Rale Obawo

A FEW THOUGHTS ABOUT WRITING PERSONAL APPLICAT!ON ESSAYS

Purposes of the Essay

-- to get an indication of your writing ability., Writing is absolutely crucial
to academic success in many fields. How well can you put together a sentence, ¥
3 paragraph, an entire. statement?

~- to get beyond grades and scores and learn about you 3s a person. Think about
it this way: aren't most essays asking the same question, in one of a dozen-
and-a3-half forms: what's important to you? .

Tvypes o Essav Topics

Basically, there are only two types: _
-~ thgse that require a specific response. —»
""React tc something yocu have read,"

“What brief message would you beam to a suspected civilization ir cuter toacs
ic describe the nature of human beings on our planet?"

Fir
e

cmment on an experience that helped you discern or define a va!luye you hold,"
-~ those that are open-ended. —>»

: ‘write an essay that will help us undersiand you better as a person anc
srospective university student,'’

"The members of the admission committee seek to gair an understaading of you
2s & person, Please use this page to give us any information you feel would
be helpful as we consider your application. You might include a description
¢f your goals, what you hope to achieve at Barnard College, what infilcences
nave shaped your life."

With scme guestions of the first type, remember that a certzin amount ©f restraing
is in orger. fFeel free to express yourself, but you want to be seen as a thought-
fel, irtelligent person. And while open-ended questions can appear simplistic,
they're cf: & real challenge because they force you to limit the focus of your
€S53y anc sIiruciure your response appropriately,

If & college suggests that you include a writing sample, don't consider the reguest
optional: senc them one. The paper you choose shouid represent your best work., |If
possible, it should relate to an academic discipline or area of interest you plan
to pursue in college. To demonstrate the diversity of your interests, you might
consider submitting two short papers from different disciplines, instead of one
fonger one, Don't hesitate to ask a teacher or your adviser for their viewpoints,

some Considerations about Writing the Essay

Above all, remember that there's absolutely no excuse for a poor essay. The time
and energy you devote to it is going to determine the gquality of your statement. )
The first prerequisite is as crucial as it is obvious: give yourself time to think,

'n deciding what to write about, you might consider some or ali of the following
points:

I'e Linte the main point of most essays is to let the college hnow about you,
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begin thinking about what you might want to communicate about yourself to the
college. A special interest? A distinctive character trait?. An evenrt from
your packground? A goal or accompl ishment? :

2. Once you've come up with some possibilities, try to decide which of them
would tell the most about you. Keep in mind that a special talent or accom-
plishment isn't always interesting n and of itself. What is it about your
special talent, goal; or accomplishment that might be interesting to anothef
person?

3. You don't have to write about something dramatic or extraordinary. Many

fine essays start off with the mundane and cbvious and proceed to deveic?o fro
there. In most excellent essays, it is not so much the topic but how the
student has written about the subject that's the key. Betsy DelaHunt,
nirecter of Admissions at Sarh Lawrence, may have put it best: ‘'Experience
alone is not enough; we want to know what insight you have gained $ om vour
excerience, Keep in mind that learninc anc crowth lie at the heart of a cc
essav.’’ Ana so, to paraphrase a point mace by Mimi Schwartz in her excel:
ent little pamphiet ''How tO Write College Application f£ssays,' whatever too:'<
you choose, your aim isn't so much to chow what you do, but who you are, anc

A

how your experiences have shaped you as an individual.

-~
-
-

.
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L. In developing a fine essay, try to strive for the following qualities:

-~ make sure your essay is well constructed, Don't wander from topic '
topic,

-- Try to include merorable dezail to support your ceneralities.
-- Where possible, demonstrate personai and intellectual growth.
-- Seek to cive the reader a lasting picture of vourself as a person.

to style, your style shouid be ciear and direct, Try to write as naturally 2:s
csihie. Humor? In many e553Y5, i=ts hard to carry it cff successfully, sC ever
;ouch hurer has a definite place in many essays, perhaps you ought to use it
seringly.and judiciously.

tame Queztions to Ask Yourse!f atsu: Your First oraft
i

. 's this an essay !'d enjoy reading, or does it come across as borirg, trite,
or nerfuncrery?

2. £s 3 result of reading this essay, would 1 have a positive feeling about t=¢
writer? Would | like her or him to graduate from “my'' college?

3. If 1'm replying to a specific essay question, have | provided a relevant,
complete, and direct answer to it? '

L. whom do | know whom | could feel comfortable showing it to in order to get
reactions and ideas that might help me in improving it?

ln the pamphlet mentioned above, Ms. Schwartz seems to us 1o do a lovely job on
‘nriting First Drafts," ''Showing Your Drafts to Others,' and ''polishing First
Drafts. Several of her suggestions are worth their weight in gold] we'll be
happy to share copies of that pamphlct with you if you're interested in having
look at it,



A Couple of Mistakes to Avoid

1. Don't get an undue amount of help from others. Discuss your choice of topic and
get an overall reaction to an essay from another person, but if the essay's not
yours, it'll probably show. Above all, don't try to fake interests or involive-
ments,

2. Be careful not to use your essay to repeat what you've said in other parts of
your application.. Your essay shouldn't be a listing of extra-curricular
activities or interests, although you may well want to take an activity and
elaborate on it in your essay. |If you do, however, make sure you don't end
up breaking your arm patting yourself on the back, Take a second look at the
underlined portion of "Some Considerations about Writing the £ssay" on page
two, above,

3. You don't want to make your statement tco short because it might ce interpreted
85 siznifying lack of interest. But don't ramble on and on for page afier page.
Your purpose is to interest and stimulate admissions officers, not to bore thenm
to death. If the college gives specific instructions regarding length, foliow
them,

L. Don't put yourself in a position where you have to rush to finish an essav. You
should plan to do one, and ideally two, drafts. Then put your work aside arnd
return o it after a few days, when you'!l be more likely to be struck by ways
you can improve it.

5. Orthographic exactitude and punctuational probity are essential! Watch vou-
mechanics carefully,
"

6. If your handwritinc's poor, type. But don't have your mother or father's
secretzry do the job, If your application is professionally typed, it may
look impressive, but it's almost certain to leave the wrong impression about
you. And in the final analysis, they're more interested in you than in vour
application.

ot

. Even when cornfronted with very similar open-ended questions, make a determined
effort to avoid using exactly the same essay for each college. Where possible,
try to tailor your essay to fit the programs and strengths of the particular
college,

Approach each application essay you write as potentially one of the most impartant
pieces of writing that you have done at University High School. It should be one
of the best,

Amen -- and good luck!

L.ALK,
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COLLEGE ESSAY EVALUATION
MS. LUBRANO/WRITING WORKSHOP

Essay evaluation taken from University of Vermont's Admissions staff.
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How effective the overall organization is;
comments:

How convincing the writing is;
comments:

How sirong the writer’s voice is;
comments:

How well the essay addresses the topic,
comments:

How well the essay effectively uses appropriate examples;
comments:

How qriginal and creative the writing is;
comments:

__________ How clean the essay is from distracting mechanical and
grammatical flaws.
comments:
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An Exemplary College Application Essay

3A. ESSAY:

IN ORDER FOR THE ADMISSIONS STAFF OF OUR COLLEGE TO GET TO KNOW YOU, THE APPLICANT,
BETTER, WE ASK THAT YOU ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTION: ARE THERE ANY SIGNIFICANT
EXPERIENCES YOU HAVE HAD, OR ACCOMPLISHMENTS YOU HAVE REALIZED, THAT HAVE
HELPED TO DEFINE YOU AS A PERSON?

I am a dynamic figure, often seen scaling walls and crushing ice. | have been known to remodel train stations on my
lunch breaks, making them more efficient in the area of heat retention. 1 translate eihnic slurs for Cuban refugees, |
write award-winning operas, I manage time efficiently. Occasionally, 1 tread water for three days in a row.

1 woo women with my sensuous and godlike trombone playing, 1 can pilot bicycles up severe inclines with
unflagging speed, and I cook Thirty Minute Brownies in twenty minutes. [ am an expeit in stucco, a veteran in love,
and an outlaw in Peru.

Using only a hoe and a large glass of water, [ once single-handedly defended a small village in the Amazon Basin
from a horde of ferocious army ants. I play bluegrass cello, I was scouted by the Mets. 1 am the subject of numerous
documentaries. When I'm bored, I build large suspension bridges in my yard. I enjoy utban hang gliding. On
Wednesdays, after school, I repair electrical appliances f{ree of charge.

I am an abstract artist, a concrete analyst, and a ruthless bookie. Critics worldwide swoon over my original line of

duroy evening wear. I don't perspire. I am a private citizen, yet | receive fan mail. 1 have been caller number nine
wu won the weekend passes. Last summer I toured New Jersey with a iraveling centrifugai-force demonstration. 1
bat .400. My deft floral arrangements have earned me fame in international botany circles. Children trust me.

I can hurl tennis rackets at small moving objects with deadly accuracy. I once read Paradise Lost, Moby Dick, and
David Copperfield in one day and still had time to refurbish an entire dining room that evening. I know the exact
location of every food item in the supermarket. I have performed covert operations for the CIA. 1 sleep once a week;
when I do sleep, 1 sleep in a chair. While on vacation in Canada, successfully negotiated with a group of terrorists
who had seized a small bakery. The laws of physics do not apply to me.

1 balance, I weave, I dodge, 1 frolic, and my bills are all paid. On weekends, to let ofT steam, I participate in
full-contact origami. Years ago I discovered the meaning of life but forgot to write it down. [ have made
extraordinary four-course meals using only a Mouli and a toaster oven. | breed prizewinning clams. I have won
bullfights in San Juan, cliff-diving competitions in Sri Lanka, and speliing bees at the Kremlin. [ have played Hamiet,
1 have performed open-heart surgery, and [ have spoken with Elvis.

But I have not yet gone to college.

[From Harper's "This essay, by Hugh Gallagher, won first prize in the humor category of the 1990 Scholastic

Writing Awards. It appeared in the May issue of Literary_Calvalcade, a magazine of contemporary fiction and

student writing published by Scholastic in NYC. Gallagher, who is 18, grew up in Newtown Square, PA, and will
1wd NYU this fall."]




(A) Describe the greatest challenge you have faced or expect to face.

Except for my struggle with jacks—I could never get past
sixies while Leslie Ackerman whizzed through tenzies and
back to onezies all in one turn—this application is the
greatest challenge I've faced. I'm glad you didn't ask how I
dealt with it.

I hope I'm not dodging or taking the easy way out. It's
hard to find an honest answer to your question. Nothing I've
done so far could be called a “great challenge.” A minor
annoyance, maybe: there was my brush with Physics, when
I tried to understand the practical results of impractical
prablems, like where an iron ball will land if thrown out of
a moving car. (When I brought up in class that I never
would throw an iron ball out of a moving car, Mr. Weitz
just looked at me.) Before that came the separate trials of
learning the Australian crawl and the slice backhand, the
first for water survival and the second, my parents said, for
social survival. And, of course, the intensely competitive
Jjacks. (At age nine, to be the best jacks player was also to be
the most popular girl.) All these experiences were
difficult--getting anything right in tennis still seems more
like a miracle—but I can't imagine calling one of them my
“greatest challenge.”

Challenge seems like it should be something bigger,
- and I'm not sure I've faced it yet. I've never had to work to

support my family, as my mother did when she was my age.
Unlike my older brother, I've never had to find an
affordable apartment in New York City. I've never even
experienced what some of my New Jersey friends say is the
greatest challenge of all—fighting the 8:00 a.M. traffic on the
George Washington Bridge, unsure if they'll ever get to
school. I live in Manhattan, which, now that I think about
it, may be challenge enough for anyone. But that's probably
not what you had in mind.

Putting together these forms for you, on the other
hand, comes closer to what I think of as “challenge.” That
may be only because I want to go to Dartmouth more than I
ever wanted lo imitate Chris Evert Lloyd. But part of the
challenge has to do with what applying to college
means—writing essays, remembering teachers and classes
and sporls, answering questions, all this self examination. At
least in physics problems there was always a formula to
plug in. But there are no “correct” answers, everybody keeps
telling me, on the application; there's not even a correct
method, where you can get points for reaching the wrong
answer the right way. There's only me. It's a serious
challenge, if not a great one, to distill on four sides of blue
paper the person I've become in seventeen years. It's like
trying to put myself into a little jar—a jar of Justine—and
yet somehow hoping that I won't fit, that I can’t be
categorized. The whole thing makes sevenzics look easy.
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(B) Comument on an experience that helped you discern or define a
value you hold.

In the primaries of the presidential election in 1984, Rev.
Jesse Jackson ran for the Democratic nomination without
the backing of major party officials. But, even knowing his
efforts would be in vain, Jackson continued to make his
voice heard.’

While high school elections may not have the wide
significance of national primaries, I believe 1 encountered a
similar situation this fall in running for Student Body
President without the backing of the most popular seniors.
Although the outcome of that election was a setback, the
gratification 1 received from defending my beliefs made the

. attempt worthwhile.

From the start I planned a campaign that would focus
on issues, not personalities. Also, unlike the other two
candidates, T had little support and thus had to design and
execute campaign posters, slogans, and my platform without
assistance. These tasks were time-consuming and forced me
to adopt a more organized and self-disciplined manner in
order to continue to achieve my goals: first, to enhance the
atmosphere of the school through public awareness of
issues; and second, to impact the maximum audience with
my concepls.

Though the clection was destined to become simply a
popularity contest, I was determined to stand by my
convictions. When one of the individuals involved in the
election refused to enter into 2 debate with me on key )
issues, I wrote a letter which was published in the town
newspaper. Many of my peers disagreed with this action and
with my views, but my primary concern was to stimulate
discussion and make it evident I was a serious candidate. 1
believe I accomplished this purpose in the face of
considerable opposition.

A few students did express their agreement with my

positions, but there was great pressure throughout the
campaign to make empty promises of improved social life
or a more forceful stance on the part of students toward the
administration. I knew that my stressing more constructive
issues cost me much support; one or two of my friends
wondered why I spent so much time in organizational and
promotional efforts if 1 wasn't trying to win votes. |
certainly wanted the support of my peers, but I could only
tell them that I had to say what 1 thought was right,
regardless of oulcome. )

Though my campaign was unsuccessful and often
frustrating, I learned a great deal from it, perhaps more
than if I'd won. I found that in terms of self motivation I
am capable of an inner strength that allows me to
accomplish my goals, even while I'm facing difficulties and
anxieties. Even more crucial was an understanding of the
value of sticking to one's beliefs, even if they are not sharet
by a majority. Afterward, I could look back with pride on
the positions | represented.

1t's possible that someday I may have to take other
unpopular positions, but I can look forward to such a
situation, knowing I can maintain my integrity in the face
of peer pressure. '



{C) Describe a person who has influenced you.

MR. SOMARY

I have always wanted to take his picture there in rehearsal,
when he stands in the middle of a semicircle of upturned
eyes and open mouths, grandiosely waving his endless arms
as though he were swimming through the music. At
eight-thirty in the morning, when the rest of us are barely
awake, Johannes Somary is at his lovable best. The sun
opposite me shines on the sopranos and altes and
silhouettes his aristocratic nose, shaggy brows and frizz of
hair against the window pane and the morning sky.

“Rrrroll your R’s!" he says. Then he stomps and
wiggles, bellows and whispers, puts his fingers to his chin as
if in prayer and opens his blue eyes so wide they seem to
leap out directly into mine, to discover that mine are closed;
I am nodding asleep to the march rhythms of Handel's Mass
in Time of War. But not for long. He goes through every
conceivable contortion and exertion to energize our eighty
sleepy faces. It is as if his wild gestures could conduct
electricity as well as music through the drowsy air into our
voices. Sometimes [ wonder what he would do if we
returned in kind, bugging our eyes out, wriggling and
twisting our bodies to the music. As it is, we continue to
hold our notes too long or not long enough and we refuse to
“dance” with the 3/4 time.

Every once in a while he launches into a boiling
tirade—he “Swisses out.” Then he reverts to European
discipline: “If not every person is in this room at exactly
eighteen minutes past eight o'clock, there will be no
concert.” He is the quintessential Swiss in other ways as
well: we must learn to speak English, not Americanese, we
must not be “cool” when singing Haydn, we must get eight
hours of sleep, be prompt, attentive, enunciate our
consonants, and think about nothing else. This is the law
according to Somary.

It works. His ridiculous energy and steaming rages do
make us sit straighter, hold our scores higher and try a little
harder. When he pleads, “Both feet on the floor—you cannot
hope to sing if you do not support yourself,” there is a

uncrossed. Then he spreads his own feet wide and E}rches
his back a little, sticking out his pot belly and hitching up
his belt. He's forever tucking in a stubborn shirt tail set -frec
by quick tempi or forte passages. There is a lot of child in
him. He can glower as furiously as a two-ycar-old_whcn }.13
says “Elephants have memories, people have pencils—write
it down!” or he can smile so widely and coyly that I am
afraid his grin will devour his ears and like Beethoven he
will have to conduct from memory. )

Of all my teachers, I feel the most loyalty to him
because he devotes his entire self to his work. He does more
than just wheedle a Haydn Mass out of us at a sleepy hour;
his endless arm is as ready to wrap itself around nay
shoulder with a reassuring squeeze as it is to gyrate in 4/4
time, and he gives advice and drops of Somary:wwd?m as
freely as musical instruction. When he sits behind his messy
desk after rechearsal and we sprawl—legs, arms, chatter,
bookbags—on the couch in his comfortable 'oﬁicc,' I?e fooks
like 2 complacent Swiss Buddha, nodding and smiling those
blue eves at us, always there, always quirky, always
inspiring to me.



(D} Tell us anything you think we should know.

The aspect of college I'm anticipating most is the chance to
continue to refine my interpersonal skills. In high school 1
feel I have dedicated myself to academics and
extracurriculars, but more especially 1 have enjoyed the
contact with my peers in more informal settings such as the
cafeteria or the moments between classes, when friends and

acquaintances gather to talk about many subjects and ease
the tensions of the school day. And yet high school is

somewhat confining in this regard, as a result of spending
so much scheduled time in class and, in my case, in being
transported to and from school for over an hour each day.

And yet working with people is often the key to
success, as I have learned from the computer consulting
company I formed with some friends last year. Of course we
had to begin with a thorough knowledge of the subject, but
the company taught us not only how to run a small business
but also how to deal effectively with people—for instance,
how to give customers information which is relevant to
their questions. We also tuter both children and adults in
using their computers, and 1 think that we have gained
some helpful insights into teaching. I have learned that
communication is just as important as knowledge, for,
without the latter, the former is useless. ‘

My work as assistant editor of the newspaper, a
weekly that has won several awards for excellence from the
Columbia Scholastic Press, also taught me the value of the
personal touch. A good interview, for instance, demands
revealing quotations from the subject. In interviewing

people it is important to put them at ease before delving into ~

their innermost feelings and ultimately obtaining valuable
quotes; many stories unfortunately fall flat because the inter-
viewer has not allowed his subject to relax. 1 have taken pride
in my ability to get people to open up, resulting in a series
of interviews that many have found revealing and readable.

In all my endeavors, I have discovered that knowing
how to interact with many different varieties of people is
invaluable. College, with its diverse social settings, its wide
array of people, promises to provide the broad experience
that gives education its special flavor. Having roommates
from Ohio and Colorado and India can teach as
much—maybe more!—than the best textbook or teacher.
Although, through my interests in psychology, I plan to
benefit academically from whatever college I attend, I am
just as eager to benefit from the people I will meet in the
course of four years.



(E) Any topic. _
ONLY AT NIGHT

The above is the title of a story [ may someday write.
Sordid romance? Spy mystery? Drug novel? Actually, it is a
description of my work habits. To the horror of my parents,
who are convinced they have brought up some kind of !
lunatic, 1 can concentrate only when the house is all mine. i
At three a.m., I rule the night, i

Well, sort of. Unfortunately I cannot boast that I am H
someone well-adjusted to the night. My mother keeps a tally” |
of the number of times she has opened my bedrcom door to
find me sprawled on the floor unconscious, buried in blue
ink 2nd American history. My appearance-conscious sister
has often lectured me on the damaging social effects of dark
circles under the eyes. Classes, which have a bad habit of
taking place during the day, are often a blur. I don't wait
for darkness because Moby Dick or trigonometric functions
are any easier by night than by day; it's just that my work
seems important, even vital, when I spend precious early
morning hours doing it. My father thinks it is the result of
too many suspense novels, but I don't know. If sneaking
through the house for a bowl of Rice Krispies to keep me
awake is the nearest I can come to fulfilling my fantasies of
adventure and heroism, Robert Ludlum couldn’t have had
much of an effect.

Actually, adventure, if not heroism, has not always
been that hard to come by. When I was six T would lie
open-eyed in bed, waiting with terrified eagerness for a
robber’s creeping footsteps. I imagined myself bravely
rescuing the entire family—that is, until one real creak from
an upstairs floorboard would send me scurrying to my

parents. But as I've grown older and my nocturnal vigils

-longer, my hopes of one day gaining the courage I would
need in such a situation have only grown dimmer. |
remember two exploits especially, one a midnight tramp
through the jungles of Central Park with two friends who
were searching for an obscure war monument; the other
was a panicked call to the police to report a bomb I had
seen smoking in the gateway of a sidestreet near my house. |
(It turned out to be a firecracker.) The park I survived by
envisioning myself an undercover archeologist; the
“bomb"—a daytime event—is now just a blur of tears and
shaking.

The truth is I'm not really suited for night or day, but,
responsibilities being what they are, you have to choose one.
Though I've put a dent in my habit of classroom dozing with
a strong brand of drip coffee, I still really work only in the
dark hours of the morning, surrounded by my private
goblins. Each to his own muse.






