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When I first started working with students on their college essays, I found that many of their parents would come to me with stacks of books on the subject. Those guides normally fell into one of two categories:


• Essays that “worked” at certain Ivy League schools

• Simple steps for getting the essay over with as quickly as possible



Although it is immensely helpful to read well-written personal statements and see the different approaches you can take in your own applications, I don’t think the winning essay books tell the whole story, because they don’t give you any context. Basically, without knowing the background, credentials, and interests of the student who wrote it, you can’t see why the essay was successful in the first place. College essays don’t exist in isolation; they enhance and explain the transcript.

As for the “steps” category, I love making lists as much as (and possibly more than) anyone, but trying to crank out a formulaic essay in an hour or two is not the right approach for a top-tier application. Unfortunately, if you’re shooting high, you can’t sound like everyone else, and you can’t get away with an expedient effort.

In short, I’ve tried to combine everything I’ve found helpful in other books while still personalizing the process so you feel as if you’re working one-on-one with me. This book will give you the full “Boot Camp” experience, from start to finish, without any sugar coating. You have to put time into your essays, but the payoff is great!
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If you have picked up this book, you are probably in your junior or senior year of high school, which means it is impossible to augment or change what is already on your transcript. But take a deep breath. This guide is meant to show you how to successfully work with what you have. Six hundred and fifty words about (virtually) anything really can get you into the college of your dreams, as long as you remember my three H’s:


• Humility

• Honesty

• Humor



I am going to personally walk you through the confusing, intimidating, and stressful process of drafting the perfect college application essay. Along the way, I will demonstrate the difference between a clever approach, a gimmick, and an application self-destruct button. Then I will give you some more insights I’ve gleaned over the years. Remember, there is no specific right answer, but there are many, many wrong answers.

Still need convincing? Here is the more erudite version:

The essay is the keystone to an application, and as such, it can function as either an asset or a liability. Most essays are predictable, innocuous, and forgettable and do nothing to set you apart from the rest of a talented applicant pool. Bad essays—in which you come across as someone who lacks motivation, perspective, or passion—can severely hurt your chances. On the other hand, an original response to an essay question offers an immeasurable boost to your admission chances. College essays do more than just showcase your writing ability; ideally, they illustrate your priorities, admirable traits, creativity, and academic promise.

Every year, the number of students applying to college increases, and each student applies to a greater number of schools. As a result, colleges and universities can have between ten and fifteen qualified applicants vying for a single spot, and in many cases the students have comparable test scores, grades, and extracurricular interests. College essays are swiftly becoming the most significant part of an application because they often are the only variable in the admissions equation. All schools, particularly the smaller ones, have their own unique personalities, and admissions committees want to know whether you’d be a good fit for the campus environment and current student body. The essay is now the determining factor.

Mastering the college essay is somewhat of a lost art in our sound-bite culture. So often, students are intimidated by the very idea of college and end up writing only what they think admissions committees might want to hear. Whether that means assuming an overly scholarly tone, discussing a backpacking trip as a metaphor for life (ugh), or debating the intricacies of global warming in Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth when nothing else on your application points to an interest in environmentalism, these attempts often fall flat. The best essays are unapologetically you. They aren’t trying to be the next great American novel; they are simply an account of something personally significant, written in a concise and compelling way.

Although the concept of writing a college essay, in which you articulate fundamental qualities you possess, is often an intimidating challenge, it’s also a fantastic opportunity to tell admissions officers why they should choose you. The prompts are intentionally broad, so you can play up your strengths on your own terms. Aside from word count, the guidelines dictate little about format, topic, voice, or tone, so you can employ your own style and discuss episodes from your life that address the essay topics with originality and confidence.

There are countless urban legends about successful college essays that made a difference for otherwise ordinary applicants. A favorite among guidance counselors goes like this: Once upon a time, a question on the Harvard application asked students to give a definition of courage based on their personal experiences. One student simply wrote, “This is courage” as his answer and mailed it in. You don’t have to be this gutsy to stand out; all you have to do is be yourself.

For this book, I’ve provided and commented on many real essays that helped students gain admission to some of the country’s top colleges and universities, listed step-by-step processes for getting ideas down on paper, and written detailed student profiles so you can see the writing process in action for the most commonly used essay topics. I’ve even classified responses by student type so you can identify with essay approaches based on your own experiences and background. The student profiles and essays have all been tweaked to protect the students’ privacy—names of high schools, summer programs, and teachers have all been changed or omitted, and the students themselves have been given pseudonyms—but everything else remains authentic.

One more thing to bear in mind: Your essay is not just a laundry list of your accomplishments. Admissions officers have access to your grades and activities. If you’ve won awards, they will know about them, so there’s no need for you to fire them off as if you walk on water in your spare time just for kicks. The only things they don’t know are the type of person you are, how you handle success, and how you relate to others.
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This chapter will help you figure out what type of applicant you are, so that you know the best way to present yourself on paper. Don’t be concerned if you fit into more than one of these categories. You’ll see later on that the students outlined in the “Make It Unique” chapter sometimes fall under multiple headings, and all have distinct stories to tell. Classifying yourself just makes it easier to determine the most effective approach for you—and you better believe that colleges will be trying to put a label on the type of student you are. You might as well use this to your advantage. Also, most of you will fall into the Achieve-o-Tron, Natural, and Club President student types, because you have the drive and the academic pedigree to attend top-tier colleges and universities. Without further ado, here they are.

1. THE ACHIEVE-O-TRON

When your classmates complain that they have too much work to do or too many activities on their plates, their parents will turn to them and say, “Oh yeah? Then how come [your name here] is getting straight A’s in six AP classes, is All-State in three different sports, is student body president, a nationally ranked debater, and the first-chair violinist of the school orchestra?” You are that notorious paragon, the pinnacle of high school achievement. Teachers admire you and have probably asked you to serve as a peer leader or even to organize an after-school tutoring program. Your parents have plastered the walls of your home with spelling bee plaques and framed National Latin Exam certificates. In fact, you have accumulated so many accolades that you will run out of space to list them on your Common Application, and when you meet with your school college guidance counselor, he or she will probably ask, “Which Ivy League school have you chosen to attend?” not “What are your reaches, targets, and safeties?”

You definitely deserve to take pride in your many talents, but that doesn’t mean you are such a shoo-in to a top-tier school that your essay is negligible. In fact, it means the opposite. Think about it. There are approximately thirty-seven thousand high schools in the country, which puts you up against thirty-seven thousand other valedictorians, not counting home-schooled students, and an additional, let’s say, seventy-four thousand high achievers who look almost exactly like you do on paper. Admissions officers are looking for reasons to toss your impossibly perfect application onto the heap of “no” files, so feeding them a smug, tedious, or predictable essay will make their jobs much too easy. Your imperative: show them something totally unexpected, perhaps an experience where you failed. Don’t take yourself too seriously. Your angle: humility.

2. THE DABBLER

Have you ever heard someone refer to college as the magical time when you get to try a slew of new classes and clubs in an effort to figure out what to do with the rest of your life? Unfortunately, you get no such luxury in high school. At age eighteen or so, you are given the gift of four years to home in on the best channel for your strengths, but for some reason, at age fourteen, you are expected to specifically pinpoint your “true passion” in order to have material for a strong college admissions application at the end of high school. Then you must immediately make it the focal point of your academic schedule, pursue related extracurricular activities so that you can qualify for leadership positions in your junior and senior years, spend your summers engaging in competitive internships, and perhaps even carry out an independent research project on the subject, all to demonstrate what colleges deem the necessary “depth, not breadth” factor.

Obviously, not every teenager can carry out this unrealistic master plan. And so, in an effort to find yourself, you sampled a variety of activities. You joined the basketball team but made second-string junior varsity, and after toughing it out for a season you decided it wasn’t the best use of your time. You auditioned for the school musical in your freshman year but didn’t feel passionate enough about the experience to reprise your role as “townsperson #7” in your sophomore spring. You spent two years attending monthly meetings for your school’s seventy-four-person Investor’s Club but never really dove in. You enrolled in a semester of ceramics, then two semesters of figure drawing, and finally capped off your fine arts requirement with a brief stint in choir.

You are decent at everything, but you haven’t found your niche, and now you’re facing an uphill battle trying to convince colleges that the only thing standing between you and your total commitment to an academic or extracurricular trajectory is access to their unique programs. You also need to address your lack of depth without sounding defensive and instead present it as an endearing aspect of your personality. Your imperative: show your undaunted dedication to a single endeavor, so you don’t appear aimless. Your angle: an inquisitive mind, a desire to explore, and an ability to commit when you find things that interest you.

3. THE ATHLETE

You can hold your own in the classroom, but you’re not exactly the student in the front row whose eternally raised hand is blocking everyone else’s view of your teacher’s PowerPoint presentation on DNA replication. You get your work done and make decent grades, but academic achievement may not be your primary focus. The places where you do stand out, though, are on the court and the field, and especially in your school newspaper’s sports section, where you are profiled or mentioned on almost a weekly basis. Known as a triple threat, you are captain of three different varsity sports, have been voted MVP in each since your junior year, have earned All-State honors more than once, and have twelve pins clustered on your varsity letter jacket. You were even homecoming king or queen. But your school is part of a relatively small conference, one that isn’t exactly a hotbed of recruiting activity, and besides, you know that only around 2 percent of student athletes are awarded athletic scholarships.

Do you want to play a sport in college? Absolutely. But you don’t want to go to a lower-rung school simply because it has offered you a spot on the team. In fact, as much as you love sports, you (or perhaps your parents) would rather your athletic accomplishments be used to help you gain admission to a higher-caliber college. You’re okay with warming the bench for a season or two, because you’re realistic about the importance of a good education in today’s competitive job market. After all, if you had been recruited, the application process would be more of a formality for you, but unfortunately, that’s not the case. Your imperative: show that you have brains in addition to brawn. Your angle: ideally, an intellectually stimulating undertaking such as an independent research project, a fascinating elective that changed your perspective, or a book with ideas that challenged you. If your transcript is limited, make sure you discuss sports through a scholarly lens. In general, it’s time to show off your cerebral side!

4. THE CLUB PRESIDENT

At your school’s club fair every September, do you find that you are spread too thin as you rotate among the different booths, talking up the perks of the Young Investors’ Club, the Python Programming Club, and the Flamenco Dance Appreciation Society to throngs of wide-eyed freshmen? You recognized early on that physical education was not your strongest subject, so instead of joining a sports team, you channeled your extracurricular time and energy into various clubs. Before entering high school, you were told by parents and teachers alike that earning leadership positions was key to a successful college application, and you took this advice quite seriously. If there’s one thing you have in abundance, it’s titles, from president to cultural chair. Feeling limited by your school’s list of established, recognized, and sponsored clubs, you’ve even created a few of your own organizations, all with the approval of certain administrators and the requisite signatures of your peers. You may think you’ve gamed the system and demonstrated both depth and breadth in your transcript, seeing as how you’re committed to many diverse interests. Your academic record is reasonably strong to boot: you may not be valedictorian, but you’re holding your own in a number of challenging AP classes. It’s no surprise that, going into the college admissions process, you’re feeling pretty confident.

As with your other heavily involved classmates, you should absolutely feel proud of your accomplishments and effort, but you’ve actually put yourself in a difficult position. Admissions committees are going to have no idea what to make of you or what you’d bring to the table. You’re in better shape than, say, the Dabbler, but an excess of activities actually dilutes your credibility and makes you appear scatterbrained. It is impossible to decipher what really makes you tick, unless it’s the titles themselves, and that’s an empty angle for your essays. Your imperative: there’s no getting around your extracurricular record, so instead of focusing on a single activity for your personal statement, have a clear focus and find a unifying theme that can highlight a positive personal trait. Your angle: an open and curious mind, as well as an outgoing nature.

5. THE AVERAGE JOE

Now, there are two types of Average Joes: those who have struggled to stand out and are starting to get their footing, albeit a little late in the game, and those who are apathetic underachievers. I am speaking only to the former category, since no college counselor has the energy for someone who either doesn’t care or isn’t willing to try. You differ from the Dabbler in that you’ve stuck with the same activities for several years, but while you’re pretty good at everything, you haven’t found a category in which you stand out. You’re a B student, a junior varsity athlete, a staff member rather than an editor for your school newspaper, and an alternate for the math league. Your school is probably large, with several hundred students per grade, so the sheer numbers make it harder to be extraordinary and easier to be anonymous.

But you care, and that’s what’s important. In your junior year, you fell in love with physics even though the class threatened to sink your GPA at several points along the way, and you stayed in one Saturday night to read The Pleasure of Finding Things Out by Richard Feynman. You applied to a six-week science and math summer program but didn’t get accepted, and you failed to come up with a less competitive backup plan, so you spent your summer working at a local sporting goods store instead. You’re starting to show journalistic promise now that you’ve been assigned to cover the “Features” section, but it’s too late to rise in the ranks.

You want to go to a top-tier college, or perhaps your parents are insistent that you go, but you’re feeling discouraged and pessimistic, especially when you compare yourself to last year’s overachieving seniors who were rejected or wait-listed. It’s important to be realistic, but that doesn’t mean you should give up. There are still ways to win over admissions committees with a poignant narrative. Your imperative: acknowledging that you are a late bloomer and expressing how excited you are to have found an activity or subject where you know you can shine. Your angle: anticipation. You will, ideally, show the measures you are taking to dive deeper into the pursuit and explain how you plan on expanding it.

6. THE NATURAL

While it’s hard to imagine a scenario in which being gifted might hold you back, you are so smart and talented that you can get by with minimal investment in your classes or school community—and that’s a bad thing. You realized from a young age that you didn’t really have to study for tests, and you don’t enjoy club meetings because you grow bored listening to what you consider petty bickering over the best way to allocate the organization’s $50 in bake sale proceeds. You may feel somewhat isolated from your classmates, and although your teachers grow annoyed with your tendency to doodle and window-gaze in the back corner seat of the classroom, you silence them with your insights each time they try to catch you in a daydream. The good news is, being bored by your high school curriculum is a strike against you only if you haven’t sought enrichment elsewhere. In some cases, being in the 99th percentile is enough to land you a coveted acceptance letter from your top choice school, but more often than not, you still have to show that you care about something—anything. Your imperative: you may come off as bored in the classroom, but you must show that you are both interesting and interested. You need to apply your talents to an endeavor that allows you to be something other than a brainiac, so figure out the best channel for all that mental power. Your angles: humility and dedication.

7. THE UN-NATURAL

A mix of the Achieve-o-Tron and Average Joe student types, the Un-Natural doesn’t have the talent to catapult to the top, but still earns a spot in honors classes through tireless studying. If you’re an Un-Natural, you are beyond organized, taking color-coordinated margin notes in your textbook with a bevy of bright pens and flipping through flash cards on your way to class while other students check their text messages. You are a master of dates, names, and times, which is why you get nervous before in-class essays or tests that are based on analysis and idea application, not fact recall. You may sometimes get frustrated with your more cerebral peers who discuss politics or abstract art while you hole-punch your highlighted handouts to neatly file into your binders, but you take all the same classes that they do, and you are holding on to your A– average, so you have nothing to be ashamed of. In fact, the Un-Natural should be extremely proud of his or her abilities to be goal-oriented and dogged. However, Un-Naturals often encounter one or more of the following problems: they are so fixated on their grades that they let their extracurricular commitments fall to the wayside, their parents have chosen their activities for them, or they don’t have an experience or interest that they can discuss with any depth. Don’t worry, though. While colleges want, ideally, a combination of talent and drive, having only the latter is not a deal breaker. Your imperative: show an activity or topic that really gets you intellectually excited. Colleges want to see that you are capable of digging beneath the surface and applying yourself to something because you love it, not just because you get rewarded with grades. Your angle: enthusiasm.

8. THE SECRET PRODIGY

Your classmates have no idea who you are, and your parents have probably reprimanded you for the lackluster feedback they’ve received during parent-teacher conferences. You’re smart, though, which is why everyone is so frustrated with what they interpret as your apathy. You score well on standardized tests, but nothing at your school has ignited your interest.

It’s off campus where you thrive and shine. You are an expert in astronomy and spend hours cataloging the stars through your telescope, then poring over the writings of Galileo and Hubble. You are learning ancient Greek in your spare time to gain more insights into the beliefs espoused by the Stoic philosophers. Or perhaps you are devoted to your community service troupe that performs skits at other local schools to educate students on resisting peer pressure and the dangers of recreational drug use. Regardless, these interests will not show up on your transcript, so you must find a way to highlight them in your essay. Your imperative: demonstrate how your devotion to independent endeavors contributes to your academic life, so admissions officers know you’d be a great asset to their college classrooms. With individual activities, you always have to make sure you add a community emphasis. Your angles: curiosity and commitment.

9. THE BUDDY

You are the definition of likeable: outgoing, laid-back


10. THE ARISTOCRAT
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