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Strategies and Tips to Write Better Personal Statements for College 1. Read the topic many times to get clear what it is asking. 2. Underline any word in the application that seems essential to the topic: verbs: “reflect,” “describe,” “examine”; nouns: “persons who most influenced you,” “an experience that changed you.” If you cannot write on the application, make a copy of it so you can. 3. Look for those words in the application that the college is likely to use in their scoring rubric: “In a one-page essay, please reflect on one person who has had a strong influence on your development.” Your essay should have the following components outlined here:



Originality: What can you write about that others cannot? Even if you are going to write about a topic that invites predictable subjects--”Please write about a book that has had the biggest influence on you”--you must find a way to write differently about it. To Kill a Mockingbird is a wonderful book; in fact, so many kids think so that any university with such a topic is likely to receive hundreds of essays about Atticus’s philosophy of “walking around in another person’s shoes for a while.” Turn it inside out: write about an unusual character like Dill or the judge. Better still, write about a different book, one that others are unlikely to have read: this will show you are a reader, that you are a thinker, that you don't walk the common path. Correctness: Your essay must be perfect. Errors are moral and intellectual checkmarks against you in this situation. Each one says you are not conscientious and take no pride in your work. They want to know several things about you from your essay according to the books and articles I read: what your goals are how you prepared yourself for the future while in high school how you interact with other people in an increasingly diverse and crowded society what you will have to offer their school and its community as a person and a scholar that you will succeed and survive at their school (particularly important if you would be coming there from far away, another region and climate: they don’t want people leaving because they’re too far from home or because it’s too cold when they could give the spot to someone who won’t have those troubles) how will you contribute to the school’s diversity and enrich its community if you have any links to the college (e.g. relatives who were alumni)



your extracurricular activities: this includes not only clubs or athletics but non-school related activities like political or church groups, Boy Scouts, or jobs if there is an area in which you are, relative to your age, a “master”: this is good to show because it suggests commitment to learning and excelling--shows a passion for something which can be transferred into other areas to ensure success and distinction at their school if you have an entrepreneurial spirit, to the extent that that reveals a strong character who takes on projects and achieves something you set out to do (e.g., your love of photography in high school leads you to start your own photography business while still in school and use the money to help pay for the college you will attend). if you have “pluck,” which according to one admissions officer, is the gumption to write about something in a way that makes it stand out but not for the sake of standing out. The classic example in recent years is the essay in which a young man lists all the things he has done, exaggerating each one to the extreme--detailing that he has raised a million dollars to help the poor and jumped over tall buildings--but admitting in the end that the one thing he had yet to do was go to college, which he was hoping they would let him do. Such spirit sells you so long as it seems intelligent and a reflection of your character not just a joke. You write the story that is yours to write. Not everyone can write, as one student did in their opening line, “I was born in the Alaskan bush on the kitchen table.”



What Admissions Officers Look For. . . YOU The person behind the GPA, the test scores, the extracurricular activities, and even the mailing address; the you that you have not revealed in the rest of your application. SURPRISE An unexpected angle on your topic--even if the experience you’re writing about is ordinary. GENUINENESS thesaurus or the



Writing as yourself, without pretension and without taking yourself too seriously; relying on your own vocabulary rather than the words your parents think you should use.



THOUGHTFULNESS others you are a person on



Thinking about your experience and its meaning to yourself or to (or both); showing through your reflections that whom nothing is lost.



Tips and strategies are taken from: Burke, Jim. The English Teacher’s Companion. Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook Publishers, Inc., 1999.



Davidson, Wilma and McCloskey, Susan. Writing a Winning College Application Essay. Princeton: Peterson’s Education & Career Center, 1996. Toor, Rachel. Admissions Confidential: An Insider’s Account of the Elite College Selection Process. New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2001. Van Raalte, Susan D. College Applications & Essays. Lawrenceville, NJ: ARCO, 2001.
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