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‘Why This Book

IMAGINE YOU'RE A SEVENTEEN-YEAR-OLD HIGH school
senior given the task of writing a 650-word personal statement for
your college application.

You're perplexed. Do you tell the story of your life or a story from
your life? Do you choose a single moment? If so, which one? You feel
your options are endless.

After an hour mulling over the possibilities, you’re now more than
perplexed—you're stressed. You start to wonder about what “they”
(the admissions officers) want,€ven though you can neither predict
nor have any control over their thoughts. So you start to panic. What
if they don’t like what I write? What if I say the wrong thing? Is there a
wrong thing?

Then you remember you have just 650 words. That’s one page of
single-spaced Times New Roman to express the entire depth and
complexity of who you are. You want to throw up.

Then you do.
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ii College Essay Essentials

This is the position many students find themselves in each year when
it comes to writing the college application essay, an essay that—given
the current landscape of college admissions—is arguably the most
important 650 words a contemporary human will write.

But what if I told you, the seventeen-year-old high school senior,
that your options aren’t as endless as you might think? In fact, what
if I told you that you only had four choices—just four potential paths
you could take to write your essay?

And that, furthermore, you could choose a path by answering two
simple questions.

Would that make things easier?

‘/
* * *

Tell me if this sounds like you:

a. Youre worried about your essay because you don’t know
what you want to be when you grow up, or you don'’t have a
sob story.

b. You do have a sob story, but you're worried it’s too dramatic or
that the reader will judge you for it.

c. You feel like you have too many options for stuff to write
about, and you don’t know how to pick.

d. You have a couple ideas, but you’re not sure how to structure
them.

e. You've written a draft, but you're not sure if it’s any good.

f. You have some combination of all these, depending on the
hour. '

Here’s the thing: no other college essay book out there helps you
solve all these issues in an in-depth, step-by-step way.
But this book does.



Questions You Might
Have and Where You
Can Find the Answers

How do | figure out what to write about? page 1

How do | structure my essay? page 13

Is there a step-by-step process for writing the essay? page 39
Are any topics off-limits? page 75

How much sharing is too much? page 77

How do | revise my essay? page 102

How do | make my essay not boring? page 107

What are some different ways | can start my essay? page 107
How do | show the reader I'm really smart? page 112
How do | brag in a way that doesn’t sound like I'm bragging? page 119
How do | make my/essay, like, deep? page 121

How do | end my essay? page 137

How do | know whether my essay is good or not? page 183

I'm in a jam: How do | write my essay in one night? page 202
Should | share my essay? With how many people? When? page 204

That’s right. This book answers all these questions.

And you don’t even have to read the whole book.

You can jump around.

In a few minutes, you'll already be writing your essay. But first,
let me tell you why I'm the perfect person to guide you through
this process.

a D
RN AR RS

NEER (B17)

BRME (813M)

BEY “FIEF g (5397
BRisE (8750)
WEHCRERNZNE (5F7770)
WEHBBE (3510200)
WORERATSEE R (5510700)
XEQEHR ($10770D
WERTREZE (11200
WEHRED “BWREE" (195D
WERLNEIIRRZ ($12170)
XEWAURE ($E1370)

WEIBTHIMTENS (581830
BREKE: WOE—KRLCBE—R
EREXY? (5820200)
BEEAMARBEZ/ D T AFERBIC

?—Tﬁﬂﬁﬁﬁ%ﬁ? (5820470 o

(28, ZABILODEFRES)
WEE, (ROTNESRAD, R
IR B ST, 15
TR ATHESHER T, BE
S RERIRSH AR ERESHE

(SIMOESEENEA. )




M 2LBRRES
IERIREERENEIA

Why I'm the Perfect

Person to Guide You

through the Essay-
Writing Process

THIS MAY SOUND WEIRD, BUT being the College Essay Guy is
my dream job. Why? Not because, as a kid, I thought to myself, “I
really want to be the College Essay Guy when I grow up.” In fact, I
first studied to become a screenwriter (BS in speech, Northwestern),
then an actor (MFA, UC—Irvine), and then a counselor (Interchange
Counseling Institute). And when I considered all the things that I
loved to do and that I'd trained for—writing, speaking, counseling—I
realized that I'd uniquely equipped myself to become the College
Essay Guy. So I created this really cool job for myself.

How? To paraphrase Joseph Campbell, I followed my bliss. I kept
doing what I loved until I found myself in this place.

But things really clicked for me when I realized how being the
College Essay Guy actually brought together some of my core values,
and I think sharing those with you here might help you understand
why I’'m the only person who could have written this book.

Here are some of my core values:

BB | can't stand general writing advice that suggests,



Why I'm the Perfect Person to Guide You through the Essay-Writing Process v

“Use your authentic voice!” or “Write what you know!”
Why? Because I have no idea what these things mean, and
because they do not tell me how to do these things. I prefer

advice that actually gets me from point A to point B.

............................................................................................ C =M

—. [ love getting things .done and I especially love
finding ways to streamline my productivity. (It’s something
I’'m actually kind of obsessed with, and my wife likes to joke
that in one day I can get done what it usually takes three
people combined to finish.) It’s why the word “essentials” is
in the title of this book.

—: I grew up as a missionary kid, moving twenty times
before I graduated high school. Even though I often found
myself meeting new people, I began to dislike small talk (either
because I knew I'd be leaving soon anyway or because, well,
small talk sucks), which is why when you meet me, I'll proba-
bly ask you some deeply personal question within the first five
minutes. I'm interested in your deepest story. And I believe
vulnerability is a more effiefent way of finding that story.

So here’s something that feels vulnerable for me to
admit: the number one thing I look for when I meet people
is their ability to listen and be present. If I sense someone
is unwilling to at least try to listen and be present, I tend
to distance myself emotionally for fear of being hurt. This
feels vulnerable to admit because I think it makes me sound
super judgmental. But I'm about to ask you to get vulner-
able, so I figured I'd go first.

fresedssanonenastetaenrnsas TR GO RS G A P SRR o3 C EREEE

BERETAEORAESEeNE. | loved watching movies as a kid, and

those stories helped me make sense of my world. When 1
started teaching story structure to my college essay students,
I loved how it helped them make sense of their worlds.
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But it wasn’t until I was introduced to narrative therapy
that I really began to understand how powerful personal
statement writing could be. Through narrative therapy, I
discovered how I could reframe events of my past and, in
effect, rewrite my identity. It was like learning a superpower.
And guess what? You have this superpower, too. It’s one
you'll be upgrading as you read this book.

weeeee--[HISIGHE. In college, one of my theater professors wrote the word
“Illuminate!” at the bottom of a performance analysis I'd
turned in. He was challenging me to answer “So what?” in
a compelling way. I took his nete to heart, and it’s become
something I strive for both in my work and in my life. It’s
something I challenge you to do, too.

coee-.. [ ISPIAEON. | thrive on helping others realize their own
brilliance, and I have worked to weave inspiration into every
chapter of this book. In fact, if I had to sum up the goal of
this book into one phrase, it would be this: I WANT TO INSPIRE
vou. And that feels extra vulnerable to share with you.

Which brings me to...

You. I believe in the person you are and in the person you are
becoming. And that’s what I believe your personal statement is—a
record of your becoming.

So here’s what you’ll find in these pages: an efficient, practical
process that will help you access your deepest story, recognize new
patterns and connections, and generate insights that express how
brilliant you are. Because you are.

But there’s one more thing I haven’t told you yet.
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This process could change your life.

But there’s also the possibility of bliss.

Writing your personal statément is a hero’s journey. There are
dangers. And there is the possibility that you might fail. But there’s
also the possibility that, if you stick with it, something amazing might
happen.

Do you dare?

If so, continue to the next page.



How This Book Works

FIRST, YOU'LL SPEND ABOUT TWENTY minutes brainstorming.

Next, you'll spend ten minutes learning story structure and ten
more minutes reading some sample essays and analysis.

Then you’ll write a draft of your essay.

Once your draft is done, I'll show you how to revise your essay,
bring it to life, make it “like, deep,” and then I'll introduce a few
advanced essay-writing techniques. -

Then you’ll write a second draft (or third, or ninth) and come back
to take The Great College Essay Test.

After that, I'll give you a few more step-by-step exercises to help
you make sure your essay is doing what you want it to be doing, and
finally you'll be ready for feedback (but do read my feedback tips first).



How This Book Works ix

Quick note:

Even if you've already written a draft, [ recommend reading the
first four chapters anyway. It won't take long—I’ve designed the first
part of the book so you can read it and write a draft in a day.

Sound good?

Let’s do this.
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