
The College Essay 

�  The college essay is a vital part of your application. 
�  It gives you a chance to go “off  the grid” as it were, and express 

another “side” of you that is not necessarily reflected in your 
transcript, resume, or test scores. 

�  It is not a deal breaker, in that it won’t reverse the evidence a 
mediocre academic career, or ruin a stellar one. 

�  It does, however, provide you with the chance to show that you 
can write, which is no small task. 

�  Overall, it will probably help you more than it will hurt you.  



The College Essay 

� Where to start? 
� That is a great question. 
� There is no one formula, because the essay topic is 

never uniform. 
� The college essay can be, it’s most simplistic 

interpretation, a poorly written autobiography; in its 
most inspired incarnation, it is a few beautiful 
brushstroke of a much larger, and magnificent  painting. 



The College Essay 

�  Remember, this is a written piece, and the standard 
conventions of grammar and style apply. 

�  Hence, if you have had difficulties writing in the past, and 
tend to get a lot of grammatical corrective marks on your 
essays, you must place a greater emphasis on revision and 
proof-reading.  



The College Essay 

� Ultimately, your GPA, transcript and test scores, 
(SAT’s, ACT’s, AP scores) will carry the bulk of the 
weight admission process. 

� However, there is a sufficient degree of subjectivity in 
the application process.  

� This is a “feel” if you will, for what might separate one 
candidate from another.  

� Being able to present a side of yourself that is not so 
“statistical” will have an impact on separating your 
“story” from others. 



The College Essay 

�  What the essay should not be is a projection of the type of person 
you think the admissions office wants. 

�  You can put a pig in a tuxedo, but you wouldn’t want to sit next 
to it at a formal dinner. 

�  We all have a natural predisposition to, shall we say, put a little 
“frosting” on our own cake; that is the human condition. 

�  Adjusting the lighting in a room to better show its finer points is 
greatly different from getting a klieg light, and attempting to 
blind all those near it. 



The College Essay 

�  You want to, in a simple and direct manner, show, not tell, the 
admissions officer who you are. 

�  Show, not tell. 
�  What is on paper cannot be a picture of who you wish to be, or 

could be, if they would only admit you to their ivy halls. 
�  Rather it is who you are; then, they should, must, consider you 

over others with similar academic qualifications. 
�  Let’s go back to show and tell. 
�  We all enjoyed it in grade school, but college? 



The College Essay 

�  Consider come of the qualities that you believe best 
reflect your true self, the “angels of your better nature.” 

�  These allow you to shine! 
�  You are… 



The College Essay 

�  Dedicated 
�  Loyal 
�  Kind 
�  Intelligent 
�  Humorous 
�  Adventurous 
�  Athletic 
�  Creative 

�  Wow! 
�  You really are something! 
�  Now, considering all of the 

above is accurate, what is 
the best way to communicate 
these to an admissions 
officer at the University of 
Pennsylvania? 

�  It certainly looks like you 
have a lot to say! 



The College Essay 

� Let’s assume for a moment that you have an open ended 
essay topic, one as “simple” as: “Tell us about  
yourself.”  

�  (In actuality, you had better hope and pray that this is 
not your essay topic, because, as simple as it seems, it is 
actually quite  daunting.) 

� However, back at it: “Tell us about yourself!”  



The College Essay 

�  Where the heck to you start? 
�  The delivery room? 
�  Kindergarten? 
�  Your family? 
�  That trip to the Caribbean? 
�  Your favorite things? 
�  Whoa! Let me think… 



The College Essay 

� Think of your life as a movie, a documentary!  
� The admissions officers are the governing/screening 

body that will determine if you get accepted to the 
festival. Only then will they show it in its entirety! 

� And, this festival is one of the coolest, most influential 
ones in the whole country. 

� Getting your film accepted means that major studio 
heads will see it, and you know that getting it in front of 
that audience could lead to a much wider audience 
getting to see it.   



The College Essay 

� However, there is a catch. 
� This review board is not looking at the final cuts, an 

entire film that has been edited and polished. 
�  In fact, they have asked for nothing over five minutes. 
� You can only send a single scene, one that you feel best 

represents the over all tone, feel, and purpose of the 
documentary. 

� Which scene to you go with? 
� Wow, that is a hard one! 



The College Essay 

�  “But, I have this whole film, Man!” 
�  “I am an artist, and I refuse to compromise my craft. 

My integrity is the only thing that matters!” 
� Orson Well’s wasn’t having it, and neither will I.”  
� Hey sparky, take a breath! 
� While you are stomping your feet, throwing your beret 

and swinging your megaphone madly, other filmmakers 
are pounding away at their Mac PowerBook’s and 
sending digital gold half-way across the country. 



The College Essay 

�  You are the filmmaker, but if you want to show your 
masterpiece to a bigger audience than Aunt Gladys and 
Uncle Herb and their cockatoo “Snookums”, start 
thinking about micro, so you can go macro. 

�  We all have a story to tell, and as we all know, “Every 
Picture Tells a Story.” 

�  Show, don’t tell. 



The College Essay 

�  Let’s get back to who you are, which, because you are the 
director, is the subject of your documentary. 

�  Because you have a limited budget, you  chose, out of all 
the great qualities that you possess, dedication as your 
strongest selling point. 

�  That’s it, watch me work baby! 



The College Essay 

�  Yet, the problem is still the same: What scene do you choose to send? 
�  Actually, what you have done is arrive at a solution, not a problem. You 

see, if there is a scene, a moment in your life that demonstrates 
perfectly the degree of dedication that you have, you will get their 
attention. 

�  Now, leaving the movie analogy for a moment, let’s get back to the 
original hypothetical:  

�  How should you approach an essay prompt that asks you to “write 
about yourself?” 



The College Essay 

� Consider this as the same issue you would face in 
writing a novel: where do you begin? 

� There are innumerable novels that have famous opening 
lines, paragraphs or scenes. 

� Think of the misanthropic tone set by the narrator of 
Dostoyevsky's “Notes From Underground”, or the 
equally personal declaration, the struggle for  identity, 
of the narrator of Ellison’s Invisible Man. 

� Right off the bat, you are wondering: How did they get 
here, and where are they going?  



The College Essay 

�  How did they get here, and where are  they going? 
�  Sounds a little like your life, and the college application 

process, no? 
�  How did I get here, and where am I going? 
�  Tell me a story! 
�  Start at, umm, the beginning? 



The College Essay 

�  Make no mistake about it, how you begin your essay will have a 
great impact on the assessment of your personal statement. 

�  The Princeton Review, which is a very successful test preparation 
company, has a book that offers over a hundred examples of 
college essays that have worked, as well as valuable input from 
the very people who read these essays, College Admissions 
Officers. 

�  Let’s take a moment, sidetrack, and consider some of the 
observations made concerning what admissions officers have 
seen over their years, what works and what does not.    



The College Essay 

�  Q: What are the most common themes that appear? 
� Meaningful experiences 
� Maturation 
�  Personal struggle(s) 
� Growth/Change 
� Lesson’s learned 

 



The College Essay 

� Q: What do you love to see in an essay? 
�  Pleasure in an activity 
� Honesty 
� Emotion 
� Direct Writing 
� Creativity 
� Humor 
� Clear, descriptive writing 



The College Essay 

�  Q: What topics are  too risky? 
�  Being overly confident/cocky 
�  Being too personal (sex lives, inappropriate language) 
�  Choosing a topic that is impossible to deal with considering the 

limited space: World Peace 
�  Trying to have “shock value” or being too “cutesy” (We get it! 

You are the “keeping it real” guy) 
�  Straying away from the prose (i.e. submitting a series of poems or 

drawings) 



The College Essay 

� Q: What should students write about more than they 
do? Take Note!!!` 

� Experiences  that do not appear elsewhere  on the 
application (transcript, resume etc.) 

� Creating a window into their lives. (neighborhood; 
family) 

� Choosing what they want to write about, not what they 
think we want  them to 

�  Focus on the details! 



The College Essay 

� Q: What bores essay readers? 
� Listing accomplishments. 
� Being misleading 
� My class/summer/best trip 
� A lack of a voice (you are not coming through) 
� Being superficial. 
� Writing your life story 
�  Jamming a thesaurus down their throats.  



The College Essay 

�  Q: Common Mistakes 
�  Writing “3” instead of spelling the number 
�  Spelling errors, sentence fragments, run-on sentences, 

comma splices. 
�  Misuse of words: there/their, now/own, perfect/prefect, 

from/form 
�  Misuse of hyphens 
�  *Essentially, what works against you in class also does so in 

the admissions office  



The College Essay 

� Q: The essay’s impact: Can it sway the committee? 
�  It won’t sway anyone if there is not the statistical 

backup. You essay is not the cake, it is the frosting. 
�  It can push a qualified student past another one, all else 

being equal 
� Yet, if it is poorly written, it can have the opposite effect 
�  It is a very important factor. 



The College Essay 

�  So what do we take away from this digression? 
�  Obviously, the essay is significant, and is a definite factor in 

the admissions process 
�  However, Colleges will not put all of their eggs in the essay 

basket, and neither should you 
�  This is an opportunity for you to really speak to those who 

have the rest of your file in their hands. 
�  Let’s get back, literally, to the subject at hand. You were 

going to explain how dedication is your greatest quality.  
�  Remember? 



The College Essay 

�  Same issue: How do I begin? 
�  “Hmmm” 
�  “Maybe I should…” 
�  “I could…” 
�  “Then again…” 
�  (Pause) 
�  Let me check my messages… 



The College Essay 

�  “In medias res” 
� Boom! 
� This is a Latin phrase 
�  In medias res is Latin for "into the middle of things."  
�  It usually describes a narrative that begins, not at the 

beginning of a story, but somewhere in the middle — 
usually at some crucial point in the action 



The College Essay 

� The Star Wars franchise is based on this device. We 
learn later about Darth and Luke and that whole “family 
feud.” We only knew the “dark side” of Vader before 
we learned how he got there 

� The Epic Poem Paradise Lost by John Milton uses this 
device, because we begin with Satan in Hell, and then 
the story goes back to the war in Heaven to explain how 
the “big fella” got booted out to begin with.  

� Then, we go forward to the Garden of Eden and get to 
the whole temptation thing! 



The College Essay 

�  “Ab ovo”, which translates “from the egg” is the narrative 
style that presents the story from the beginning. This would 
represent the more logical way to tell a story, the opposite of 
“In medias res.” 

�  In the Iliad, Homer begins with the quarrel between Achilles 
and Agamemnon, the war already in process, rather than 
starting the story from the birth of Achilles. 

�  By flashing back to Achilles’ childhood, we further connect 
with the character, and understand his motivation more  
completely.  



The College Essay 

�  The strength of “In medias res” is that the reader is instantly 
engaged, simply because, as humans, we need to know what is 
going on. 

�  By dropping the reader in the middle of a story, in the middle of 
your life, into the scene that will help to sell your film, you 
immediately create a sense of anticipation and a desire for the 
reader to find out more!  
¡  Where are we going from here? 
¡  How did we get here? 
¡  I want to know more…  



The College Essay 

�  A simple way of looking at the “In medias res” model would be: 
¡  Essay Start – the middle of the (your) story 
¡  Essay Middle: Take the reader back to how you got there 
¡  Essay End: Provide some wrap up, some point of finality, if possible, that 

leaves the reader satisfied, still ruminating about the journey that you have 
taken them on. 

�  Essentially, your essay follows the same story arc as the great 
epic poems and stories from literature. 

�  How can we translate this into a more, doable format? 

 



The College Essay 

�  You are dedicated. 
�  Got it! 
�  Aaaaannnnddddd……….What’s next. 
�  (Staring at the screen.) 
�  “I’m thinking…” 
�  Think about this bunky… 



The College Essay 

� Dedication is obviously important because the college 
of your choice does not want to accept and throw money 
at a whiny quitter.  

� They have your transcript, and critical test scores, along 
with your GPA: It is there for all to see. 

�  If these numbers, and I am choosing my word carefully, 
stink, then making the case for your dedication in the 
personal essay will be, shall we say, a mixed message. 



The College Essay 

�  But, we know that your grades and test scores don't 
“stink”. You have done well, and are looking to “close the 
deal.” 

�  Here is where the essay can “kick in.” 
�  Here is where the essay can help to separate you from 

“the pack.” 
�  But remember, you can only show them a scene from your 

film. 



The College Essay 

�  Since dedication is the focus of your essay, you must 
not list a series of accomplishments that could only 
have been possible because of your dedication. 

� Nor should you go on about what dedication means to 
you, or how important it has been in you development. 
Save the “Webster’s Defines” stuff for somebody else 

� They want to see you in action, so tell them, sorry, show 
them your story, or at least a five minute segment of it. 



The College Essay 

�  Standard Opening: 
�  “I ran a marathon for the first time this past year. It 

was the hardest thing I have ever done.” 
�  In medias res”: 
�  “I was at the eighteen-mile mark, the “wall” of my very 

first, and probably last, marathon. I wanted my mommy 
and a fruit rollup.”  



The College Essay 

�  Standard Opening: 
�  I once had an interesting moment helping my younger 

brother, who could be rather difficult.” 
�  “In medias res”: 
�  “As I stared at the directions of the model airplane, I 

noticed that my younger brother already ate the 
propeller. He also had tinsel hanging out of his nose.”  



The College Essay 

�  Standard Opening: 
�  “Moving to a new state was difficult for this third 

grader.” 
�  “In medias res”: 
�  “I scuffed my new shoes on the curb, and wondered why 

I was the only kid with a briefcase and a sport coat. It 
was Saturday, and I was the only kid at school.” 



The College Essay 

�  Do you see in each of these three examples that you have 
immediately engaged the reader by making him or her 
part of your “movie experience?” 

�  You are not simply listing accomplishments or providing 
statistics. 

�  We are learning about you as a person. 


