PERSONAL ESSAY

What Are They Looking For? 
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The answer to this perplexing question begins with a thorough study of the directions provided by the college and a complete understanding of the questions or statements presented. Pay particular attention to directions regarding length, style, and format. If the intended readers want to be typed or printed, make sure you type or print. Although there is no ideal length for a college essay, beware of the extremes, i.e., too long or too brief. Give yourself enough time to cover the subject but don’t indulge in overkill. Here’s what Amherst College (MA) has to say: “This is your chance to offer us opinions, feelings, and a sense of style that we may not find elsewhere in your application. We encourage you to be creative with your answers. Allow your unique voice to be clearly expressed, rather than falling prey to the temptation to tell us what you think we want to hear. The length of each essay is up to you; we prefer 300 words or less.”
Who Are You?


I have never seen a college application essay question, no matter how it was worded, that did not ask the same basic thing – who are you, and what makes you different from all those other qualified applicants we must consider? In other words, the essay gives you an opportunity to demonstrate your unique qualities. Three of the most common questions are “Describe a personally satisfying experience,” “What are your most significant academic interests?” and “Explain how you think our college will help you grow.” All of these questions ask you to shed some light on your values, opinions, and talents. They require you to spend some time thinking about what has happened to you personally and why certain subjects have always been your favorites. They offer you the chance to demonstrate why you are someone special.


Colleges expect no single answer. Instead, think of the essay as your chance to introduce yourself to the college. What would you like it to know about you that is not found in transcripts, test scores, or even a personal interview? This is no easy feat since social peer pressure to conform usually causes us to hide our true selves. After spending your whole life avoiding the description “weird,” you must now think about all of the characteristics that differentiate you from your friends, characteristics that make you unique, human. Keep in mind your friends will never read the essay unless you show it to them, and the college application will never become a public document. So you have great freedom to reach deep within yourself and bring out the person you have kept under wraps for so long.
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What Are They Looking For?

The typical admission committee reader is looking at your finished product on

three levels.

Level One – Command


At the lowest level, your words are skimmed to see how well you write. To demonstrate your command of the English language, your spelling, grammar, syntax, and usage must all be perfect; your writing crisp and cliché-free. Vary your sentence structure, avoid the passive voice, and use a proofreader! All of us make mistakes that don’t jump off the page but are quickly apparent to another reader. Even professional writers do not edit their own work. Your high school English teacher might be a good person to read your essay, and don’t forget Mom or Dad, especially if they do a lot of writing in their daily work.

If you are proofing your own work, here are two suggestions.

1. Use a ruler or a blank sheet of paper to cover the lines beneath the on you are reading. This will keep your eyes more focused.

2. Read your essay backwards. This will prevent you from skimming the text and force you to look carefully at each individual word.

Level Two – Content

At the second level, the admission committee will consider the content of your answer. Here the reader is concerned with the logic of your argument and your ability to say something of substance in a relatively economical and effective manner. Here is where overly long and redundant essays can seriously penalize the writer. Having something interesting to say makes your task much easier, so make sure you have taken the time to develop sentiments or ideas that are interesting to read. It makes the work go so much easier.
When you think you’re done writing, read it aloud. How does it sound? Does the opening sentence grab your attention? Does it flow well from paragraph to paragraph. Does the conclusion leave a thoughtful impression? Does the work say something about you? If some parts sound awkward, or don’t convey your intended message, it’s time for another re-write.
Level Three – Creativity

At the final and most important level, the reader is hoping to see something creative. What better way to express your individuality than a story, perhaps a brief dialogue, or an attempt at humor? Poetry is appropriate for open-ended questions but extremely difficult to write if the question is specific. Creative work brings an element of risk to your essay. Remember, you don’t know the readers, and they don’t know you. What if they won’t think it’s funny? Or sad? Or if they miss the point? Nevertheless, the willingness to take a risk is particularly important because today’s generation of young people seems so conservative and hesitant to take chances. Most essays I read these days lack the creative element because most students simply don’t take the “river boat gambler” approach to the process. Please understand I am not suggesting you “throw caution to the wind.” But those who take any risk at all will quickly stand out from today’s applicant pool and enhance their candidacy.

The risk one takes should be inversely related to the perceived chances for admission. In other words, the greater your certainty of being accepted, the less risk you need to take with your essays.

Marketing 101
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When you think about it, you must sell yourself to a college in much the same way a college must sell itself to you. And the whole process is very similar to what goes on in the boardrooms of the nation’s largest corporations every day. Any company that markets a product is continually faced with the problem of positioning itself on a grid with rival companies and their seemingly similar products. The company must find some way to make its product stand out so that the consumer perceives it to be different, unique, better. Likewise, colleges must spend time determining how it is that they differ from other colleges, and then, how to convince you, the consumer, that difference makes them a better place to be. When a college representative tells a group of high school students that his college is unique, he is telling the truth. No two colleges are the same. And each can position itself as a unique institution. College viewbooks and pamphlets herald the unique characteristics of their particular institution, and phrases such as “a special place” are not uncommon, nor are they untrue.

Now you see how it works with you the student. There has never been anyone who is just like you. College admission officers know that, but it is up to you to show them how you are special, and convince them why you are a perfect fit for their school. Reading application essays is great fun because so many applicants put so much effort into their descriptive paragraphs. Writing them should be just as enjoyable. In selective college admission, applicants who fail to understand the importance of the essays and who don’t put forth the necessary effort, seriously jeopardize their chances. They’ve wasted the opportunity to position themselves as unique individuals and enhance their academic credentials in the competition for a limited number of openings.


Think of it this way: Where would your favorite cola or fast food chain be without well-thought out advertising campaigns?
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Everything you have ever learned about good writing applies to the task of writing strong, lucid college application essays. Before beginning, you might want to pick up a copy of The Elements of Style by William Strunk, Jr. and E. B. White. Mr. Strunk was an English professor at Cornell University who originally printed this little book privately as a text for his writing course. One of his most important rules in the book was entitled “Omit Needless Words.” This is what he said:
“Vigorous writing is concise. A sentence should contain no unnecessary words, a paragraph no unnecessary sentences for the same reason that a drawing should have no unnecessary lines and a machine no unnecessary parts. This requires not that the writer make all his sentences short, or that he avoid all detail and treat his subjects only in outline, but that every word tell.”

(The Elements of Style, MacMillan Publishing, 1979, p. 23)


As a writer of an application essay, you are given the luxury of almost unlimited time, and for good reason. The delivery of a clear and concise personal snapshot in verbal form should be a difficult and time-consuming task. It should also be fun, if one begins the process early and takes the time necessary to do a first-rate job. Admission officers can always spot a “Saturday Night Special.”

Step One – Read Through All the Questions

Make a list of the essays. Are there any overlaps? Similarities? Pay special attention to directions so as you start writing you don’t exceed any limits placed by the institutions to whom the application will be sent.
Step Two – Take Time to Reflect

It is not easy to write about yourself. We all are raised to be humble and modest, to play down our achievements. But your mission in writing this essay is clear: to sell yourself to a college, to gain admission. No matter how the question is written, it asks you to introduce yourself as a person with unique “product attributes.” Why should you be selected over so many other qualified and deserving candidates? Remember, selling anything involves what the business world calls “product positioning.” So, you must set yourself apart from others in the applicant pool.


To begin thinking about what makes you unique, keep in mind the specific questions asked by the school, then, get off by yourself. Take stock of who you are and how you got to this point in your life. By jotting down answers to the following questions, you should come up with several possible essay topics, as well as points you want each of those essays to make.

· What are your values? How were they acquired? Parents? Heroes? Friends? Teachers? Have they changed in recent years?

· Can you re-call an event buried in your brain that typifies how you feel about the topic presented in the essay question?

· Have you met a particular person or read a book that has had a profound impact on your values and opinions?

· Has there been a special teacher who has changed your way of looking at life – who has truly inspired you? What made him/her so special? How did you change?
· What do you look for in a friend? How would your friends describe you?

· Is there something someone once said to you that you have never forgotten. What does this tell others about you?

· What has been the greatest tragedy of your life? The biggest void you have ever felt? Your greatest fear? Your proudest moment? Your greatest success? How about your happiest moment or your greatest thrill? (I used superlative for emphasis. There may be more than one in each category.)

Step Three – Narrow Your Topic


Here are some additional tricks to help you find a topic:

· Look through yearbooks and family photos for memorable past experiences. Record any feelings you remember. Early memories can be especially telling.

· Pretend you’re writing to a new friend, someone who doesn’t know you particularly well. What would you like that person to know about you?
· Ask your parents, siblings and close friends for their favorite stories involving you. What do they like best (and least) about you?

· Make a list of adjectives (loyal, sensitive, stubborn) that describe you. Choose some anecdotes that shows how these characteristics have manifested themselves in your life.

· Visit a museum. What kind of artwork do you find most intriguing? Why?

· Look through magazines until you find an article that affects you in a personal way. What is it that struck you and why? Similarly, review your bookshelf. Is there a particular novel, poem, or play that has special meaning?

· Think about your future goals, and what an education will do for you (make certain your answer goes beyond “It will bring financial gain.”)

· Start keeping a journal. Record everyday events, as well as your opinions and reactions to those events.
Step Four – Read Some Samples

Once you have settled on a topic, read some sample essays, both good and bad, to get you in the right mood for writing.

Step Five – Write a Draft

As you write your essay, remember to be specific, and go beyond a simple narration of events. In other words, don’t stop with who, what, and where, get to the how and why. Show (don’t tell) the admission committee how you are unique, and why you are a good fit for their school.


Above all else, your writing should be crisp and positive and energized. It should attract the reader by the interesting nature of its substance. It should say “Look at me! I am fresh and exciting and creative and like no other candidate you have encountered.” This is the approach that will make a difference.
Step Six – Review Your Draft

The writing should be your own – your ideas, your words, and your style of expression. But very few of us who depend upon effective communication in our daily jobs would ever consider a writing job finished until it had been read, reread, and even proofread by someone we trust to read critically. My suggestion: Write a first draft. Let it sit for a few days. Then read it out loud, and listen to yourself. How does it sound? Does it flow easily, or does it seem awkward, stilted? After you are satisfied with your work, give it to someone else to read. Remember, what seems logical to you, may not to someone else.

Step Seven – Re-write Until You’re Satisfied

But be sure that another person’s vocabulary doesn’t sneak into your paragraphs during these writing, proofing, or re-writing episodes. As a reader of thousands of essays per year, it is very evident when an essay was wholly or partially written by someone else. A tainted piece of writing would always seem peculiarly out of place in the applicant’s folder – it just didn’t mesh with all of the other tidbits of information available to the reader. So relax! Let your true and natural self come shining through in a well-crafted piece of your own writing. No college wants to enroll a student who already writes like a Steinbeck or Hemingway or your parent’s secretary!

Step Eight – Submit Your Masterpiece

Even if you are an accomplished calligrapher, it is best to type your answers. A professional typist is usually allowed as long as that person does not take the liberty of editing your work. The advent of the computer has made proofing and self-editing much easier, but be sure the printer (especially if it’s dot-matrix) makes a bold, clear, easy-to-read impression. Put yourself in the place of someone reading thousands of essays. Remember how much more impressive your writing will seem if it is clearly visible to tired eyes in the wee hours of the morning.


Feel free to submit your essay using additional paper so long as the institution does not prohibit this in the directions. If the school insists that you write your essay in the space provided, trace that space onto a scrap sheet of paper. Then, keep writing, editing, and retyping until your sentences fit. Remember, when your space is limited, it is important to make every word count.

Even if you’ve never revised a paper in your life, leave time to revise your college essay. Three drafts are best: One to get down your ideas, a second to polish your grammar, and a third to make it snappy (especially a “grabber” with which to start your essay and something clever with which to conclude). When you’re done, ask someone to read your work (both for grammar and content). Ask your reader to describe the person in the essay. What adjectives do they use? Is this an accurate portrait? Is it the impression you want to leave with the admission committee? If not, rethink your essay!
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