
So you want to go 

to college, eh?



THE COLLEGE 

ESSAY
A Presentation by American School of Paris English Teacher Brian Brazeau

The application is a lifeless thing--a few sheets of paper and a few 
numbers. The essay is the best way to breathe life into it. -
Admissions Officer 

What’s in this presentation?

I. General information about college essays,  questions, and expectations.

II. Three sample essays with short critiques.

III. Some past blunders and the importance of proofreading.

IV. Concluding exercise 



What’s important about the 
essay?
 Think of the essay as the face of your application. An 

application without an essay is a statistic—just another 
faceless person in a crowd. 

 An application with a poorly written essay does not 
give admissions officers the chance to care about you. 
Use simple psychology: make them feel that they know 
you, and it will be harder for them to reject you. 

 Make them know you AND LIKE YOU, and they might 
accept you despite your weakness in other areas. 

 If all of this has you sweating, it should…taking this 
process seriously is an important step to college. 



What do they ask, and why?
 While looking at your application, you are probably 

asking yourself: “Why in the world are these 
admissions people asking me this question? What do 
they want me to write about?” While there is no one 
answer to either of these questions, there is some 
reason behind the most popular questions posed by 
applications.



General types of questions:

 Indicate a person, character in fiction, an 
historical figure, or a creative work (as in art, 
music, etc.) who has had a significant influence 
on you, and describe that influence.

 World issue that touches you most

 Why do you want to spend two to six years of your 
life at a particular college, graduate school, or 
professional school? How is the degree necessary 
to the fulfillment of your goals?

 Evaluate a significant experience, achievement, or 
risk that you have taken and its impact on you.



They want to know about YOU

 -What makes you who you are, and how 

they can help you become what you want 

to be…



PITFALLS (THINGS TO AVOID)
 Don’t just describe.  

 Don’t forget to talk about yourself.  

 Don’t forget that you need to do several things at once: 
Introduce who you are, how you are exceptional, and 
how going to this school is going to get you where you 
want to be.  

 Don’t forget to be sincere!



SOME GOOD ESSAYS
 HERE ARE TWO THAT HAVE WORKED

 THEY ARE NOT PERFECT, BUT THEY MAY GIVE 
YOU SOME PRELIMINARY IDEAS

 THINK ESPECIALLY OF CONVEYING THE SAME 
NOTE OF SINCERITY AND “SELF”



Influential Person
 Influential person
 Wellesley, Influence of mother (p.1)

It took me eighteen years to realize what an extraordinary influence my 
mother has been on my life. She’s the kind of person who has thoughtful 
discussions about which artist she would most want to have her portrait 
painted by (Sargent), the kind of mother who always has time for her four 
children, and the kind of community leader who has a seat on the board of 
every major project to assist Washington’s impoverished citizens. Growing up 
with such a strong role model, I developed many of her enthusiasms. I not only 
came to love the excitement of learning simply for the sake of knowing 
something new, but I also came to understand the idea of giving back to the 
community in exchange for a new sense of life, love, and spirit.

My mother’s enthusiasm for learning is most apparent in travel. I was 
nine years old when my family visited Greece. Every night for three weeks 
before the trip, my older brother Peter and I sat with my mother on her bed 
reading Greek myths and taking notes on the Greek Gods. Despite the fact that 
we were traveling with fourteen-month-old twins, we managed to be at each 
ruin when the site opened at sunrise. I vividly remember standing in an empty 
ampitheatre pretending to be an ancient tragedian, picking out my favorite 
sculpture in the Acropolis museum, and inserting our family into modified 
tales of the battle at Troy. Eight years and half a dozen passport stamps later I 
have come to value what I have learned on these journeys about global history, 
politics and culture, as well as my family and myself.



(p.2)
While I treasure the various worlds my mother has opened to me 

abroad, my life has been equally transformed by what she has shown me just 
two miles from my house. As a ten year old, I often accompanied my mother to 
(name deleted), a local soup kitchen and children’s center. While she attended 
meetings, I helped with the Summer Program by chasing children around the 
building and performing magic tricks. Having finally perfected the “floating 
paintbrush” trick, I began work as a full time volunteer with the five and six 
year old children last June. It is here that I met Jane Doe, an exceptionally 
strong girl with a vigor that is contagious. At the end of the summer, I decided 
to continue my work at (name deleted) as Jane’s tutor. Although the position is 
often difficult, the personal rewards are beyond articulation. In the seven years 
since I first walked through the doors of (name deleted), I have learned not 
only the idea of giving to others, but also of deriving from them a sense of 
spirit.

Everything that my mother has ever done has been overshadowed by the 
thought behind it. While the raw experiences I have had at home and abroad 
have been spectacular, I have learned to truly value them by watching my 
mother. She has enriched my life with her passion for learning, and changed it 
with her devotion to humanity. In her endless love of everything and everyone 
she is touched by, I have seen a hope and life that is truly exceptional. Next 
year, I will find a new home miles away. However, my mother will always be by 
my side.



What worked?
 This essay does a very good job of discussing the 

candidate, focusing on the mother only as pertains to 
the person the college is considering for admission.

 From the essay, the college knows they will be 
admitting someone who is

 Cultured

 Well-travelled

 Family-oriented

 Generous

 articulate



Formative Experiences
Good original one on the influential experiences…don’t attempt this unless you have a flash of genius, 
which this person obviously did.

 Question: ARE THERE ANY SIGNIFICANT EXPERIENCES YOU HAVE HAD, 
OR ACCOMPLISHMENTS THAT HAVE HELPED DEFINE YOU AS A 
PERSON? (p.1)

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

Occasionally, I tread water for three days in a row. I woo women with my 
sensuous and godlike trombone playing. I can pilot bicycles up severe inclines 
with unflagging speed, and I cook 30-minute brownies in 20 minutes.

I am an expert in stucco, a veteran in love, and an outlaw in Peru.
Using only a hoe and a large glass of water, I 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. I am the subject of 
numerous documentaries. When I'm bored, I build large suspension bridges in 
my yard. I enjoy urban hang gliding. On Wednesdays, after school, I repair 
electrical appliances free of charge.

I am an abstract artist, a concrete analyst, and a ruthless bookie. Critics 
worldwide swoon over my original line of corduroy evening wear. I don't 
perspire. 



(p.2)
I am a private citizen, yet I receive fan mail. I have been caller number 

nine and have won the weekend passes. Last summer I toured New Jersey with 
a traveling centrifugal force demonstration. I 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 several covert 
operations for the CIA. I sleep once a week; when I do sleep, I sleep in a chair. 
While on vacation in Canada, I successfully negotiated with a group of 
terrorists who had seized a small bakery. The laws of physics do not apply to 
me.

I balance, I weave, I dodge, I frolic, and my bills are all paid. On 
weekends, to let off steam, I participate in full-contact origami. Years ago I 
discovered the meaning of life, but forgot to write it down. I have made 
extraordinary four course meals using only a  jell-o mould and a toaster oven.

I breed prize-winning clams. I have won bullfights in San Juan, cliff-
diving competitions in Sri Lanka, and spelling bees at the Kremlin. I have 
played Hamlet, I have performed open-heart surgery, and I have spoken with 
Elvis.

But, I have not yet gone to college.



What worked?
 Here, in addition to the fact that the essay is very 

funny, we have an idea of who the person is.

 This is not just the “funny guy” or the “joker”

 From this essay, a college knows that they will be 
admitting someone who is 

 Cultured

 Humorous

 An original thinker

 Humble about learning (“But I have not yet been to 
college)



Not quite as effective
 Georgetown, School Target (p.1)

When I think of Georgetown University, I think of 
Washington and world affairs. I do not know yet exactly what type 
of professional career I will pursue after schooling, but I do know 
that I wish to be inter-nationally aware and involved, and that 
Georgetown would provide me with a solid foundation for that goal.

I am glad I do not know specifically what I want to do later on, 
because it should be an adventure choosing which course I will take 
in life. Thus, I have time to experiment and learn from a wide 
variety of topics. At Georgetown, I am present with the opportunity 
to take any classes I want and to be taught by some of the most 
learned and dynamic professors in the world. I was once told that in 
college, I “will take classes in subjects I had never thought or heard 
of, ” and I am very excited to do this.



(p.2)
If I were required to pick a major at this instant, I would choose 

history. If history were only studying, memorizing and regurgitating 
events, facts, and dates, I would be just as uninterested as most people. 
However, in studying history, I get a chance to contemplate ideologies 
and the nature of human beings. I believe that Georgetown University 
is the best place in the world to study history. It is a school located in 
Washington, D.C., the capital of the country, of outstanding academic 
reputation and recognition; my resources would be absolutely 
unlimited. Living in Washington, I would feel the pulse of our world 
today. The United States is the world’s dominant power and every issue 
of great global importance is brought to the country’s capital.

I have been told that although Georgetown has approximately 
6,000 undergraduates, the students and faculty alike feel as if the 
school is a small, interwoven community. I believe that this sense of 
closeness is a vital aspect in an outstanding college experience. We 
learn most from interactions among other people, and the fact that this 
reputation of faculty accessibility and student involvement-both in the 
immediate Georgetown community and in Washington, D.C.-exists, is 
very attractive to me.



What went wrong here?
 This student, while they certainly know about 

Georgetown, tends to sound like a brochure.

 There is very little of the “self” in this essay

 An example: What about this person has made a more 
intimate college experience important?  Have they 
been to bigger schools before?  Are they used to a 
smaller, more nurturing environment?  Does this 
come from family?  School?  

 This essay needs to be less stiff and more personal, and 
the person needs to proofread carefully (see next 
section).



Be Careful!!!!
The following is a list of some of the funniest mistakes found by admissions officers. 

 You would be amazed at the things that find their way 
into admissions essays-even at the top schools. 

 Remember : always proofread your essays! Otherwise, 
you will get the same reaction that these other 
applicants did: “It makes you wonder if these kids care 
about their essays at all,” said one admissions officer. “I 
never know whether to call it apathy or ignorance,” 
said another “but either way, the impression is not 
good.” 

 At least they got a laugh!



OOPS…
 · Mt. Elgon National Park is well known for its rich deposits of herds of 

elephants.
 · I enjoyed my bondage with the family and especially with their mule, 

Jake.
 · The book was very entertaining, even though it was about a dull 

subject, World War II.
 · I would love to attend a college where the foundation was built upon 

women.
 · He was a modest man with an unbelievable ego.
 · Scuba One members are volunteers, but that never stops them from 

trying to save someone’s life.
 · If Homer’s primary view of mortal life could be expressed in a word it 

would be this: life is fleeting.
 · Such things as divorces, separations, and annulments greatly reduce 

the need for adultery to be committed.



There’s more
 · Playing the saxophone lets me develop technique and skill which will 

help me in the future, since I would like to become a doctor.
 · I look at each stage as a challenge, and an adventure, and as another 

experience on my step ladder of life.
 · There was one man in particular who caught my attention. He was a 

tiny man with ridiculously features all of which, with the exception of 
his nose, seemed to drown in the mass of the delicate transparent 
pinkish flesh that cascaded from his forehead and flowed over the 
collar of his tuxedo and the edge of his bow tie.

 · Take Wordsworth, for example; every one of his words is worth a 
hundred words.

 · For almost all involved in these stories, premature burial has had a 
negative effect on their lives.

 · My mother worked hard to provide me with whatever I needed in my 
life, a good home, a fairly stale family and a wonderful education.



And more
 · I hope to provide in turn, a self motivated, confident, 

and capable individual to add to the reputation of 
Vasser University whose name stands up for itself. 
[Note: the correct spelling is Vassar].

 · Do I shake the hand that has always bitten me?

 · In the spring, people were literally exploding outside.

 · On a transcript: AP Engllish

 · Handwritten on an interview form under Academic 
Interests: Writting.

 · Name of Activity: Cook and serve homeless



The moral: rewrite, reread, and have a 
teacher/parent/family member read it as 
well, because these are only funny if it is 
someone else who wrote them.



What now?
Take the time to write down what you think defines you by 

answering the following questions.  You should know the 
answers to these before you begin answering any college essay 
question:  

 What about your past is extraordinary?
 Who are some people who have had a significant influence on 

you?
 Where have you been that has made you who you are?
 What activities are an integral part of your life?
 What are you looking for in your future?
 What are you thinking of studying, and what do you think that 

says about you?
 Where do you want to go to school, and why?
 What are the four world issues that touch you most, and why?



GOOD LUCK!


