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What We Will Discuss

� Facts
� Essay Writing “The Exercise”
� Importance of the Essay
� Common Essay Types

� Common Application Essays
� Tips

� Admission & Resources



The Facts

� According to National Association of College 
Admission Counseling (NACAC) the weight of the 
application essay has increased from 10%-12% to 
25%

� "If you have 18- or 20,000 applicants, for some of 
those students, the essay makes a huge difference, 
both positively and negatively,“
� Dean University of Virginia



“The Committee”

� In this lesson, you will help students explore sample 
college essays and then consider advice about what 

separates a great essay from a mediocre or 
ineffective one as well as essay-writing tips.



What you will need…

� Tools:
� Large White Board or large sheet of paper
� Sharpies
� College Essay Rubric (Copies) 
� Sample College Essays (good, mediocre, ineffective)
� Student Committees or Groups



“The Exercise”

� What do you think college admission officers are 
looking for  when they read a student essay?

????



“The Sample…”

� “During the summer before my junior year of high 
school, I spent a weekend volunteering with the 
poor in post-Katrina Louisiana and realized that I 
am privileged. Most of what these people had had 
been ripped out from under them and life was very 
different there from my life in suburban 
Massachusetts. Amazingly, though, these people still 
seemed happy. I learned from this experience that 
money isn’t everything.”



You be the Judge? 
Admission Committee 

� Imagine that each of these essay writers has 
applied for admission to your university. Each group 
is responsible for using the handout to evaluate the 
essay and decide whether to admit this student. 

� Assume that each student has a similarly strong 
profile in terms of grades, test scores, activities and 
recommendations.



What is the difference?

� How were these essays different from the excerpt 
with which we began? 

� In what ways were they more effective? What is 
cliché? 

� How did these essays avoid that trap?

After considering these essays, what else should we 
add to our list about what college admissions officials 

are looking for in student essays?



Importance of the Essay

� KEY to the college application
� Set yourself apart – ‘the thumb test’

� Exhibit your writing skills
� Be concise 
� Be coherent

� Demonstrate your independent
thinking.

“I want to meet this student.”



•You have just completed your 300 page autobiography. 
Please submit page 217. (University of Pennsylvania)

•Tell us about the best conversation you’ve ever had. (Pitzer
College)

•In a personal statement of at least 250 words, please tell us 
something about yourself we do not already know from your 
application. This personal statement is your opportunity to show 
us your writing capabilities and to set yourself apart from other 
applicants. (University of La Verne)

Common Essay Types



Common Essay Types

•Do you believe there is a generation gap? Describe the difference 
between your generation and others.  (Denison College)

• The College of Idaho Honor Code was established in the fall of 
2006 based on student effort and initiative. Describe your own 
personal values and a time when these values were in conflict with 
a situation you encountered. (The College of Idaho)



Common App. Essay Prompts

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

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

• Reflect on a time when you challenged a belief or idea. What prompted 
you to act? Would you make the same decision again?



Common App Continued…

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

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



Importance of the Essay

� Topics are meant to be challenging
� The essay is weighed more heavily with more 

prestigious colleges

Harvard 5.9% | Yale 6.8% 
Princeton 7.9%

Acceptance rates:



Tips

� Stay away from 
negative essays

� Be likeable
� Be vivid
� Get the name of the 

school right
� Be controversial…but

� Balanced, thoughtful
� Don’t pretend you have 

the final truth
� REVISE! 
� PROOFREAD!



Admission Process

� Watch for deadlines
� Apply Early
� Binding or non-binding??
� VISIT!!
� Admission Counselor…they can be your best 

friend!!
� Scholarships



Resources

� 100 Successful College Application Essays -by 
Christopher & Gigi Georges

� Writing a Successful College Application Essay- by 
George Ehrenhaft

� The College Application Essay – by Sarah Myers 
McGinty

� On Writing the College Application Essay – by Harry 
Bauld



Questions?
Thanks! And good luck!

Jason Fletcher
jfletche@chapman.edu
714.997.6711



College Admission Essay (Sample) 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

 



College Essay RubricCollege Essay RubricCollege Essay RubricCollege Essay Rubric    
Directions:Directions:Directions:Directions: Rank each aspect of the college application essay on a scale from 1 to 5, with 5 as the best. In the space below 
each numeric value you assign, explain your reasoning. At the bottom, circle your admissions recommendation, based on the 
essay alone. 

OrganizationOrganizationOrganizationOrganization and Focus and Focus and Focus and Focus (clear main ideas and supporting details, stays on topic) 

1 2 3 4 5 

Explanation: 

 

 

OriginalityOriginalityOriginalityOriginality (vivid details, fresh word choice, creativity, risk-taking ) 

1 2 3 4 5 

Explanation: 

 

 

Writer’s VoiceWriter’s VoiceWriter’s VoiceWriter’s Voice (consistent throughout, engaging, conveys individual personality) 

1 2 3 4 5 

Explanation: 

 

 

Freedom from Error Freedom from Error Freedom from Error Freedom from Error (spelling, grammar, punctuation, usage) 

1 2 3 4 5 

Explanation: 

 

 

Overall successOverall successOverall successOverall success (interesting topic clearly developed; “works”) 

1 2 3 4 5 

Explanation: 

 

 

AdmisAdmisAdmisAdmission (circle one):  acceptsion (circle one):  acceptsion (circle one):  acceptsion (circle one):  accept        rejectrejectrejectreject        waitwaitwaitwait----listlistlistlist 
 
 

 



These some of the TOP 10 mistakes students do when writing their college essay 

College Admission Essay Mistake # 10 

Using the same essay for all of 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. 

 


