HELP! 

I HAVE NO IDEA WHAT TO WRITE MY COLLEGE ESSAY ABOUT

When it comes to applying to colleges, even the smartest students are often stymied about their essay topics.  You’ve heard it all – don’t write anything cliché, don’t write about anything someone else could write about, don’t write about current events, don’t write about your grandparents…with all of these “don’ts”, what topics are left???  Moreover, you are just a normal high school student – your life is boring and the most exciting thing that ever happened to you was your trip to Israel.  But you can’t write about that, either.  So what are you going to do????

 Relax.  Colleges do not expect you to write an essay that is earth shattering.  They don’t expect you to tell them that you have cured cancer, helped the poor in Bangladesh or played the violin at Carnegie Hall.  Rather, they want your essay to give them an understanding of who you are, what interests you and how your mind works.  Mostly, they want to see if your qualities match the qualities the college is looking for.  How can you tell what they are, you ask?  Well, there is no single right answer to that question, but a good place to start is the application.  Forget the questions they ask you.  Instead, take a look at the questions they ask the people who are evaluating you.  

THE TEACHER EVALUATION FORM – PRICELESS INSIGHT INTO WHAT A COLLEGE WANTS

Take a look at the teacher evaluation form.  Most colleges ask the teacher to rate you on a number of qualities – clearly, these are qualities that matter to the college or they wouldn’t be asking about them.  Attached to this handout is the teacher evaluation form from the Common Application.  Take a minute and try to (objectively) rate yourself in each area.  In which areas did you rate yourself the highest?  In which areas did you rate yourself the lowest?  Now you have some fodder for an essay.

HUH?

There are two ways to approach a college essay.  One is to talk about an accomplishment – presumably, the accomplishment would have been in an area in which you are strong.  So, let’s say you rated yourself as Very Good in Creative, original thought.  Well, you must have a reason for that, right?  What is it?  Try to think of specific examples of your creativity or original thought.  Was it a paper you wrote, a piece of artwork you designed, a solution to a problem that you were having?  These are all great essay topics, and best of all, they show the college that you are someone who has what they want.  You are a creative, original thinker, and you can prove it.  If you frame your essay from that perspective, you will be surprised at how easy it is to write.

The second approach is to discuss an area in which you are weak.  The key to this, however, is to show that you are taking steps to overcome that weakness.  So, if you rated yourself as Average or Below Average in Self-confidence, you must feel that you are lacking in that area.  Why?  Can you think of an example of a time when you wished you were more self-confident?  Better yet, can you think of an example of a time when you surprised yourself because you were more confident than usual?  Again, a terrific essay topic because you can show the college that you are self-aware enough to recognize an area of weakness, yet you are determined enough to try to make it a strength.  All great qualities in a person!

USE THE RATINGS BOXES TO GENERATE ESSAY IDEAS

Before you settle on a topic, try to think of an example of a time when you exhibited each of the qualities on which you will be rated.  Write a sentence or two about each one, and see which sounds the most interesting to you.  Remember – you don’t have to take these areas literally.  For example, intellectual ability does not have to apply to a grade you got on a test or the score you received on your SATs.  It can also apply to a skillful debate you had or a difficult extra-credit math problem you solved.  As we have said before, the idea is to start with a moment – solving the math problem, winning (or losing) the debate – and then discussing the larger theme, i.e. why this was important to you or why this is demonstrative of you who are.  

Good luck!

College Essay Brainstorming


Below is a sample of a teacher recommendation form.  As you can see, colleges are interested in specific characteristics and they ask teachers to comment on them.  You can use this form to your advantage, because it is telling you what the college wants to know about you.  Your essay can provide them with the answers.

Step Number 1.  Rate yourself.  On the grid below, rate yourself as compared to the other students in your class.  Be honest!

	
	Average
	Good
	Excellent

(top 15%)
	Outstanding

(top 5%)
	Preeminent

(top few ever  encountered)

	Academic Motivation


	
	
	
	
	

	Academic Creativity


	
	
	
	
	

	Academic Growth Potential


	
	
	
	
	

	Leadership


	
	
	
	
	

	Self-confidence


	
	
	
	
	

	Warmth of Personality


	
	
	
	
	

	Sense of humor


	
	
	
	
	

	Personal Initiative


	
	
	
	
	

	Reaction to Setbacks


	
	
	
	
	

	Emotional Maturity


	
	
	
	
	

	Concern for Others


	
	
	
	
	


Step Number 2.  Back up your ratings.  Pick three of the areas above where you scored yourself the highest and think of an example of when you exhibited that quality.  For example, if you scored yourself “outstanding” on Concern for Others, think of a time when your concern for someone truly was outstanding.

Step Number 3.  Put it down on paper.  Turn your example into a story – write a paragraph or two about what you did.  Using the same example as above, you might detail who the person was, how you showed your concern, what motivated you to be so concerned and what the outcome was of your concern.  

Step Number 4.  Pick one.  Choose the one example that you like the best and voila, you have an essay topic! 

