixth Untitled Sample College Admissions Essay
I want to learn to take risks. I want to change my attitude about taking chances. Assessing my academic and extracurricular achievements, I am proud of my accomplishments. I see myself as an open-minded, goal-oriented person who achieves and succeeds through hard work and determination. How much of that success is a result of staying on comfortable ground? 

I began wondering about the range of my abilities when I attended Northwestern University's Theater Arts Program last summer. The theme of the institute, announced by the director, was: "Dare to fail gloriously." This idea encouraged participants to take bold risks on the stage. Over time I applied this philosophy to my acting and my life. I began the Northwestern program as a quasi-accomplished actress with a hunger to absorb all I could about acting. I emerged not only a well-rounded thespian, but also a more secure person with a new outlook. I knew that there was something about my life that I wanted to change and could change. Now, as I approach college, I am committed to continuing successes and occasional glorious failures. 

The first day at Northwestern I was asked to choose among three subjects in technical theater, ranking them in order of preference. Set Design was my first choice, followed by Costumes, and finally Stage Lighting. Much to my dismay, I was assigned to the lighting crew. Though disappointed, I tried to stay open-minded. I knew nothing about lighting, but followed the slogan which kept repeating in my head: "Dare to fail…." 

By the third lighting session, I had discovered a new passion: I was eager to learn everything I could about lights. Having always been a performer who enjoyed the limelight, I had never realized the skill required to create it properly. In my free time I climbed the catwalks, memorized cues, circuited lamps, or changed gels. My competence was recognized when I was selected head light board operator for the final production of the summer. 

If the choice to study lighting had not been made for me, I would have missed an enriching opportunity. The experience taught me to take more risks, rather than to follow the most certain path to success. The exposure made me realize how limited my perspective had been in approaching new situations. The choice that was made for me, undesirable as it seemed at the outset, taught me to embrace new experiences and ideas. 

I believe that "the past is prologue." In college I will take more risks, convinced that the potential rewards outweigh my fear of failure. I have stopped trying to select a major, and am committed to studying in many academic disciplines before deciding on a field of concentration. 

Accepting the possibility of failure is a new concept for me. While I have had recognition for academics, performing arts, community service, and athletic achievements, perhaps I have missed some enriching experiences because my certainty of success was doubtful. I will not avoid such opportunities in the future since I am changing my philosophy of life: I am learning to take risks.
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COLLEGE APPLICATION ESSAY ASSIGNMENT 

DUE DATE: ___________________

Applying for college is a stressful event. However, with a little effort, you can make sure that you stand out from other students with great essay answers. Give yourself plenty of time, and make sure to avoid the mistakes listed above. Then you'll be one step closer to attending the college of your dreams!

Common Mistakes Made While Answering Essay Questions

· Not answering the question. Don't skip around the question trying to be creative!

· Trying too hard to impress.  Make sure you use a formal language, but don't feel like you have to use the thesaurus for every word.  Don't brownnose or try to make yourself sound smarter than you really are.
· Plagiarizing your essay answers will ensure that you will not get into the school of your dreams.

· Grammar and spelling errors.  You must make sure that you have NO errors of this kind in your paper.  This is another great reason to give yourself a lot of time to complete your answers.

The college application essay is not a piece of prose or a business proposal - it is an interview in essay form.  Many students agree that writing the college admissions essay is the most challenging part of the college application.  The essay is important - after considering first the academic record, and then the SAT or ACT scores, the essay is the next opportunity the admissions official has to consider a student for acceptance. 

The essay says, “I am a good fit for this college, and I can communicate in a way that is consistent with my education.”  Since the essay is not a timed response, it should be error-free and clear.  It should be edited and read by a parent or other adult, but not written or re-mastered by anyone other than the college applicant.

What to write:

Choose a topic that reflects you.  Imagine you are in an interview, what question do you wish the interviewer would ask you?  What would you love to talk about?  Your work at an animal shelter?  The beta testing you did for a new video game?  The campout you went on with your best friends?  Write about it!  The essay is the best way to tell the admissions board the interesting things about you.  You are the person who can describe yourself best; real examples from your life are interesting to the reader. 

If you can’t think of anything to write, write about one of the activities in the activities list you will include with your application.  Be sure that you are telling why the activity is so important to you, why you stayed committed, and why you spent so much time participating.  For the long essay (500 words or more) be sure to choose one topic only.  If it is possible, make that topic something that will relate to your intended college major or future career interests.  Tell it like it is, but follow proper essay format. Start with your main idea (response to the essay prompt), keep the examples in the body, and the attitude at the end.
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Stay on topic - that is what editing is for.  Your examples don’t have to be unique, thought provoking, or even exciting, they just have to be sincere.  If you are relating a sad or tragic personal experience, use less than one hundred words to describe the experience (for a short essay, keep the description to a minimal).  Focus on the positive outcome or lesson you learned.  Remember, this essay represents you to the college.  Don’t give the mistaken impression of you as a “broken person.”  A college may hesitate to admit a student who has emotional problems that may hinder his education.  So, if your examples relate a negative experience, keep it short and near the beginning so you can highlight the positive outcome of your struggle and leave the reader with your positive attitude.  Focus on your triumph.

How to begin:

        Read the essay prompts and discuss your ideas with a good listener.  Choose your examples and how you will present them to support your main idea.  Determine your conclusion so you are sure to write each example with the correct goal and tone in mind.
Write as much as is possible in an hour, focusing only on content. Work on clarity and style at another time, since it may be difficult to edit and rework sentences during the creative process.  At another time, read the essay aloud, cut out redundancies and unclear wording.  Rework sentences and leave out any thing that does not relate to the main idea and final attitude.  Expressing one idea clearly is more effective than a flood of words and ideas. 

You are in control of this interview - keep to the point you want to make.  Avoid listing small details that distract from your point.  Consider when you have told a story and the listener keeps asking you questions about small details.  You get frustrated because you feel he is missing the point of your anecdote.  In the same way, too many small details only distract the reader from your point.  Keep the examples moving towards your main idea.

Some Don’ts:


• Do not exceed the word limit - consider the reader.  How would you feel if someone gave you more work to do?
• Avoid clichés - they do not distinguish you from other applicants since a cliché is someone else’s words. 
• Avoid trying to say too much - stick to one topic.  Remember that you have an accomplishment list elsewhere in the application.

• Avoid an excess of “big” words.  The essay should be a readable picture of you.  Be yourself; your message should impress, but being pretentious can be a turn-off.
• Avoid slang.  You are introducing yourself, not selling yourself.

Some Dos:

• Speak in the first person - this is you talking.  Use “I”.  Don’t use “you” to describe yourself and your experiences and feelings.
• Allow enough time to read the essay many times.

• Edit.  Write and rewrite to ensure clarity.  Cut details that confuse or add nothing.
• Read your essay aloud to hear it and see how it flows.  Make sure it is your voice.
• Ask others to read your essay and give their feedback.  Ask that the feedback be constructive, such as; “I would love an example of that”; “What happened next?”; “This part confused me.”  Ask the reader how he felt after reading the entire essay.  His attitude will most likely be the same as the reader in the admissions office.  Revise the ending to elicit the response you desire.

• With help, fix misspellings, errors and unclear writing.  Ensure that your style and personality is represented, but don’t allow errors. 

From Writing the College Essay by Lynn Scully.  March/April, 2006.  HomeEducator.com  http://www.homeeducator.com/FamilyTimes/articles/14-2article6.html

Absolute no-nos: On par with shooting yourself in the foot
· Plagiarizing another writer's work.  While this may seem like the easy way out, it is disgraceful and unethical.  Justice will eventually be served, and think of the grave humiliation at having to explain to your parents that you were rejected from college because you had cheated.  Not cool. 

· Embellishing the facts.  Much like plagiarizing, embellishing or inventing your history is both unethical and unhealthy.  Living a lie is too much work because you have to remember all the lies you have told.  The truth is eminently memorable.  Present it in your writing on college application essays. 

· Not answering the prompts.  Although you may have some fantastic things to say, keep your comments to the point.  Think of yourself as your own press secretary during the application process.  If the President's press secretary just decided to spout off about his favorite movies when reporters asked about the U. S.'s Middle East policy, he would appear both foolish and damaging to the administration.  Keep your reporters happy and well-informed, not confused. 

· Wordiness.  If you write incredibly long sentences or paragraphs that become run-on sentence and bore the admissions officers, you may not hold the attention of your most important audience and that would not be good.  No, it wouldn't.  No.  No.  No.  Keep the admissions officers from diving headfirst into their coffee cups. 

· The "SHIFT + F7" syndrome.  Also known as the "thesaurus tick," it involves students' proclivities to utilize polysyllabic dictums in order to manifest a latent brilliance that would never emerge without irreparably altering every third word that does not consist of three syllables.  Admissions officers will be impressed to meet you, not your thesaurus. 

Bad but salvageable: You missed your foot! Close call! 

· Self-contradictions.  It is vital to maintain consistency within your essay.  You lose your trustworthiness in introducing yourself to admissions officers. 

· Talking glowingly about your boyfriend or girlfriend.  Dissing them in your application would not make sense either.  College admissions officers generally have little interest in your love life and see such discussions as a sign of immaturity. 

· Overt criticism of your school or upbringing.  Many individuals worldwide would feel blessed to have enjoyed the same opportunities you have had.  Furthermore, tired and overloaded admissions officers don't want to join your pity party. 

· Name-dropping.  If you are concerned about world peace, that's great.  We recommend that you not toss in ideas about which you are only marginally concerned in order to sound better rounded.  Name-dropping should stay in the realm of cocktail parties. 

· Clichés.  "I want to improve the condition of the Everyman... "  You may be a willing future Peace Corps volunteer, but six other clowns wrote the exact same thing and don't really mean it.  Who should the admissions officer heed?  Make your words authentic and thus yours. 

What Do Colleges Want to Know?

Generally, there are three types of questions: The "you," the "why us," and the "creative."  Here are tips and actual sample questions for each type.  Don't assume that the questions are currently being used by a college (most colleges adjust questions annually).

The "You" Question

Many colleges ask for an essay that boils down to, "Tell us about yourself."  The school just wants to know you better and see how you'll introduce yourself. For example:

· "Please complete a one-page personal statement and submit it with your application."
· "How would you describe yourself as a human being? What quality do you like best in yourself and what do you like least? What quality would you most like to see flourish and which would you like to see wither?"

Your Approach

This direct question offers a chance to reveal your personality, insight, and commitment.  The danger is that it's open-ended, so you need to focus.  Find just one or two things that will reveal your best qualities, and avoid the urge to spill everything.
The "Why Us" Question

Some schools ask for an essay about your choice of a school or career.  They're looking for information about your goals, and about how serious your commitment is to this particular school.  For example:

· "Why is Kalamazoo College a good college choice for you?" 
· "Please tell us about your career goals and any plans you may have for graduate study."
Your Approach

The focus is provided: Why did you choose this school or path?  This should be pretty clear to you, since you probably went through some kind of selection process.  Make sure you know your subject well.  For example, if you say you want to attend Carleton College to major in agriculture, the school will be able to tell how carefully you've chosen (Carleton doesn't have an agriculture major).
The "Creative" Question

Some colleges evaluate you through your choice of some tangential item: a national issue, a famous person, what you would put in a time capsule, a photograph.  Here the school is looking at your creativity and the breadth of your knowledge and education.  For example:

· "Do you believe there's a generation gap? Describe the differences between your generation and others."
· "Indicate a person who has had a significant influence on you, and describe that influence."
Your approach

Again, you have something to react to, a way to show yourself and write about your real views.  Just don't forget the importance of writing an informed essay.  For example, don't write about a fantasy lunch with a famous writer and get the titles of her novels wrong.  Also, when thinking about how creative to get, use common sense.  Being creative to the point of wacky is a risk you may not want to take.
The first step to writing a stellar personal essay on your college application is to understand your options.

Evaluate a significant experience, achievement, risk you have taken, or ethical dilemma you have faced and its impact on you. 

Note the key word here: evaluate.  You aren't just describing something; the best essays will explore the complexity of the issue.  When you examine the "impact on you," you need to show the depth of your critical thinking abilities.  Introspection, self-awareness and self-analysis are all important here.  And be careful with essays about the winning touchdown or tie-breaking goal.  These sometimes have an off-putting "look how great I am" tone and very little self-evaluation. 
Discuss some issue of personal, local, national, or international concern and its importance to you. 

Be careful to keep the "importance to you" at the heart of your essay.  It's easy to get off track with this essay topic and start ranting about global warming, Darfur, or abortion.  The admissions folks want to discover your character, passions and abilities in the essay; they want more than a political lecture. 
Indicate a person who has had a significant influence on you, and describe that influence. 

I'm not a fan of this prompt because of the wording: "describe that influence."  A good essay on this topic does more than "describe."  Dig deep and "analyze."  And handle a "hero" essay with care.  Your readers have probably seen a lot of essays talking about what a great role model Mom or Dad or Sis is.  Also realize that the "influence" of this person doesn't need to be positive. 
Describe a character in fiction, a historical figure, or a creative work (as in art, music, science, etc.) that has had an influence on you, and explain that influence. 

Again, be careful of that word "describe."  You should really be "analyzing" this character or creative work.  What makes it so powerful and influential? 

A range of academic interests, personal perspectives, and life experiences adds much to the educational mix. Given your personal background, describe an experience that illustrates what you would bring to the diversity in a college community, or an encounter that demonstrated the importance of diversity to you. 

Realize that this question defines "diversity" in broad terms.  It's not specifically about race or ethnicity (although it can be).  Ideally, the admissions folks want every student they admit to contribute to the richness and breadth of the campus community.  How do you contribute? 
Topic of your choice. 

Sometimes you have a story to share that doesn't quite fit into any of the options above.  However, the first five topics are broad with a lot of flexibility, so make sure your topic really can't be identified with one of them.  Also, don't equate "topic of your choice" with a license to write a comedy routine or poem (you can submit such things via the "Additional Info" option).  Essays written for this prompt still need to have substance and tell your reader something about you. 
For sample responses to each of the above topics please see http://collegeapps.about.com/od/essays/a/EssayPrompts.htm

College Admission Essay Mistake # 10: Using the same essay for all the colleges you apply to

All colleges have their own identity and mission statement.  Pay attention to what their ideology is and think about what you can do to cater to it.

College Admission Essay Mistake # 9: Plagiarizing other students' work

DO NOT COPY FROM OTHER PEOPLE’S ESSAYS!  Many students assume that if they copy directly from other people paper’s and sources that no one will find out.  This assumption is definitely wrong.  Often, the papers they copy from are littered with errors, and they don’t take the time to check. 

College Admission Essay Mistake # 8: Using a thesaurus for too many words

This mistake can lead to a big awkward tangle of an essay.  Many times if you use a thesaurus and extract overly verbose words, they will stick out like sore thumbs in your essay, and the first assumption the reader will make is that you used a thesaurus. 

College Admission Essay Mistake # 7: Not streamlining the essay with the application

Many applicants do not pay attention to the unity of their essay and their actual application.  It is jarring to the reader if the essay seems to portray a different picture of the student than the application.  This can also happen when you plagiarize; things do not match up, and the reader will quickly discredit you.

College Admission Essay Mistake # 6: Trying to impress the essay reader

Do not try to impress the admission officer.  They will be able to sense a pretentious voice beneath descriptions of grand earth-shaking events and ontological musings.  Write about what you know and draw from your own life experience. 

College Admission Essay Mistake # 5: Picking an inappropriate topic

In an attempt to be clever many people resort to self-deprecation and end up painting a less than flattering image of themselves.  You may think it would be witty to write a paper about your less than perfect grades in high school, but this can come off as not taking responsibility for your actions.

College Admission Essay Mistake # 4: Making an essay into a resume

Many times people want to impress the reader so much that they completely ignore the essay prompt and make the essay into a list of their accomplishments.  Unless this is specifically what they asked for, just don’t do it.

College Admission Essay Mistake # 3: Brownnosing
If you are sending a school an application, they will simply assume that you want to attend.  You don’t have to “lay it on thick” by lauding their campus and faculty. 

College Admission Essay Mistake # 2: PROOFREAD!

You CANNOT edit your essay too much!!  Write several drafts and edit each draft thoroughly for syntax, grammar, spelling and general structure.  Admissions officers will immediately discredit you for making petty errors that would be easily fixable.

College Admission Essay Mistake #1: Not answering the question

The admissions committee uses certain essay prompts for a specific reason: they want you to answer it!  So beware of steering away from the point and running off on tangents.
ASSIGNMENT: In 150 (minimum) to 500 (maximum) words, complete a word-processed essay, responding to only one of the following prompts.  Please include the number and the text of the complete prompt at the top of your essay. 

1. Defend your least conventional belief.

2. What is your favorite word, and why?

3. Are you honorable?  How do you know? 

4. What can you contribute to a multi-cultural world?

5. What are the responsibilities of an educated person? 

6. If you could invent something, what would it be, and why? 

7. What invention would the world be better off without, and why? 

8. Tell us what you think about a current scientific or social controversy.

9. Tell us the question you think a selective college should ask.  Why?

10. Describe a risk you have taken and discuss its impact on your life.

11. What has been your most profound or surprising intellectual experience?

12. If you were to protest something, for or against, what would it be and why? 

13. Respond to the question: How can I prepare educationally for a global society?

14.You have just completed your 300-page autobiography.  Please submit page 217.

14. Relate an incident in your life in which honesty or character (or both) were at issue. 

15. Recall an occasion when you took a risk that you now know was the right thing to do. 

16. Relate a personal experience that caused you to discern or refine a value you hold. 

17. Describe a situation in which your values or beliefs were challenged.  How did you react? 

18. If you were to write a book, on what theme or subject matter would it be based, and why?

19. Discuss an important personal relationship you have had and explain how it has changed your life.

20. First experiences can be defining.  Cite a first experience that you have had and explain its impact on you. 

21. Tell us about a situation where you have not been successful and what you have learned from the experience. 

22. Tell us about the neighborhood that you grew up in and how it helped shape you into the kind of person you are today.

23. Once you have completed your education, will you return to your hometown to begin your adult life?  Why or why not?

24. Identity and culture are clearly intertwined.  How has your experience of culture influenced the development of your own personal identity?

25. Anatole France said, "If fifty million people say a foolish thing, it is still a foolish thing."  On what subject do you disagree with most people, and why?

26.Tell us how a particular play, film, piece of music, dance performance, scientific theory or experiment or work of art has influenced you.  If you choose a film or play, assume we know the plot.

27. What effect has any voluntary or independent research, reading or study, work in the arts, science project, etc. (outside of school), had on your intellectual and personal growth in recent years?  Discuss what influence this involvement has had on your academic goals. 

28. According to Stephen Carter, we can admire those with integrity even if we disagree with them.  Are there people you admire even though you deeply disagree with them?  What do you admire about them?  How do you reconcile this apparent contradiction in your assessment?

29. Reflect on these words of Dorothy Day: "No one has the right to sit down and feel hopeless.  There's too much work to do."  What is "the work to be done" for your generation, and what impact does this have on your future as a leader?  Write a creative, reflective, or provocative essay.

30.The Committee on Undergraduate Admissions is interested in learning more about you.  Please use this essay to relay information about you that cannot be found elsewhere on your application.  You may choose to write about your future ambitions and goals, a special talent or unusual interest that sets you apart from your peers, or a significant event or relationship that has influenced you during your life. 

31. You are hosting brunch for historical, literary, or other disreputable persons (think: Mad Hatter's Tea Party). What is your menu?  Who are your guests?  In answering this question, imagine a scenario: We want some exposition, serious or silly, we would accept some dialogue, and we are willing to trust you to respond in such a way that your brain power, your imagination, your sense of taste, and your capacity to tell a story reveal something true about you. 

32. Names have a mysterious reality of their own.  We may well feel an unexpected kinship with someone who shares our name, or may feel uneasy at the thought that our name is not as much our own as we imagined.  Most of us do not choose our names; they come to us unbidden, sometimes with ungainly sounds and spellings, complicated family histories, allusions to people we never knew.  Sometimes we have to make our peace with them, sometimes we bask in our names associations.  Ruminate on names and naming, your name, and your names relationship to you.

33. Of all the activities you listed above, which one has proved to be the worst, use of your time, and why?  Use one specific example to illustrate how this activity has not been worthwhile.

34. Sartre said "Hell is other people," while Streisand sang, "People who need people are the luckiest people in the world."  With whom do you agree?

35. As a prospective 21st century college graduate, you will enter a workforce and live in a society with an increasingly global perspective.  How will your current knowledge of international issues and cultures influence your undergraduate study?

36. Using a piece of wire, a car window sticker, an egg carton, and any inexpensive hardware store item, create something that would solve a problem.  Tell us about your creation, but don't worry: we won't require proof that it works. 

37. Describe your most important academic accomplishment or intellectual experience to date.  We don't want to know about test scores or course grades, rather we want to know about your creativity, your willingness to take intellectual risks or your affinity for scholarly endeavors. 

38. Describe an intellectual experience of the past two years that has given you great satisfaction.

39. Do you believe that your academic record accurately reflects your abilities?  Explain. 

40. What confuses you most in life, and why? 

41. George Washington said, "Associate with men of good quality, if you esteem your own reputation; it is better to be alone than in bad company."  About which of your friends do you and your parents disagree?  Why do you feel that the continued company of this friend is a good thing? 

42. Explain how your experiences as a teenager significantly differ from those of your friends.  Include comparisons.

43. If you were to look back on your high school years, what advice would you give to someone beginning their high school career?

44. Imagine that you are a "hero" or "heroine" for one day during any time period and under any circumstances.  Write a creative essay describing your experience.

45. What is the best advice you ever received?  Why?  And did you follow it? 

46. Tell us about a conversation you've had that changed your perspective or was otherwise meaningful to you. 

47. Of all the things you hope or expect to gain from your college experience, which two or three would you place at the top of your list?  Explain what you want to gain and why these experiences are most important to you.

48. You are about to write your future college roommate a letter.  Please provide the roommate with a personal story that will give him/her some insight into your personality.

49. What single adjective do you think would be most frequently used to describe you by those who know you best?   Please briefly explain.

50. If you were to describe yourself by a quotation, what would the quote be?  Explain your answer

51. Create a metaphor for yourself using something you would find in your kitchen or your garage.  List as many similarities or relationships between yourself and this object as you can think of, then elaborate on this comparison in an essay.  Why is this object a good representation of you? 

52. Discuss how some negative experience (disability, illness, failure) has had a positive influence on your life.

53. Describe a personal habit that helps to define you as a person.

54. Discuss how a specific place can be used to help illustrate your personality. 

55. If you had to describe yourself as an animal, what animal would you select and why?

56. Describe a fictional character. Be sure to point out what you do or do not like about the character and relate these attributes to yourself. 

57. What have you undertaken or done on your own in the last year or two that has nothing to do with academic work?

58. Discuss how your travel experiences have affected you as a student and a citizen of the world.

59. If money and family obligations left you entirely free, how and where would you spend the summer before college?

60. If you were given the opportunity to spend one year in service on behalf of others, which area would you choose?  Explain what you would do and why.

61. If you had a day to spend as you wish, how would you use your time? 

62. Imagine that you have the opportunity to travel back through time.  At what point in history would you like to stop and why? 

63. What do you think has been the most important social or political movement of the twentieth century?  Do you share a personal identification with this cause?

64. If you were to develop a Mt. Rushmore representing the 20th century, whose faces would you select and why?

65. If you could be a fly on the wall to observe any situation--historical, personal, or otherwise--describe what you would choose to observe and why.  What would you hope to learn and how would it benefit you? 

66. If you could spend a year with any real or fictional person in the past, present, or future, whom would you choose?   Why? 

67. If you could hold a conversation with someone (living or deceased) you consider significant, who would you talk to and what would you talk about?  Describe your conversation.

68. If you could become another person, real or fictional, for one day, who would you become and why?

69. If you had the power to change three things in your community or in the world, what would you change and why? 

70. If you could change the course of a singular event in history, what event would you affect, and why?  In addition, please provide insight on how you would implement your decision.

71. If you could go back and change one day in your life, what would you change and why?

72. Please write a personal journal entry as if the date were Sept. 20, 2030. 

73. It has been said [by Andy Warhol] that in the future everyone will be famous for fifteen minutes.  Describe your fifteen minutes. 

74. Recent developments in technology have revolutionized the way we gather information, communicate with one another, and even express ourselves as individuals.  If there is a computer in your life, tell us how you use it.  If there is not a computer in your life, tell us how you would.

75. Select a technological innovation of this century and discuss its effects on your family, local community or nation.

76. Elvis is alive!  Okay, maybe not, but we have been persuaded that recent Elvis sightings in highway rest areas, grocery stores and laundromats are part of a wider conspiracy involving five of the following: the metric system, the Mall of America, the crash of the Hindenberg, Heisenberg's uncertainty principle, lint, J.D. Salinger, and wax fruit.  Construct your own theory of how and why five of these items are related.
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Higher education

Not just academics

Ten things to ponder when applying to colleges

By FAN ZHOU Knight Ridder Newspapers

Fan Zhou is in the process of applying to and choosing a college.  He applied to ten schools, nine of which are ranked in the nation’s top fifty.  Although he’s a bit atypical, we asked him to provide tips for teenagers who haven’t embarked on the application process.  Here’s his take:

I have just finished applying to ten colleges, and during the five-month ordeal, I’ve learned some things that people -- you know, parents, guidance counselors, those so-called “friends” who’ve already moved on to college -- neglect to tell you.

So, for all of you out there who have yet to begin the college application process, here is some advice to help smooth out the impending bumps in the road.

And there will be bumps.  Believe me.

10. Forget the rankings.  Just because Harvard, Yale and others are preceded by their reputations doesn’t mean you will be happy going there.  Just because USA Today, Time Magazine or U.S. News & World Report proclaims a school number one doesn’t mean it’s right for you.  Find a school that complements your strengths.  Where you get an education matters less than what you do with the knowledge you acquire.

9. Tests?  Take some.  You can never take too many tests, and colleges usually will look at only your best scores.  So feel free to take the ACT and the SAT.  SAT II’s are a great way to hone your Advanced Placement test skills because they usually are offered the week before Advanced Placement tests begin, and many of the subjects coincide.

8. Just getting in is expensive.  It doesn’t matter how many colleges use the common application, you still have to pay to apply to each college.  In my experience, these application fees ranged from $40 to $80.  This does not include the postage, envelopes, fees for sending test scores, and additional costs for financial aid forms.  Be prepared for the expense.

7. Organize or perish.  Each application will be about five pages long, not including teachers’ recommendations, school reports, mid-year reports, common application supplements, special program forms and financial aid documents.  You must be prepared to keep track of lots of paper, postage, envelopes, Web sites, passwords, due dates and addresses.  Try creating a spreadsheet to track part of the application.  Plus, do as much as possible online.  It’s easier and faster.

6. Be ready to write.  For some schools, you’ll probably have to write two essays, plus supplemental writing samples and short-answer prompts.  Essays usually are 500 to 750 words, and most have no common ground.  Be ready to revise, revise and, when you think you have the perfect essay, revise.  Get an opinion on your essay from people you trust.  Colleges expect to read your essays without having to think about that misplaced modifier or dangling preposition.  Be a perfectionist.

5. The interview is very important.  If the school you are applying to offers an alumni or phone interview, try to schedule one as you begin to apply.  Frequently, the chat will include current events.  You need to be ready for the conversation to switch from being about your application to the most recent court case to appear before the U.S. Supreme Court.  Remember, your interviewer can be your greatest advocate or worst enemy when it comes time for the board to decide whether you get in.

4. Scholarships?  When you’re a senior, your priorities must change.  So if you’re a junior or younger, put applying for the big national scholarships at the top of your to-do list.  As a senior, trying to win privately funded scholarships must be second among your priorities.  This is because the average financial-aid packages to any university often will be several times the size of even the most extravagant scholarships.  Furthermore, the competition for these national scholarships is even more intense than the Ivy League applicant pool, sometimes with more than 30,000 applicants and fewer than twenty “winners.”  By focusing on your college essays and applications rather than scholarship essays, at least for the first semester of your senior year, you can reduce your amount of stress and increase your chance of getting accepted.

3. Don’t pad your resume.  Admissions counselors are not stupid.  They will realize that if you are president and founder of ten clubs, you could not possibly have the time to commit to each of them at the level you should.  Don’t stress if, when compiling your application, you don’t fill in all the blanks on the awards page.  A short list of significant awards will carry more weight than a long list of insignificant ones.  Save yourself the hassle of typing up everything you’ve ever done, and just mention the highlights.

2. Judge me!  That is what you are effectively saying to the evaluators every time you submit an application.  So you need to be able to sit back and feel confident knowing that you painted a picture of yourself using nothing but words.  Whatever they decide is just their opinion, which carries as much weight as you let it.  And hey, you have back-up schools ... right?

1. Enjoy yourself.  I know this might sound contradictory after I just told you to prepare and all that, but enjoy your senior year of high school.  You need to stop freaking out about college because there are so many other things that are just as important and much more fun than filling out applications and reading test-prep books.

There is nothing I wouldn’t give for just a day when I didn’t have the real-world demon creeping down my neck and the only thing I was worried about was coloring between the lines.  College is a life-altering process, but don’t forget to stop, hang out with friends, watch a movie, be stupid, and have a little fun, because life is way, way, way too important to take seriously.

