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Chapter One

College Admissions Essay Questions

What Are College Admissions Essay Questions

Essay questions are often used to test students’ ability to synthesize
information and organize their ideas in a logical way. According to the different
purposes, essay questions can be divided into college admissions essay questions
and examination essay questions. The former includes essays written for both
undergraduate and graduate programs while the latter can be further divided into
in-class exam essay questions and take-home exam essay questions. This chapter
will be devoted to the discussion of college admissions essay questions aiming at
undergraduate programs.

To answer college admissions essay questions is to explain yourself, to open
your personality, charm, talents, visions and spirit to the admissions committee
on paper. It is an opportunity, over which you have complete control, to show
that you can think about things and write clearly about your thoughts. A great
application essay will present a vivid, personal and impressive picture of you to
the admissions staff. It will round out the rest of your application and help you

stand out from the other applicants.

For example:

My most important experience sought me out. It happened to me; 1
didn’t cause it.

My preferred companions are books or music or pen and paper. 1
have only a small circle of close friends, few of whom get along together.
They could easily be counted as “misfits. ” To be plain, I found it quite
easy to doubt my ability to have any sort of “close relationship. ”

After the closing festivities of Andover Summer School this past

summer, on the night before we were scheduled to leave, a girl I had
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met during the program’s course approached me. She came to my room
and sat down on my bed and announced that she was debating with
herself whether she wanted me to become her boyfriend. She wanted my
reaction, my opinion. I was startled, to say the least, and frightened. 1
instantly said, “No.” I told her I on no account wanted this and that I
would reject any gestures she made towards starting a relationship. 1
would ignore her entirely, if need be. I explained that I was a coward. 1
wanted nothing whatsoever to do with a relationship. 1 talked a lot and
very fast.

To my surprise, she did not leave instantly. Instead, she hugged
her knees and rocked back and forth on my bed. 1 watched her from
across the room. She rocked, and I watched. Doubts crept up on me.
Opportunity had knocked and the door was still locked. It might soon
depart. “I lied,” T said. “I was afraid of what might happen if we
became involved. But it’s better to take the chance than to be afraid.”
She told me she knew I had lied. 1 had made her realize, though, how
much she actually wanted me to be her boyfriend. We decided to keep
up a relationship after Andover.

Even then, I was not sure which had been the lie. Now I think that
everything I said may have been true when I said it. But I’m still not
sure. I learned, that night, that I could be close to someone. 1 also
realize, now, that it doesn’t matter whether or not that person is a
misfit; the only important thing is the feeling, the closeness, and the
connection. As long as there is something between two people—{riendship,
love, shared interests, whatever else—it is a sign that there can be
some reconciliation with fear, some “fit” for misfits. And it shows that
fear need not always win, that we can grow and change, and even have
second chances. I am still seeing her.

Sarah Mayers. The College Application Essay

The above college application essay begins with a brief and impressive intro-
duction, which easily draws the reader to the rest of the essay. In the essay, the
writer expresses a clear focus of idea, that is, his anxiety about relationships by
means of a story. Through the conversations with a girl in the story, the writer

presents a vivid picture of himself as a conservative and shy boy who is willing to
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take a risk.

Boyfriends and girlfriends can be risky essay topics. However, this writer
skillfully employs the story of the beginning of a relationship to illustrate a larger
point—the power of love to overcome fear. This essay enriches an application full
of academic achievements, scores, and grades. It’ s definitely not something
found elsewhere in the application. It is short and to the point. It is interesting
because it is believable.

The style of the essay is simple and direct, employing short sentences and
simple words to tell a simple but memorable story.

From the above example, you should have understood now what a college
admissions essay is all about. However, before you start writing such an essay,
you should, first of all, familiarize yourself with the different types of admissions
essay questions and what you’re expected to do with each. College admissions
essay questions, according to the essay editors, are usually categorized into four
types of topics, namely (1) a significant experience, an achievement or a risk;

(2) an important issue; (3) an influential person and (4) your future goals.
A Significant Experience, an Achievement or a Risk

This type of questions (also called accomplishment questions) is actually a
combination of two common questions: Describe an experience, achievement or
risk that you think is significant in your life and describe a time when the experi-
ence, achievement or risk helps you grow as a person. For instance: “Evaluate a
significant experience, achievement, or risk that you have taken and its impact on
you.”

To answer this type of questions effectively, there are a number of things for
you to keep in mind. You should, in your essay, tell the admissions committee
what you value, what makes you proud and what you are capable of accomplishing,
but do not try to squeeze every achievement on your resume, such as TOEFL
scores, GRE scores, etc. into the essay. It is ineffective to include information
that the committee can read about somewhere else on your application. If you do
choose to mention your achievement in your essay, be sure to demonstrate what
it took to accomplish the achievement and how it affected you personally.

For the second part of the question, you are asked to describe who you really
are. First of all, you should show the admissions committee that you have

matured, but do not exaggerate. It is unwise if you try to describe what a terrible
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person you once were just to make the point of what a great person you are now.
Then, you should focus on your current personality. The committee wants to
know what you are like now, not what you were like in the past. Finally, you
should not invent hardships, but rather, describe real events and scenarios to
prove that your growth resulted from the decisions you made and actions you

took.
An Important Issue

This type of questions is among the hardest to answer. It actually asks you
to relate a significant personal, local, national or international issue to your
experiences or your upbringing. For example: “Discuss some issue of personal,
local, national or international concern and its importance to you. ”

Responding to such questions, you should remember to stay personal. You
should integrate into your essay information showing why you care about such an
issue and how the issue affects you personally in any way. Besides, you can write
passionately on such issues, but remember to stay unbiased. Being able to write
about both sides of the issues to show that you can think objectively and logically

is very important. Finally, be sure to refrain from making sweeping generaliza-

tions about issues that would be out of your range of experience.
An Influential Person

This type of questions asks you to tell about the human forces that have
deeply influenced you. For instance: “Indicate a person, a historical figure or
character in fiction that has had a significant influence on you, and describe that
influence. ”

Many students often mistake the above topic for an essay about a person;
therefore, they go on at length, describing the influential person in detail without
making a connection between it and themselves. In fact, the admissions committee
wants to know more about you, not about the person or fictional hero you
elaborate in your essay. You should, instead, focus on describing why and how
that person or fictional hero impresses you and what action you have taken to
turn that impression into your personal development. There is no right or wrong
answer as for whom you choose to write about. More importantly, though, is

how you portray that person.
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Your Future Goals

Some schools ask for an essay about your choice of a school or career. They
are looking for information about your goals, and about how serious your
commitment is to this particular school. For example: “Why do you want to
spend two or more years of your life at our college, graduate school, or profes-
sional school How is the degree necessary to the fulfillment of your future
goals ”

Knowing the schools well to which you apply is key to answering this type of
questions. You should mention specific reasons that prompt you to apply to this
particular school. Danger in answering this type of questions is the insincere and
ingratiating tone. However, to mention specific factors that tie in with your area
of interest will help you out of the trap. Besides, finding a balanced and truthful
tone and showing your solid and well-researched knowledge of the school are

rewarding in responding to this type of questions.

How to Write College Admissions Essays

To write a good admissions essay involves an intricate process, of which
understanding the essay question itself is the very first step, followed by a
number of other steps such as brainstorming, outlining, drafting, revising and
editing, which you may use in writing any kind of essay. However, writing good
admissions essays demands more of your attention and efforts in that you put
your future on stake as a result of the quality of your essay. For exam essays or
other essays you write in or outside class, you get feedback. Even if you fail an
exam essay, for example, you may still get a make-up opportunity. But as for
admissions essays, there is no make-up opportunity. As you may know, the
college admissions officers read hundreds of essays each day. To leave a deep
impression on them, you need more skills in writing your essay. The following
are some of the key tips offered by essay edge editors in writing successful admis-

sions essays at the undergraduate level.
Selecting Your Topic

Choosing an essay topic can be one of the most difficult aspects of the entire

admissions process. Questions often ask you to think about your entire life, pick
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just one thing, and talk about it in great depth. You may find it a tough job to
locate that one event that has changed your life or the one thing that represents
your entire personality. In all likelihood there isn’t just one. Coming up with
this idea is difficult and will require a great deal of time. But there probably is
one that you can write about most passionately and effectively. The most
important part of your entire essay is finding this one topic you feel most passionate
about.

To locate that one topic you can write passionately and effectively, you can
start to brainstorm on a long list of all that comes into your mind the moment you
begin the process. Then for each of the personal characteristics or skills you have
listed, ask yourself “Does it distinguish me from others I know ” For each of the
activities you have listed, ask yourself “What made me participate in this activity
and what made me continue to contribute to it ” For each event in your life you
have listed, ask yourself “How did this event change me as a person and how did
I react to it ” For each person you have listed, ask yourself “Which of this
person’s traits do I admire Is there something that this person has said or done
that I will always remember ” And the list can go on.

In answering these questions, you will probably find that you have a great
deal to talk about for several topics. Now you can reflect more on these limited
topics and pick up the one topic that will allow you to synthesize your important
personal characteristics and experiences into a coherent whole while simultane-
ously addressing your desire to attend a specific institution.

To check that the topic is the best one you could possibly find, be sure that
the topic you’ve selected describes something of personal importance to you; you
will be able to offer vivid supporting paragraphs to your essay topic; your essay
is honest and you’re not inventing hardship. You should also check whether your
essay specifically demonstrates your uniqueness and how that uniqueness will
contribute to the realm of campus opinion, the academic environment or social
life. “What will the committee remember about me after a day of reading
hundreds of essays ” If your topic can pass all these listed suggestions, at this
point, you may be sure that this topic is the one topic you’ re looking for.
However, even seemingly boring topics can be made into exceptional admissions
essays with an innovative approach. In writing the essay you must bear in mind
your goal: to persuade the admissions committee that you are extremely worthy

of admission.
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Focus Your Point and Develop It Logically

When you have chosen your topic, you should keep your focus narrow and
personal and prove your point in a logical and convincing way. Remember that
the whole essay is to prove one single point or thesis. The reader should be able
to find your main idea and follow it from the beginning to the end. The development
of the main idea should be made with vivid and specific facts, events, examples,
and reasons. There is a big difference between simply stating a point of view and

letting an idea unfold in the details. For example;:

(Original) “I like to be surrounded by people with a variety of
backgrounds and interests. ”

(Revised) “During that night, I sang the theme songs from
Casablanca with a basketball coach, discussed Neo-conservatism with a
lady from a university, and heard more than I ever wanted to know

about some woman’s gall bladder operation. ”

For another example:

(Original) “I want to help people. 1 have gotten so much out of life
through the love and guidance of my family, I feel that many individuals
have not been as fortunate; therefore, I would like to expand the lives
of others.”

(Revised) “My Mom and Dad stood on plenty of sidelines till their
shoes filled with water or their fingers turned white or somebody”’ s
golden retriever signed his name on their coats in mud. I think that kind

of commitment is what 1’d like to bring to working with others.”

To develop your essay smoothly, you may well show your concerns in the
following aspects. Your first concern should be clarity. If your essay is haphazardly
structured, the reader simply will not be able to follow your ideas, and your
whole purpose will be lost. Your second concern is focus. An essay could be
clear at the sentence or paragraph level, but still lack overall coherence. Perhaps
you have written three paragraphs, each clearly devoted to one topic, but you
have not shown how each topic contributes to a larger point. The basic focus of

every college admissions essay is why you should be admitted to the school, but a
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more specific theme can be helpful. You want your reader to take away a clear
point after he or she puts down your essay. Your third concern is impact. Even a
clear and coherent essay can fail to achieve the optimal structure that would
maximize its overall impact. For example, the main theme of your essay might be
your desire to help others. After outlining this clear focus in your first paragraph,
you may go on writing three clear paragraphs, each independently offering
evidence of your desire to help people. What is lacking is a sense of progression:
the reader sees repetition, not growth. To maximize impact, your structure must
allow each point to build upon previous points, thereby improving not only your

essay’s flow but also the overall force of your argument.
Paying Attention to Sentence Variety

Many students mistakenly believe that their writing ability can be demon-
strated by the length of the sentence they write. This is not true, however. A
successful essay usually reaches a balance between long and short sentences. In
fact, the best essays contain a variety of sentence lengths, mixed within any
paragraph. To avoid writing long sentences, or sentences of the same length
throughout a given paragraph, you can read it aloud to yourself, focusing on the
pauses and rhythm. If you find you pause at almost the same interval, then vary
your sentence length; if you run out of breath when you read certain sentences,
break them up into smaller sentences.

Do not repeatedly begin your sentences with the structure “I -+ Verb +
Object. ” This is another point you should pay special attention to. Many
students unconsciously construct sentences beginning with “I1” in the same
paragraph. For example, “I didn’t want to be the one at fault if T dropped the
ball and the play didn’t succeed. I did not want the responsibility of helping the
team because I was too afraid of making a mistake.... I refrained from asking
questions in class, afraid that they might be considered too stupid or dumb by my
classmates. All the while, 1 went to practice and everyday, I went home
physically and mentally exhausted.” Your essay sounds monotonous by repeatedly
using the “I+ Verb+ Object” sentence pattern in the same paragraph. You could
improve your sentence types when you come to the step of revising and editing
your essay. You could improve the above sentence by varying the sentence
patterns: “I didn’t want to be the one at fault if T dropped the ball and the play

didn’t succeed. 1 did not want the responsibility of helping the team because 1
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was too afraid of making a mistake.... Afraid of being considered stupid or

dumb by my classmates, I refrained from asking questions in class. All the while,

I went to practice everyday, going home physically and mentally exhausted. ”
Writing Good Transitions

Applicants often ignore transitions in their essays. A good essay must use
transitions within paragraphs and especially between paragraphs to preserve the
logical flow of the essay. Transitions are words such as first, second, next,
therefore, however, or phrases such as in conclusion, on the other hand , as a
result and so on. They are used within paragraphs and between paragraphs as
well, bridging between your ideas and making it easy for your readers to move
smoothly from one point to the next. A good essay uses transitions appropriately
to preserve the logical flow of the essay. In other words, they tell the reader
when you are giving a similar idea, or opposite idea, and example, a result, or a
conclusion.

The following two paragraphs are about the same information; however,
the revised paragraph is more easily understood because it uses transitions

appropriately.

Original Paragraph:

The classroom has become a whole different realm for me. The
teachers and students alike preached the importance of learning. It was
implicitly obvious that the most important concern was grades. At
school, teachers genuinely believe that learning is the most important
objective and deeply encourage us to collaborate with each other and
make use of all resources that we may find. In a certain class this year,
my teacher assigned us to prepare every day of the week to discuss a
certain book; there were only two requirements in this preparation—we
had to maximize our sources, gleaning from everything and everyone in
the school, we were not allowed to actually look at the book. 1 know
more about that book than any other that I have actually read. It is
teaching methods such as this that ensure that we will learn more.
Indeed, this matter of “thinking” has been one of the most important
aspects of my experience. Whether in Physics or English, I’m required

to approach every problem and idea independently and creatively rather
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than just regurgitate the teacher’s words. In discussion with fellow
students both inside and outside of class, the complex thoughts flowing
through everyone’s brain is evident.

www. virtuallyadvising. com. College Essay Question Help

Revised Paragraph

The classroom has become a whole different realm for me. Before,
the teachers and students alike preached the importance of learning, but
it was implicitly obvious that the most important concern was grades.
At school, teachers genuinely believe that learning is the most important
objective and deeply encourage us to collaborate with each other and
make use of all resources that we may find. In fact, in a certain class
this year, my teacher assigned us to prepare every day of the week to
discuss a certain book; there were only two requirements in this
preparation—we had to maximize our sources, gleaning from everything
and everyone in the school, but we were not allowed to actually look at
the book. As a result, I know more about that book than any other that
I have actually read. It is teaching methods such as this that ensure that
we will learn more. Indeed, this matter of “thinking” has been one of
the most important aspects of my experience. Whether in Physics or
English, I’m required to approach every problem and idea independently
and creatively rather than just regurgitate the teacher’” s words. In
discussion with fellow students both inside and outside of class, the
complex thoughts flowing through everyone’s brain is evident.

www. virtuallyadvising. com. College Essay Question Help

Of course, you should refrain from forcing your transitions. Using too many
transitions can be just as confusing as using too few. However, a good writing
requires that you use enough transitions to make your ideas flow smoothly from
one point to the next so that your readers do not have to struggle understanding
you.

The following is a list of commonly used transitions:

To introduce an additional idea: and, furthermore, moreover, another,
besides, also, too, in addition, an additional, etc.

To introduce an opposite idea: but, yet, although, though, even though,



