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PREFACE

Before reading over prospective work for inclusion in this book, I
thought I knew what made a good college application essay. A qual-
ity choice would be well written, free of grammatical and spelling
mistakes, engaging, and, above all, original. I assumed that because
our pool was composed of successful Harvard application essays, all
of the material would have these characteristics, and that selecting
would be a matter of picking the best from the very good.

For the most part, the essays fulfilled these expectations. They
were stylistically sound, well proofread, and enjoyable to read. How-
ever, after poring over more and more of the submitted work, pat-
terns began to emerge. Tales of transformative summers spent abroad
were a common trope, as were favorite home-cooked meals. By the
seventieth essay or so, | could fit every essay into a category of work
I had seen before.

But as topical originality faded to the background, execution came
to the fore. Some of the essays clearly stood head-and-shoulders
above the rest, despite their similar themes. I realized that the key
was passion—the writers who cared deeply about their subject mat-
ter produced the most memorable material.

As you peruse the essays collected for this edition, | hope that
you have a similar epiphany, and understand that they prove that
there is nothing approaching a formula for the perfect college essay.
What we have compiled in this book is a set of suggestions and re-
marks about some of the traits that a good essay might include. Our
advice is by no means exhaustive. It is a starting point.

My only advice is to write about a topic that interests you,
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Preface

whether or not you feel it is original. We read plenty of gimmicky
essays that nonetheless succeeded on the strength of the writer's
fervor. More often than not, enthusiasm shined through and helped
separate the wheat from the chaff.

In closing, keep in mind that the essay, while important, will
not make or break your application, so write without fear of failure.
Best of luck!

—Maxwell L. Child
President, 136th Guard of The Harvard Crimson
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I. INTRODUCTION:
THE ADMISSIONS ESSAY






Writing a college admissions essay is an admittedly daunting task.
Most likely, you have been repeatedly told that these five hundred
painstakingly crafted words must complete the intimidating mis-
sion of distinguishing yourself from the legions of other college
applicants, in order to leave your own personalized mark on the
admissions officers. You've probably been reminded that your essay
should strike a balance between being compelling and insightful,
but not too contrived. You've likely heard varying accounts of how
important the admissions essay actually is: from those who swear by
their writing and predict that this little essay steered them clear
of the rejection pile; to others who humbly say they were probably
accepted in spite of their essay. With all the academic and extracur-
ricular work that consumes what spare time you have outside of the
application process, it’s almost certain that college essays aren’t what
youd like to be worrying about on your weekends.

At the same time, the admissions essay can be a boon to your
application if approached carefully. Each year, college admissions
rates plunge as the number of applicants grows, and the size of résu-
més and activities lists expands. For applicants to competitive uni-
versities and Ivy League schools, having a top grade point average
(GPA) along with sporting and musical prowess may not guarantee
admission. The personal statement, however, is a blank slate that
allows you to share and emphasize the qualities that make you stand
out. It permits you to make a creative, distinctive, and even emo-
tional appeal directly to the admissions officers. In a process domi-
nated by test scores and statistics, the admissions essay provides a
much-needed human touch. But where do you even start to find
ideas for the essay, let alone write?

That'’s what we’re here to help you do: navigate the confusing
advice and vague guidance that pervades the current essay-writing
process. We've provided you ten tips for writing a standout



