
The Essay 

Whilst it is often considered to be the most elusive part of the application 
process the essay is actually not considerably more difficult than anything 
else. If you always keep your big picture in mind and you write what you 
think there is little room for error. 

Big Picture Planning 

The essays give you a unique opportunity to send a clear, unfiltered, 
unadulterated message to the admissions committee. That message must be 
both personal and the underlying theme of that message should be a reason 
to accept you. In most cases you will submit more than one essay to a single 
college: you will send them all a single commonapp essay of your choice as 
well as many supplementary essays they choose to ask you for. Before 
starting on any of your essays, you need to take a long and hard think about 
yourself. 

Why should they take me? If you can't answer this question than an 
admissions officer won't be able to. The answers to this question can 
sometimes be as simple as "because I am ready for a new challenge", 
"because I'm interesting" or "because I have yet to have been given the 
opportunity to unlock my potential". Effective big picture planning requires 
narcissism and reflectivity in equal measure; think about what the best you is 
and about how you are going to paint this picture for an admissions officer. 
The answer to this question needs to be both specific and broad. It needs to 
be specific in that it needs to talk about a certain aspect of who you are and 
why your matter but it needs to be broad in that it cant be "because I did this 
interesting internship" or "because I raised $X for Y charity". Both of those 
things would certainly help you get in but at this point you need to think 
about what motivated you to pursue those endeavours, whether you enjoyed 
them (hint: Charity doesn't always have to be fun!), and, most importantly, 
why you think an admissions officer should care. 

When doing Big Picture Planning you should not think about your grades at 
all but you should instead be meaningfully introspective. You need to ask 
yourself why you have done what you have done academically, why you 
chose the path you're on, why you are happy (or not) with what you're 
studying, does learning something make you feel like you're a better person 



than the day before and what (or who) influences your decisions (this is list 
is by no means exhaustive). Asking questions like these will really get you 
to understand yourself and will let you answer essay questions in a way that 
represents your true self. You should shed all insecurity when thinking about 
this. Ultimately, no one has to know what you think or what you write and 
your essays should become an extension of your personality. If you are able 
to change "I" to a random name on your essay and it still could conceivably 
make sense you are not being personal enough. 

At this point you should not be thinking about originality or execution in any 
form, all your thinking must be purely conceptual. 

What a good essay does 

As you probably guessed from the previous page, a good essay tells an 
admissions officer why you deserve a place through using your words as 
means of self-advocacy. That is its purpose but not its function. There are 
several fundamental things it should do in order to meet this goal: 

■ A good essay is well written 
o Even if you are telling a tale that is worthy of novel if you 

cannot use your language to effectively communicate your 
essay is worthless. Your words are the vehicle through which 
your message travels: use them wisely. 

o (Unless you are submitting a research paper) This is the only 
way for the admissions committee to directly see how you 
write. You need to make sure that you don't give them reason 
to doubt your proficiency. 

o Most times originality is not conceptual but lies in execution 
o Dean of admission at Princeton: Your ability to write well is 

critical to our decision because your writing reflects your 
thinking. No matter what question is asked on a college 
application, admission officers are looking to see how well you 
convey your ideas and express yourself in writing. It is our 
window to your world. 

o This does not mean that your essays need to be a paragraphed 
standard page long blocks of writing. You can use excerpts of 
dialogue or pretty much anything that uses words — just do so in 
a compelling way 



■ A good essay is original 
o Can anyone else you know write this essay and still have it be 

both relevant and true? If the answer is yes your essay is crap. 
o The enemy of originality is cliché. If your essay has been 

turned into a Hollywood movie it is probably not original. 
o If you're lame, don't be original because you are boring. If you 

are only interested in one thing that is hopelessly common then 
being yourself in an essay is not the best course of action. 

■ A good essay isn't meaninglessly controversial 
o Being original for the sake of being original is pointless. If 

you're writing about an idea purely to be "out there" it will be 
very noticeable very quickly 

■ A good essay is concise 
o Make every single word matter. 

■ A good essay tells the truth 
o An effective way of meeting this end is trying to forget about 

pre existing norms that you have about what a good applicant is 
(beyond original). Don't try and fit what you have done or what 
you think to a mould of success that you have in your mind. 

■ A good essay avoids clichés 
o Seriously, don't be lame. 
o If you read your essay and think it might be boring, it probably 

is (90% of the time due to tired clichés 

■ A good essay answers the question 
o If after reading your essay, you cant give a one sentence 

ANSWER to the question posed by the prompt then it is mostly 
a bad essay. This does not mean you should not show an 
appreciation of complexity and nuance; the best answers are 
both direct and subtle. 

o Yes, your big picture is important. But colleges ask 30 000 
applicants the same question for a reason and you need to 
remember that. When essays present you with issues that your 
big picture isn't addressing the problem is more likely to be 



with your brainstorming (100% of the time) than with the essay 
prompt. 

■ A good essay strikes a balance of tone 
o You need to be informal enough so that if you read your essay 

aloud it wouldn't sound out of place but formal enough for your 
dialogue to hold attention 

■ A good essay is free of fluff 
o If a sentence can be taken out and your essay still makes perfect 

sense, flows well and answers the question it is fluff. Often 
entire paragraphs are fluff. Far too often whole essays are fluff 

o I want to attend your university because of the gorgeous 
campus, filled with green trees and a picturesque lawn right at 
the center. It is, quite simply, stunning. It's my dream school 

o I really enjoy sports and have since an early age. Sports are an 
opportunity for people to show their true selves, to put forward 
their best effort, and see what happens. 

o The book gave me a window into another world, one that has 
shaped my life tremendously. It has made me a better person, 
someone who is more accepting of people, and someone who 
always seeks to do right. 

o To see children living in poverty without access to a good 
education was truly unsettling. 

■ A good essay avoids superfluous rhetorical devices 
o Fact: everything you were told about persuasive writing is 

wrong 
o Rhetorical questions are stupid. Why ask a question when you 

are literally putting the answer right after that 
o Triplets can be effective but only if used sparingly 

■ A good essay keeps remembers that admissions officers read 
thousands of essays 

o Back to originality. If anyone you know can read your first line 
and tell you what your essay will be about I can 100% 
guarantee you that an admissions officer will be able to and as 
such will probably die of boredom dozens of time before 
finishing it 



o Sports essays (always are either: "I worked hard and won 
something" or "I worked hard and won nothing"), essays about 
charity, essays about family (specifically grandparents), essays 
about books that you are required to read at school, essays are 

■ A good essay doesn't tell, it shows 
o So you a like a book? Walk me through the mental process that 

led you to that conclusion 

Question breakdown 

Most essay prompts come with a short description that you should pay 
attention to but should not use as a definitive guide to your essay (ie. Don't 
use them as a plan). 

• 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. 

■ This question translates to: what is most important to you 
■ What constitutes a story? 

o Event, intellectual experience, community, family history 
o Try and avoid talking about moving to Dubai as almost every 

expat kid will talk about this. Granted, that narrows down the 
pool to a few hundred applicants and precludes American 
appicants but it is still too cliché 

■ What is your identity 
o Your identity (I hope) doesn't have a single strand and so you 

need to sufficiently decide what part of you is most important 
(ie. What part of how you are sends a compelling message) 

■ The second part of this question is somewhat misleading, "share your 
story" can be construed to mean "tell us a story" when what this essay 
actually needs you to do is analyse your chosen stimulus 

o For how to "do analysis" see below 
■ "If this sounds like you" is in this prompt solely for rhetorical effect. 

You could write this essay about anything that is important in your 
life or anything that significantly impacted the way you perceived the 
world 	 Percei  

• Recount an incident or time when you experienced failure. How did it 



affect you, and what lessons did you learn? 

■ Of all the essays, this one is pretty clear 
■ Recounting is literally just a summary of the plot that is your chosen 

failure 
■ With this one, you need to consider why they are asking this question 

o They will be interested to see what you select as a failure — this 
question is as much about what you value and what you place 
emphasis on as it is about the actual stimulus (the failure) 

o Asking about failure in a process that is geared towards 
recognizing success is a great way to encourage introspection 

■ This essay asks for three things: a description of a failure, its effect, 
what you learnt 

o What lessons you learnt can be extended to how it changed you 
as a person — be sure that the magnitude of your failure matches 
up with the importance of the change in direction/lessons learnt 
that you talk about 

■ Please don't talk about a bad grade (in general avoid essays that run 
along the lines of: I did something bad, which made me work hard for 
something good) 

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

■ This prompt questions the courage you have in your convictions and the 
extent to which you can reflectively consider your actions and their 
impact 

■ Who held the belief or idea that you challenged? A capacity for critical 
thought is a redeeming quality 

■ Are you challenging a mode of thought or an entrenched mode of 
action? Both are legitimate in this case 

■ There is no wrong answer to the last part of this question — though you 
will specifically need to detail why you think you acted in a way that 
you consider outlandish or justified 

■ What is the measure of success in challenging a belief? 

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

■ "Place or environment" can be taken to mean anything from a 



friendship group to a classroom environment to solitude 
■ The most important part of this essay is the last part, analyzing why you 

find something meaningful tells them about what you value in life and 
what you will draw from your education 

■ Very similar to the UC essay ("Describe the world you come from - for 
example, your family, community or school - and tell us how your 
world has shaped your dreams and aspirations.") 

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

■ What does maturity mean to you? 
■ Excellent choice if you want to explore a single event or achievement 

that marked a clear milestone in your personal development. Though 
be conscious of overstatement. Show an awareness of the fact that 
change is often a slow process and with a occasional steep learning 
curves but a single transformative stimulant is typically non existent 

■ Be careful to avoid the "hero" essay -- admissions offices are often 
overrun with essays about the season-winning touchdown or brilliant 
performance in the school play. These can certainly be fine topics for 
an essay, but make sure your essay is analyzing your personal growth 
process, not bragging about an accomplishment. 

Common Essays 

"Why X" 
■ Specificity is the key 
■ If you can change the college name it sounds plausible, you've failed 
■ Reference specific academic, community, extra curricular opportunities 
■ Reference location and campus only insofar as it relates to a direct 

benefit for you that you will get at that school. Like "going to stern 
and working in NYC" is overly broad but generally okay 

"Why are you interested in studying X" 
■ Create a starting point and show the development of your interest over 

time 
■ Was that interest self motivated or driven by a teacher or community 
■ Has the development of your interest led you to pursue paths that you 

otherwise would not have done 



"Tell us about an extra curricular" 

■ Don't waste space telling them anything that they can know from the 
information you put in your list 

■ Tell them why you found it meaningful — relate it to intellectual or 
personal growth 

■ You should choose your most important extra curricular activity 

Short answers 

"5 words to describe you", "a list of books you have read over 12 months" 
etc 

■ Use a list separated by a semicolon (book, author; book, author; 
newspaper, country; website, description) 

■ Be as descriptive as possible (quality, reason; quality, reason; quality, 
reason 

■ For lists, fill the character space up 
■ For lists, get a well balanced list of interests in 
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