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For Chris Weller (1948–2005),

    my high school English teacher,

    who cared enough about her students

    to teach us how to write





I picked up a pen

And wrote my way out

—Lin-Manuel Miranda, Nasir Jones, David Brewster, Egbert Nathaniel Dawkins III, and Ramon Ibanga, Jr., “Wrote My Way Out,” The Hamilton Mixtape

I only went out for a walk, and finally concluded to stay out till sundown, for going out, I found, was really going in.

—John Muir, circa 1901, in John of the Mountains: The Unpublished Journals of John Muir






Preface

When I started writing this book five years ago, my goal was to help high school students write better essays and gain admission to colleges where they would flourish. I wanted to create something informative and useful: the guidebook I wish I’d had when I was an eager, anxious high school senior.

Fast-forward to 2024. Who could have predicted how much more of a need there would be, just five years later, for informed guidance on college admissions? Families today are more confused and worried than ever about the admissions process, which is not surprising, given that it becomes more confusing, complicated, and competitive each year. “It’s so different from when we were kids!” is a refrain I often hear from frustrated parents. American higher education is in the midst of major structural and ideological transformations, and selective college admissions aren’t just changing; they’re front and center in national debates and controversies.

So before we start talking about applications, I want to help teens and their parents understand the journey they’re about to undertake. We’ll do this by looking at how three recent events have transformed the admissions landscape, each of them heightening the focus on college admissions essays.

The first transformative event occurred in 2020, when the COVID-19 pandemic led most colleges to drop their long-standing requirements for standardized tests such as the SAT and ACT. At some universities, the number of applicants increased by as much as 50% in just two years. Acceptance rates plummeted, accelerating the trend toward higher selectivity that had been under way for decades. And with test scores for many students gone, college essays—already a top factor in admissions—became even more important.
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Note the 50% increase in applicants between the classes of 2024 and 2026.



Three years later, just as the numbers were starting to stabilize post-COVID, the second momentous event happened: the US Supreme Court struck down affirmative action programs at Harvard University and University of North Carolina. That ruling, part of an ongoing national conversation around diversity and access in higher education, quickly upset the fundamentals of college admissions. Colleges responded by changing their admissions practices, while students recalibrated their odds at the top schools. Yet because the Supreme Court allowed students to continue writing about personal experiences connected to race, even more attention—in the media, in high schools, and in admissions committee rooms—was directed toward the essays.

The year 2023 also gave us a third transformative event: the widespread availability of AI chatbots like ChatGPT. In the 2023–2024 admissions cycle, many high school seniors continued to write their own application essays; others used chatbots to write and revise. On the opposite side of the table, colleges began experimenting with using AI to review applications.

It seems likely that admissions officers ended up reading a lot of ChatGPT-generated essays during what the New York Times called “the first full academic year of the post-ChatGPT era.” It seems equally likely that most of those essays didn’t do much good for the kids who submitted them, at least at selective colleges. ChatGPT may be able to write strong analytical essays—one Harvard undergraduate found that her professors gave ChatGPT mostly As and Bs on freshman writing assignments—but it’s not yet good at writing narrative stories in a distinctive, personal voice. Regardless, AI is poised to transform how essays are written and evaluated, at the same time as essays are playing an elevated role in admissions decisions.


WHAT’S CHANGED SINCE WE WERE KIDS?

	BACK IN THE DAY

	THE CURRENT LANDSCAPE




	Harvard Class of 1999:


	17,847 applicants

	2,112 admissions

	11.8% acceptance rate



	Harvard Class of 2026:


	61,220 applicants

	1,954 admissions

	3.2% acceptance rate






	University of Pennsylvania Class of 2004:


	18,815 applicants

	4,280 admissions

	22.7% acceptance rate



	University of Pennsylvania Class of 2025:


	56,333 applicants

	3,202 admissions

	5.7% acceptance rate






	University of Michigan Class of 2002:


	59.0% acceptance rate



	University of Michigan Class of 2025:


	20.1% acceptance rate








The New Landscape

Put together, these events have rapidly accelerated two trends that were already underway.

The first is greater selectivity. Admissions rates today at most of the country’s selective colleges are much lower than they were five, ten, or twenty years ago. When I applied to Harvard in 1995, the admissions rate was just under 12%. By 2019, it had fallen to 4.9%, and in 2022, it dropped even further to 3.2%, a trend that played out at many other selective schools as well (see chart on previous page).

The flip side of higher selectivity is the second new reality: higher uncertainty. A decade ago, I could usually forecast—imperfectly but with some accuracy—where my students would get in. Now when I meet with students, one of the first things I tell them is to think broadly about where they’re going to apply, because predictions are out the window. Jim Jump, a highly respected past president of the National Association for College Admission Counseling, put it this way:


A number of years ago, I remember an admissions dean at an Ivy or Little Ivy commenting that if a student is a legitimate candidate for the nation’s “elite” colleges and applies to enough of them, they would likely be admitted to one, but perhaps not the one they hoped for. That stopped being the case long ago.



Taken together, increasing selectivity and uncertainty have changed the way kids apply to competitive schools. Gone are the days when a student with good grades could simply look at the top thirty schools in the U.S. News & World Report rankings, find a handful that looked appealing, and just apply there. If a teen does that these days, there’s a very good chance that they will not get in anywhere.

The good news, however, is that there are many excellent, lesser-known colleges and universities where a student can get a world-class education, surround themselves with friends who will motivate and inspire them, and set themselves up for success in life. So it’s vital for each student to begin the process by thinking deeply about what they want in a college, then applying to a wide range of schools (including reach, target, and safety) that would be a good fit for them, regardless of the rankings. That’s why this book includes a section on “Introspection” (see appendix I) so teens can start their process by exploring their own goals, needs, and aspirations, as well as strategies for finding great schools beyond the rankings (see chapter 7 and appendix I).



A Way Forward

Now more than ever, applying to college in the United States is complex. One key to your success—as well as your sanity—is to clearly identify the things you can control and the things you can’t.

When a student sits down to write their essays, much of the application is already out of their control. Freshman through junior year grades are done, as are most of their activities. Hopefully the student has already asked teachers for recommendations (if not, do it now!), but they have little to no control over what their teachers will write. Applicants also have no control over who else is applying that year and what each college’s institutional priorities happen to be. (Do they want more in-state students? More out-of-staters? A kid from every state in the union? More women, more engineering majors, more oboists?)

All of that is completely out of applicants’ hands, so there’s no point worrying about it. Really, just let it go!

Instead, focus on what you can control—namely, your test scores (if you choose to submit them), your senior year grades (they matter, especially in the regular decision round), the list of schools you apply to (more on that later), and of course, your essays.

Taken together, those four factors will help you reach your goal: a college where you will flourish. And so, with best wishes for the journey ahead, I humbly present a road map to your college admissions essays.

ERIC TIPLER

Cold Spring, New York

January 2024





Introduction

The college essay. Like homecoming and the prom, it’s a rite of passage in American education. Your essay may feel like the summation of your high school career, a chance—or a challenge—to tell it all in 650 words or less. College essays inspire fear, dread, and, when done well, awe.

But what exactly is a college essay? How do you write it? How do you write one that doesn’t suck? More important, how can you write one that will help persuade a team of admissions officers—the gatekeepers—to admit you to the school of your dreams?

These are questions I’ve been thinking about for nearly thirty years.

I thought about them as a high school senior, when I wrote essays that got me admitted Early Action to Harvard, then to Princeton, Stanford, and the University of Virginia. I thought about them when I taught at Thomas Jefferson High School for Science and Technology, in Alexandria, Virginia, one of the top high schools in the country. I thought about them when I applied to graduate school at Yale, got in, and was later awarded a full scholarship. And I’ve thought about them over the past ten years as a writing tutor and essay coach in New York City, one of the most competitive regions for college admissions on the planet.

This guide is filled with tips, tricks, strategies, and approaches garnered from many years of thinking about and teaching writing. Knowledge is power. This book contains a lot of power because it unpacks the admissions process and will help you understand it in ways that few high school students do.

My first goal in writing it is to help you understand how the process works. I wrote this book because I am passionate about helping equalize opportunities, which I believe is the key to the American Dream. I believe that the more people who understand the process, the better. After all, you shouldn’t have to have insider connections to understand how the game works. A meritocracy can truly work only when the rules are known to all.

Most college admissions officers, in fact, would probably agree. Though college admission is competitive and can sometimes feel like a battle, the schools are not your enemy. Most AdComs (university lingo for “admissions committee”) are made up of genuinely nice, caring people who want students to thrive. But they are also extremely busy; admissions officers have to read and analyze thousands of applications per year. Their primary job is to recruit, sort through, and select students—not to educate them about the process.

In addition to teaching you about how essays will be used in admissions, I also hope that reading this book will bring a little more ease—and maybe even some joy—to a process that can be stressful, confusing, and fraught with self-doubt. After all, this is a process where you’re asked to put your best foot forward, to show off your best qualities, and, yes, sometimes even to “sell” yourself. Yet presenting yourself at your best is very different from pretending to be someone else, and it can sometimes be easy to confuse the two.


Putting Your Best Foot Forward

To understand the difference, think of your Instagram profile. When you select pics for Instagram, you instinctively look for images that present you at your best. Yet you also want to make sure that the pictures actually look like you and not like someone else. If a friend of yours started posting pics of some gorgeous model and pretending to be that person or started tagging themselves in places they’d never visited, that would be weird, creepy, even a bit dishonest, right?

The same principle applies to college admissions. Presenting yourself at your best will get you the attention that you need and, in this case, deserve.

Over the course of this book, you will learn how to present yourself at your best in the rarefied, peculiar world of selective college admissions. You’ll learn how the admissions process works and how misunderstandings of the process can create problems for you. You’ll also learn the specific qualities that admissions officers are looking for and that you already possess—although you may not realize it yet! And finally, you will learn step-by-step tactics for writing your essays: the main college essay (widely known as the “Common App personal essay”), as well as supplemental essays for various schools.

Along the way, you’ll read excerpts from actual essays that helped students get into some of the top colleges in the country and see advice from admissions officers at major schools.

Keep in mind that the advice in this book is focused on selective schools, which for our purposes means undergraduate programs with a less than 30% admissions rate.I If you’re applying to a community college or to a university with a high acceptance rate (say, greater than 70%), some of what’s in here may be overkill. However, these strategies will be extremely useful if you’re applying for honors programs at large state universities. They can also make a big difference in scholarship applications, which are nearly always competitive.



The Best School for You

Before we dive in, I want to explain my other goal in writing this book, which is all about making the college admissions process work for you. Put simply:

I want to help you get into a college where you will flourish.

What do I mean by “flourish”? I mean being in a school where you will be happy, where you will feel safe and supported, where you will also be pushed and encouraged to grow, learn, develop, and become your best self. If you’re lucky, you had this experience in high school. Even if you didn’t, it’s still possible in college.

Now, “flourishing” is not the first word that comes to mind when most people think about college admissions. Instead, most of us tend to think about it in terms of getting into the most prestigious college we can.

There’s nothing wrong with prestige, and I would never urge someone to settle for less than what they can accomplish. Indeed, as a graduate of both Harvard and Yale it would be hypocritical for me to say that going to a prestigious school hasn’t impacted my life.

But prestige isn’t everything. Harvard happened to be a great school for me at age seventeen, but many of my friends, especially those who were premed, were miserable. At our twenty-year reunion, one of them told me flat out that she would never send her own kids there.

My sister, on the other hand, went to a less prestigious but still excellent, highly selective small school, Pomona College. She had an incredible experience there, attended a top grad school, and is now a professor of political theory. Most Fortune 500 CEOs did not go to Ivy League schools for their undergrad studies. And if I were to go back to college now, I wouldn’t go to Harvard again, because the person I am today would flourish in a smaller school, with a warmer community and closer relationships with faculty.

The reality is that if you are admitted to a selective school, public or private, you’re going to get a great education. You’ll also get to enjoy the college experience that is unique to American education. That experience, however, varies widely among big, medium, and small schools, urban and rural schools, research-focused universities and student-centered colleges. Like plants, different people flourish in different environments. My hope is that you will use the ideas and knowledge, the power in this book, to find a school where you, too, will flourish.



Your Road Map to Success

You do, of course, need to get admitted to that school. And if you want to write essays that will help you get in, you need to have an understanding of the admissions process—and the role your essays will play in that process—before you start writing.

Chapters 1 and 2 of this book, therefore, will give you a crash course in how the college admissions process works. You’ll learn about the people who make admissions decisions, how your essays are used in that process, and perhaps most important, you’ll learn what admissions committees are looking for.

The remainder of the book is devoted to helping you write those essays. In chapter 3 you’ll develop a strategy for planning and writing all your essays. Chapter 4 is devoted to the personal essay, which is the primary essay that you’ll submit to most schools. Chapters 5 through 7 will help you master the supplemental essays that you’ll write for applications to specific schools, and in chapter 8 you’ll learn how to apply these writing strategies to scholarship essays.

Throughout the book, you’ll find guidance on using AI chatbots such as ChatGPT to assist you at different stages of the process. You’ll also find tips on how the 2023 Supreme Court affirmative action ruling impacts what you should say in your essays, as well as how you need to say it.



You Can Do It!

In high school, many of us were led to believe that we always needed to do more, be more, achieve more. But the truth is, you are good enough just the way you are. If you’ve made it through middle and high school, done your best inside and outside the classroom, and reached the point where it’s time to write your college essays, you have done enough and deserve success.

Now your task is to tell your authentic story and to do so in a way that highlights qualities you already have that selective colleges are looking for. Trust me, those qualities are there; you just need to learn how to recognize them. This book will help you do that.

Believe in yourself. You’re about to embark on an exciting journey, and I’m honored to be one of your guides along the way.

A practical tip: Hopefully you’re reading this book well in advance of your admissions deadlines! But if your applications are due in a week or less, stop reading and skip to chapter 3. Come back and read the first two chapters later, once you have a plan.


	I. As you explore articles and websites about college admissions, you’re likely to run into a range of terms such as “selective,” “highly selective,” “very selective,” “most selective,” “not selective,” and so on. There are no universally agreed-upon definitions for these categories, so I’ll keep things simple and stick with “selective.”








A Note to Parents

Applying to college is hard for students. It can also be unexpectedly difficult for parents. I’ve seen hard-boiled moms and dads, from Wall Street bankers to janitors, freak out when their kids are about to fly the coop. The process can be especially challenging when you’re going through it for the first time. (If you have multiple kids, take heart: it gets easier.)

Essays are one of the first steps in this journey, so I’d like to reassure you up front that it’s going to be okay. Yes, it will be uncomfortable, even painful at times. Your child is preparing to leave home, which will stir up emotions. Excitement, anticipation, and fear are normal parts of this process. So is grief.

Yet if your kid is reflective, self-disciplined, and pragmatic (e.g., they don’t apply only to Ivy League schools), it’s going to work out. It may not work out exactly as they–or you–expect, and it may take longer than you want it to, but it will work out.

As a parent, your biggest challenge during the college application process will be to let go. You want to give your child space to navigate their own process, while at the same time being there to catch them if they fall. You want to provide the support and resources they might need, and you want to be tuned in to what’s going on, so you can help them redirect the ship if it goes off course.

A metaphor I often use when speaking about this process is a board of directors. In a well-functioning corporation or nonprofit, the board members do not get involved with day-to-day business. Instead, they put good people into key roles, then work with the organization’s leadership to plan strategy. The board meets regularly to keep an eye on things, and if things go off course, they will redirect, holding leaders accountable when necessary.

That’s your role here: you’re the board, and your child is the CEO of their college process. In many ways, of course, this is a natural evolution in the role you’ve been playing over the past few years, as your teen developed independence while still relying on you more than they cared to admit.

If you’d like more specific guidance on how you can be helpful (and avoid being harmful) in this process, here are some dos and don’ts.

Dos


	1. Start talking about college early.
Your kid may have been talking about college since elementary school, or they may never have brought it up. Either way, they’re probably thinking about it.

Sophomore year is a good time to—gently—start the conversation, and you definitely want to be talking about schools and the application process by the midpoint of junior year.


	2. Help your child set and stick to a timeline.
Ideally your child will start working on their college essays the summer before senior year (see page 50 for a more detailed timeline). If they haven’t started writing by Labor Day, consider intervening to help them get back on track.


	3. Encourage them to research many schools, and take them on college visits.
When kids take the time to research a variety of colleges, they gain a clearer sense of where they’ll thrive. A campus visit can be the best way to discover if a particular school is right for your child; once they’ve spent an hour or two on campus, they’ll usually know in their gut if it’s a good fit.

If campus visits aren’t manageable for your family, virtual visits are the next best thing. In addition, many admissions offices will be happy to put your child in touch with current students, which can be a great way to learn more about a school.

One red flag to watch out for: if your child stays narrowly focused on one or two highly competitive schools for a long period of time, i.e., several months or more. With admissions more competitive now than ever, that is a setup for disappointment. Encourage them to think broadly and to take the time to figure out what they want. The reality is that there are many schools where they will flourish.


	4. Help them find the support they need.
Different kids need different levels of support. Some will benefit from SAT/ACT tutoring, an essay coach, even a private college admissions counselor. Others prefer to navigate the process themselves, perhaps with help from the counselor at their high school.

Instead of trying to read their mind, ask your teen, “What support do you need?” and offer some options. Have a conversation, use your best judgment, and work within your means to connect them with resources.

For example, parents of children who’ve just been through this process are likely to have suggestions for private tutors and counselors. If not, the Independent Educational Consultants Association (IECA), a nonprofit association, maintains a list of admissions counselors who have completed a certification process at https://www.iecaonline.com/. Most youth and community centers—and many high schools—offer free or low-cost assistance, such as SAT tutoring and help with the essays.


	5. Read the essays when they’re done. Make sure that they convey your child’s personality.
Most kids will want to write their essays without your input. Then, when they’re done or nearly done (or if they get stuck), they will suddenly want you to read them.

That moment—when they’re ready for you to take a look—is a time where you can be especially helpful. Read their essays. Make sure they are well written: clear, organized, and free of grammatical errors. Most important, make sure that they reflect your child—the young person you know and love—at their best.

Some of the most transformative feedback I’ve gotten from parents happened when the kid’s essay was good… but didn’t sound quite like their child. Maybe the kid was trying to be too formal and had sacrificed their voice. Maybe he hadn’t admitted how scared he was at one point, or maybe she was underselling her strengths. Either way, the essay wasn’t quite reflecting the child’s personality and character.

If that happens, speak up. Your teen may, of course, need to hear this feedback from someone else. But you are in the best position to see if it’s needed, because you know them better than anyone.




Don’ts


	1. Don’t write the essays for them.
This goes without saying, and it’s against the rules, but it happens. Writing your child’s essays or paying someone else to do so might give them an edge. But very often it backfires, because admissions officers read thousands of these things per year. They are experts, and unless you work in admissions, teach high school English, or write teen fiction, you are not. Most admissions professionals can sniff out adult writing from miles away.

Even if you get really lucky and an admissions officer doesn’t catch the fraud, writing your child’s essays for them will undermine their self-confidence and possibly damage your long-term relationship with them.


	2. Don’t rewrite the essays once they’ve written them.
As long as you’re judicious, your child’s essays can benefit from your feedback, ideas, and light edits. But resist the temptation to rewrite large portions of their essays. Instead, if you see problems, explain why you think major rewrites are needed. Or—even better—steer them to someone who can help them revise it, such as an English teacher or tutor.

Writing this, I’m reminded of a student I once worked with who was brilliant but shy. Over the course of two months, I watched her slowly come out of her shell as she discovered and told her own story in her essays. Then, forty-eight hours before the deadline, her mother came in and rewrote everything. I’ve never seen a teenager crumble and deflate so quickly. Don’t be that parent.


	3. Don’t tell them what to write about.
Most parents have ideas about what their kid should write about in their college essays. It’s fine to suggest topics, and you should definitely help if they’re lost or steer them to adults who can (tutors, teachers, counselors, relatives, or others). But in the end, leave the decision to them.


	4. Don’t insist on your point of view.
Some of the most painful parent-child conflicts I’ve seen in this process have arisen when a parent insists that the child tell a story the way the parent remembers it or when they insist that a child highlight an event that the child doesn’t think is important.

There are two things to keep in mind here. First, remember that your child is likely to have a different memory of most events than you do, even moments that you shared. Something that may have seemed pivotal to you may not have registered for them. Or the kid may have thought it was a big deal at the time, but in the intervening years it’s receded into the background.

Second, remember that these essays will focus on their high school years. You probably spent a lot of time with your kid in early childhood and were privy to all of the highlights. However, with a few exceptions, that period is not what they’ll be writing about in these essays.

Instead, they’ll be telling stories from a time when they’ve been going through the adolescent process of individuation, developing lives of their own. They may choose to focus on events that you weren’t there for—not because you were a bad parent, but because they occurred during a band trip, an after-school activity, or that cool summer program you pushed them to try.

Let them tell their own story.




They Need You, Even If They Don’t Know It

As in so much of adolescence, your child needs you now more than ever. They just need different things than in the past. Right now, they need for you to stand back and give them some space. They also need you there in the background, keeping an eye out for them if and when they screw up. Your kid probably knows this at some level, but it’s hard for most teens to admit it.

Supporting them in this way is a big ask, and for most parents, it’s not easy. But the more you’re able to do it, the more they’ll develop confidence and independence as they prepare to leave home. In the process, you will also be building the foundation for a strong, adult relationship with them for many years to come.






PART I The Task at Hand




CHAPTER 1 Know Your Audience AdCom Psychology 101


If you don’t know where you are going, you’ll end up someplace else.

—YOGI BERRA



If you want to write essays that will help you get into college, it’s crucial to have an understanding of the admissions process, as well as the role essays play in them, before you start writing.

Over many years of teaching, interviewing applicants, speaking with admissions officers, and advising hundreds of students on their applications, I’ve been shocked to learn that most applicants have very little idea why they’re actually writing these essays or how the essays are used in the admissions process.

This is an enormous problem, and it’s a big part of why I wrote this book. During high school, it leads families to waste time and money on pursuits that kids don’t really care about and drives already anxious teenagers to stress out over the wrong things. When application time comes, it inspires students to write admissions essays that fail to help them — or may even hurt them.

The goal of this chapter is to help you understand who will be reading the essays, how they use them, and what the admissions process actually looks like. Once you have that knowledge, you will be way ahead of most other high school students.


Know Your Audience—The “Who”

Imagine that you are a college admissions officer somewhere in the wintry wilds of New England.

It’s an early morning in February, the dead of winter, and the height of admissions season. Outside it’s still dark; you’re just finishing your coffee and still waking up.

On your desk sits a folder for the 2,425th applicant you’ll be reading this season. On the tab of the folder is the student’s name. Inside, a ream of papers waits for your review: the student’s transcript, a printout of their SAT/ACT scores, recommendations from teachers, maybe a letter from their high school’s college counselor.

And of course… the essays.

Just by looking at the grades, level of rigor in the coursework, and test scores, you’ll be able to make a rough assessment as to whether the student will be a competitive applicant at your school. And if the answer is yes, the next most important question in your mind will be: Who is the person behind all these numbers?

That’s where the essays come in. After all, though you will probably never meet this student in person, you and your colleagues are tasked with making the potentially life-altering decision of whether to offer them one of the very limited spots at your school.



What Exactly Is an Admissions Committee?

In a classic Simpsons episode (like many nerds of my generation, I’m a fan) Homer causes a nuclear meltdown and must go back to college to keep his job. He’s in luck: Mr. Burns, his boss, has a chair at Springfield University. Quick cut to a Springfield U. admissions committee meeting, where we see a group of mostly bald, middle-aged men in jackets and ties, sitting around a table, smoking cigars, and heatedly discussing Homer’s candidacy in what appears to be a wood-paneled room.

I love this scene, because when we hear the words “admissions committee,” something like that often comes to mind. But aside from the debates—which do happen and can get heated—that’s not the reality these days. The modern admissions committee, or “AdCom” in university parlance (universities, like most bureaucracies, love fake words), looks more like the photo above.


[image: Image]
Real AdComs look more like this stock photo.



Today, nearly all committees at selective American schools are diverse in many ways: race, ethnicity, gender, sexual identity, and more. A typical committee might consist of ten to forty people, and committee members are often young adults in their twenties and thirties, many of them recent graduates.

There will usually be some more experienced folks running the show; they may be older alumni of the school or perhaps professional educators hired from the outside. Either way, they will have decades of experience in college admissions. And while professors occasionally serve on committees or evaluate student submissions in certain fields (e.g., the arts), most admissions decisions are made by admissions professionals.



How Are the Essays Used?


The AdCom Is Your Friend

Though it may seem counterintuitive, the truth is that committee members are on your side, especially when it comes to the essays.

What do I mean by that? Now that you know who’ll be reading your essays, take a moment to think about them as people. Nearly all of them are folks who genuinely care about their school, about education, and about their community. Younger AdCom members are often recent graduates who loved their college so much that they decided to stick around and work in the admissions office for a few years.

These people are not looking for you to make mistakes in your essays; in fact, it’s exactly the opposite. The reason the essays are there is so that admissions officers have a chance to see positive qualities that might not show up in other parts of your application. When they read the essays, they are looking to give you points, not take them away, to give you credit for the good things you’ve done instead of docking you for things you didn’t do.

Although they will certainly notice grammatical, syntactical, and similar mistakes—proofreading and revising are therefore very important—most admissions officers approach these essays with an open heart. They’re looking for reasons to vote for a student and admit them, not reasons to deny them admission.

In this way, essays are quite different from the SAT, where wrong answers are literally designed to trick you into choosing them. (In test design circles—the Educational Testing Service, the College Board—wrong answers are called “distractors,” and the right answer is called the “key.”) Unlike standardized tests, the goal of the essays has always been to give applicants an additional chance to show how good they are—to demonstrate qualities, accomplishments, and skills that tests don’t necessarily reveal.

That last point is very important to keep in mind: Admissions officers read these essays looking for reasons to admit you, not for reasons to reject you. Most people don’t realize that the process works this way, which can easily lead to essays that miss the mark.



The Process: What Happens Once You Click “Submit”

Once your application arrives at a selective college or university’s admissions office, it will go through some variation of the following process.


	Initial sorting. Many selective schools organize their admissions regionally. So the first thing that happens is that your application will be grouped with others from your region and assigned to an admissions officer, who will do the first read.

	First read. In the weeks following your submission, the admissions officer or officers assigned to your file will do a first read of your portfolio. They’ll look over your transcript, activities, recommendations, test scores, and, of course, your essays.
Though every school handles this differently, based on that first read, you’ll be formally or informally placed into one of three categories: likely reject, likely admit, or undecided.

The “likely rejects” are the clear “nos”: people who don’t meet the college’s academic admissions requirements or are way behind the pack in grades, extracurriculars, course rigor, and other aspects. Sadly, it’s clear from the beginning that they won’t be going far in the process.

The “likely admit” pile is typically small. Almost no one is admitted to a selective school without at least some committee discussion. But there is usually a small pool of applications where it’s clear the discussion is going to be pretty short. Depending on the school’s selectivity, if you are a nationally ranked athlete with great grades, Malala, or, in the words of one admissions officer, “a high-testing All-State bassoonist,” you may end up in this pile.

Because that “likely admit” pool is usually so small, most candidates who are eventually admitted are in the third category: “undecided.” For the purposes of this book, this is the category we care most about. It’s the category where you’re most likely to end up if you have a strong application, and it’s also the category where your essays are going to make the most difference.


	Committee meeting. After being reviewed by an individual admissions officer, each application is then taken to the entire admissions committee and discussed. Some discussions are quite short. Other times, the committee debates a single candidate for more than an hour.
At many schools, the admissions officer who first reads your application will present it—and therefore you—to the larger group. In some ways they are functioning like your advocate, a bit like a lawyer in a courtroom trial. Though the rest of the committee will typically have seen your essays, at most schools they won’t have had time to read them as closely as the initial reader.

This step is quite important to remember when you’re working on your essays. Why? Because one of the most powerful things you can do in your essays is to give your readers evidence and arguments that they can use to support your candidacy in discussions with other admissions officers and ultimately in the committee meeting.


	Vote. Finally, the committee will vote on your candidacy: admit, reject, wait-list, or—in the early round—defer. Sometimes the vote will happen immediately. Other times, depending on what the applicant pool looks like, they will take a “wait-and-see” approach, tabling your application and voting on it once other applications have been discussed.



That’s pretty much it. Keep in mind that this process will be repeated at every college you apply to. Also keep in mind that it will vary—sometimes significantly—from college to college.

For example, some schools have two or more officers do the first read; then they exchange views on the application before moving it on to the committee. At other schools, there are multiple committees devoted to reading applications from students with different interests or backgrounds. The University of California, which consists of UCLA, Berkeley, and the other UC schools, has a number of idiosyncrasies, such as not using teacher recommendations. And some schools repeat the rounds described above multiple times, until they’ve “shaped” their incoming class to meet their institutional priorities.I

In general, however, the process will be some variation of: initial sorting, first read, committee meeting, vote!



So What Do They Want?

Now that you know who will be reading your essays, how they’ll be using them in the admissions process, and what that process looks like, in the next chapter we’ll drill down one more level and answer the biggest question of all: What are admissions officers looking for?


Should I Use ChatGPT to Write My College Essays?

In the years to come, the college admissions cycle of 2023–2024 will likely be remembered not only as the year affirmative action was struck down—which was huge—but also as the year artificial intelligence made its way into college admissions.

We seem to be entering the Age of AI, which brings with it both promise and peril. AI can do lots of great things, and it’s getting more powerful every day.

But it’s not perfect. For example, a chatbot programmed to generate meal recipes for supermarket shoppers didn’t just come up with some unappealing ideas, such as “Oreo vegetable stir-fry”; it also created a drink recipe that, if prepared according to the bot’s instructions, would create chlorine gas—a highly toxic substance that can damage your lungs or even kill you.

While college essays are unlikely to kill you, it’s important to keep in mind that AI, although it often writes in an authoritative tone, is far from perfect and has the potential to be harmful.

When it comes to college admissions, I think this is a case where the kids are a step ahead of the grown-ups. Most teens today are using AI in their personal or academic lives, while the admissions industry, which generally moves slowly, has been slow to address ChatGPT. As of this writing, the Common App had not yet released any guidance for students about ChatGPT (I wouldn’t be surprised if it released guidance in mid-2024). Some colleges offered advice to applicants on how to use or avoid AI; others didn’t. More quietly, admissions offices at some schools have started using AI to evaluate applications.

So the question of the day is: Should you use ChatGPT to write your college application essays? If by that you mean prompting ChatGPT to write an essay and then pasting that essay into the Common App, the answer is a clear, hard no, for two reasons.

The first is ethical. Every time you submit a college application through the Common App, you digitally sign a statement attesting that “all information submitted in the admission process—including this application and any other supporting materials—is my own work, factually true, and honestly presented.” Submitting an AI-generated essay is a clear violation of that, in the same way that submitting an essay written by another person would be.

If you’re not swayed by the ethical concerns, there’s an equally powerful, practical reason not to submit an AI-generated essay: ChatGPT is not very good at writing college essays, at least not yet. It is good at writing grammatically correct, well-structured paragraphs and essays, but they tend to be generic, relatively boring, and occasionally inaccurate. ChatGPT essays will also lack the most important elements college admissions officers are looking for: your voice and details about your life.

As Rick Clark, the executive director of undergraduate admissions at Georgia Tech, put it:


Colleges want applications that are full of details, specifics, and insight into who you are, how you think, what you have learned, and what you care about.



Simply put, that is not a task that today’s AI chatbots are especially good at. Will that stop some people from using ChatGPT to write their essays? Of course not, and I have no doubt that colleges will be receiving thousands of AI-generated essays this year, especially in applications submitted the night before the deadline.

However, the students that submit them may be wasting their application fee, because those essays are unlikely to do their authors much good.

The good news, however, is that even though AI isn’t very good at writing the essays themselves, it can be a powerful and useful tool throughout your application process. You’ll find some ethical, practical suggestions for using chatbots throughout this book, such as brainstorming essay topics (page 75) and creating your list of schools (page 265).

The other bit of good news is that there is a simple way to figure out if you’re using it safely or not: you should never copy and paste anything from ChatGPT into your essays. Instead, treat ChatGPT as you would a collaboration partner or interlocutor—the same way you might ask for ideas and advice from a friend, parent, or teacher. You can learn from your “conversations” with ChatGPT, but your work ultimately needs to be your own.

This approach, by the way, is inspired by the forward-thinking, tech-savvy undergraduate admissions office at Georgia Tech (led by the same Rick Clark). The staff there collaborated with Georgia Tech faculty to develop some of the best and earliest guidance on using AI, back in August 2023. Here’s what they had to say:


In the same way you would not copy directly from any other source you may incorporate into the writing process, you should not copy and paste directly out of any AI platform or submit work that you did not originally create. Instead, approach and consider any interaction with an AI tool as a learning experience that may help you generate ideas, provide alternative phrasing options, and organize your thoughts. Ultimately, we want to read and hear your unique and valuable writing style.



The use of ChatGPT is an evolving story, of course, and the one thing we can be certain about is that it will change. My hunch, however, is that this kind of advice will continue to be a useful heuristic for AI. If you try to get a chatbot to do your thinking for you, you’re setting yourself up for trouble. If, on the other hand, you use it as an assistant, it can help you achieve your goals.




	I. For clarity and brevity, I’ve simplified the process here. For a more thorough discussion by a journalist who spent a year inside the admissions offices of several competitive schools, check out the excellent book Who Gets In and Why: A Year Inside College Admissions by Jeffrey Selingo.
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