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CHAPTER 1

The Task at Hand: 
Personal Statements, 
UC Essays, & 
Other Character 
Supplements

“The scariest moment is always just before you start.” 

– Stephen King

You’ve been asked to sum up the “you factor” — years’ 
worth of fundamentally experiential existence—into a 
pithy essay upon which it seems your entire collegiate 

future is predicated. No pressure. 

OF COURSE this feels daunting and near impossible, but there 
are a few truths you must know before you go any further. 

1. You are not alone. 
2. You have something perfect to say. 
3. You will say it perfectly. 

The primary purpose of these essays is to color your applica-
tion with humanity: it’s where you get to be YOU, not simply an 
impersonal conglomerate of scores, activities, and grades. 

The you-ness is where we’ll begin, and the you-ness is where 
we’ll end. Before your head begins swimming with the anxiety of 
identifying potential topics, take a deep breath. 

There’s a process to uncovering your personal writing perfec-
tion, and it’ll go something like this: 

1. Brainstorm 

This is to get your creative juices flowing and to help you uncov-
er what it is you’d really like to say about yourself.
 
• The exercises are designed to reveal patterns, traits, and po-

tential narratives that will prove integral to powerful writing. 
• They’re also intended to get you into the * zone *. Writing, 

like all skills, needs to be practiced. It won’t feel easy at first, 
especially because in all likelihood you won’t be used to writ-
ing about yourself. 

2. Drafts 

This is not a one-shot deal. This is a several shot deal, at the 
very least. You’ll write many drafts, there will be lots of revision 
and discussion, and it’s imperative that you get real comfortable 
with this process. 



98 ESM College Essay Guide

3. Revision 

This is where we’ll begin the process of re-examining. Does that 
word mean what you think it means? Do your sentences convey 
your meaning? Are you being concise and illustrative simultane-
ously? Does that idea really serve your purpose?

Note: Revision isn’t just about fixing commas and correcting 
passive sentences. It’s also about learning to be a reflective, 
critical, and thoughtful thinker. In order to best convey our ideas, 
we have to consider how they’ll be received by a wide range of 
people. We also have to ensure that the essay doesn’t depend 
on someone knowing its author: like anything, a thought can 
come off differently than intended without the benefit of know-
ing the speaker’s personality.
 

4. Finalizing 

Now we polish. Word count, typos, dotting “i”s and crossing “t”s. 
The heavy lifting should have been completed in phase three—
this is just proofing!   

Before we go any further, we should clarify the big fat truth 
about your Personal Statement Essay(s). 

It is not about what you do or did or have done. It is not an 
opportunity for you to pick an experience you think makes you 
sound cool or college-worthy and narrate. 
It’s about who you are. Essentially, it’s a quality we’re trying 
to communicate, not a story. The story is simply a vehicle to 
convey the quality, and, quite frankly, sometimes the simplest 
and humblest stories are the most effective conveyors of your 
truth. 

With this in mind, we’re going to call the conveyance of this 
quality your thesis: the fundamental trait you’d like to communi-
cate to colleges. 
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CHAPTER 2

Our Essay Objective

• Our essays are thesis driven, not activity driven 
• We need to repeatedly ask ourselves: “what does this say 

about me? 
• We don’t want them to say “This is a thing I do or did”
• We want them to say: This is who I am. 
• This is what I’ve learned. This is how I show up. 

Finally, it’s important to bear in mind how the essay serves the 
rest of your application. Is it offering important balance? Is it fill-
ing the humanity void? Does it speak to your you-ness? Or does 
it simply elaborate upon an activity we’ve mentioned elsewhere? 
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CHAPTER 3 

Writing Exercises:
Let’s Warm Up

“A writer is someone for whom writing is more difficult 

than it is for other people.”

– Thomas Mann

But I’m not a writer! Join the club, friend. Writing is a skill, 
not a talent, and it takes consistent practice and honing of 
that skill to become a confident writer. You’d never jump 

into a soccer game or belt a solo on-stage without warming up 
first; you won’t write your perfect essay without warming up 
either. 

Before we begin, let’s get clear on the terms we’ll be referencing 
throughout the process.  

“Don’t tell me the moon is shining; show me the glint of 

light on broken glass.”

– Anton Chekhov

1. Imagery

Chances are you’ve been hearing the phrase “show not tell” 
since 4th grade. What does it actually mean? Well, it all has to 
do with imagery, or using words/phrases that evoke one or more 
of the reader’s five senses. 

Descriptive writing is important in your personal essays; it paints 
a more vivid picture of whatever you’re trying to convey. 

Example:
 
• Before: I heard mom frying bacon in the kitchen, and the sun 

had already woken me up. 
• After: I awoke to the sizzling crack of bacon landing de-

liciously in mom’s signature tar-black cast iron pan. The 
sunlight, gold and soft on the familiar peeling walls of my 
childhood bedroom, basked the stacked textbooks in an 
uncharacteristically warm glow. 

2. Diction

This is another imperative factor, especially when you’re pressed 
for words with constrictive word counts. Choosing the right 
phrasing can be a painstaking challenge, so learning how to be 
concise—and how to say things in a creative or different way—is 
an important part of the process.    

Example:

• Before: “We always work really hard together as a team to 
accomplish all our goals”

• After: “Our collaborative teamwork is the key to our suc-
cess.” 
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3. Tone and Voice

Are you funny? Nostalgic? Determined? Humble? Grave? Deter-
mining your tone is imperative to conveying meaning, and it’s im-
portant, too, that your tone match the content of your essay. Do 
not be afraid to sound like yourself. Actually, be afraid NOT to 
sound like yourself. This essay is the epitome of YOU. Own it. 

Example: 

“Is it bigger than a breadbox?”
“Yes.”

I have always been tall, decidedly tall. Yet, my curiosity has al-
ways surpassed my height. Starting at a young age, I would ask 
countless questions, from “How heavy is the Earth?” to “Where 
does rain come from?” My curiosity, displayed in questions like 
these, has truly defined me as a person and as a student. There-
fore, it is not surprising that I became transfixed the first time I 
played 20Q (the electronic version of Twenty Questions). Some-
how, a little spherical device guessed what I was thinking. The 
piece of technology sparked my curiosity and instilled in me a 
unique interest in 20Q. This interest would later reveal valuable 
character traits of mine while also paralleling various facets of 
my life.1

4. Figurative Language 

Metaphors, similes, personification, hyperbole, alliterative 
notes… there’s a time and a place. Do not litter your essay with 
literary devices—sprinkle when appropriate.  

Metaphor: Winning the election was a mountain I’d never 
thought I’d be able to climb.

Simile: The lake, like a mirror, reflected the stars back with the 
precision of infinity. 
Personification: The birds, mocking me with their chirpy laugh-
ter, knew I wasn’t cut out for camping. 
Hyperbole: The walls came crashing down around me. 
Alliteration: The creative cacophony that followed is hard to 
describe. 

1. Sample taken from an introduction provided by Johns Hopkins’ admissions blog
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Warm Up Exercises
“And by the way, everything in life is writable about if 

you have the outgoing guts to do it, and the imagina-

tion to improvise. The worst enemy to creativity is self-

doubt.”

– Sylvia Plath

Exercise I 

Two truths and a lie: write down three “facts” about yourself, 
two that are true and one that isn’t. Then have your brainstorm 
buddy – mentor, coach, etc. – try to guess the lie.  
 
 
 
 

Exercise II

Freewriting Recycle: Do a 5-10 minute free write, then take your 
best sentence from that exercise, put it at the top of a new page, 
and do another 5-10 minute free write. Stuck on what to say? 
Check out the prompts on the next page. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Exercise III 

Do you consider yourself an optimist or a pessimist? How does 
this stance impact your life? 5-10 min. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Let’s Brainstorm 

Answer ALL of the following questions. (Don’t worry 
about length. It might take you a few sentences, it might 
take you a paragraph. Don’t write a full essay.)

Fill in the blank: 

1. My motto is… 
2. The most important trait in a true friend is…
3. I lose track of time when I’m…
4. I was really proud of myself when…
5. I’ve always wanted to…

Short Answer:
(1-2 sentences)

1. Though you likely have lots of ideas about your future, 
what’s the one quality you’ll always strive to embody? Why? 

2. What’s an element of your culture, ancestry, or upbringing 
that you value and why? 

3. Describe a time you were surprised—by yourself or by some-
one else—and learned something from a misconception or 
assumption you’d had. 

4. What do you think your parents would say is your best qual-
ity?

5. When do you have the most fun? 
6. What are two goals you’ve accomplished, and how did you 

accomplish them? 
7. If you could write a letter to yourself as an incoming fresh-

man in high school, what advice would you give? What les-
sons have you learned, and what would you do differently?

 

Write about…. 
(3-5 sentences)

1. a challenge to society that you feel most connected to 
2. a time you failed spectacularly and/or succeeded beyond 

your expectations (maybe it was the same time!)
3. a time you took a risk and stepped out of your comfort zone 
4. a lesson you learned that you could never have learned in 

school
5. a time YOU were the teacher
6. A ritual: what’s something you do every day/week/month 

that perhaps you’ve never thought about before? When did it 
start? Why do you do it? 

7. a quirk, trait or tendency that your friends might kid you 
about
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CHAPTER 5 

Parent Questionnaire

1. Describe a time your child surprised you with his/her courage/
determination/thoughtfulness. 

2. What are three words you’d use to describe your child? Ex-
plain. 

3. Over the past few years, in what ways have you seen your 
child grow? 

4. Over the past few years, what’s a particular challenge your 
child overcame? Describe the experience and how he/she 
worked through it. 

5. When do you find your child is his/her happiest?
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CHAPTER 6 

Drafting Process

“One day I will find the right words, and they will be 

simple.”

– Jack Kerouac, The Dharma Bums

The time has come. Look through your brainstorms, your 
notes, our parents’ notes, and identify common themes or 
ideas that really stand out. What qualities about yourself 

are coming up the most? Which traits seem most meaningful 
and authentic? 

Make a list here:
  
  
  
 

Once you’ve identified the quality/qualities you’re working with, 
then you can begin to consider how best to convey that quality. 
Your brainstorms should help you determine which anecdote(s) 
will best serve this thesis. This combination of anecdote + 
thesis is one that will create a rich, you-specific essay. See 
the next page for clarification of this idea. 

Some things to consider as you choose: 

1. Does your school have supplements? If so, are there any 
anecdotes you’re “saving” because they best fit a supple-
mental question? Let’s rule those out. 

2. Are you choosing an anecdote because you think it’ll be 
most impressive, or are you choosing it because it best fits 
your thesis? Though it’s sometimes hard to leave our “big 
stories” behind, the best personal statements come from 
authentic portrayals of ourselves. 

3. Is your anecdote something that lends itself nicely to sto-
rytelling? If not, it might not be suited for this task. You’re 
going to need to create a compelling and memorable narra-
tive, and while it’s possible to do that with any content, some 
anecdotes may prove less rich than others. 

But before you go any further, consider: 

How do you feel about your anecdote? Does it excite you? Move 
you? Are you looking forward to writing about it? If you don’t 
“feel,” chances are the reader won’t either. 

“No tears in the writer, no tears in the reader. No sur-

prise in the writer, no surprise in the reader.” 

– Robert Frost



2524 ESM College Essay Guide

CHAPTER 7 

Keeping it Original:
The Complexity of 
Combinations

One of a student’s greatest fears is “writing something 
that everyone is writing about.” Honestly, it’s a warranted 
concern. But the best way to differentiate yourself is 

to be yourself, and the best way to be yourself is to show-
case as much authenticity as possible. 

How? Convey a sense of nuance while conveying your sense of 
self. 

Create a narrative that offers a holistic representation of 
who you are by combining two simpler ideas. This can help 
to create a more complex conveyance of your identity. 

Let’s begin with a simple idea: “I collect shells.” 

Great! That’s a nice hobby. But, in and of itself, it falls a little flat. 

Let’s take a look at our traits list to find another simple idea: 

“I’m a perfectionist.”  

OK. Interesting, but we’ve read a lot of essays about overcom-
ing perfectionism, so it’s challenging to create an original piece 
while just exploring this obstacle. 

What if we combined them? 

I’m a perfectionist who’s learned balance through my hobby, 
shell collecting. 

Now we have the potential to offer something that’s uniquely 
you. See the next page for a sample of this essay in its en-
tirety. 

Simple Traits

• I’m open-minded 
• I pride myself on my grit 
• I like to be the peacemaker 
• I’m a committed agent for change 
• My guiding principle is compassion 

Simple Anecdotes

• I’ve stared a club
• I’m a swimmer 
• I have a medical condition 
• I do model UN 
• I love animals
• My family is multicultural 
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Sample: The Complexity of Combinations

An expanse of pale sand invited further exploration—the shore 
ran along the coastline, interrupted momentarily by a flimsy pier, 
a faded lighthouse. Bucket in hand, not even the squawking 
birds could divert my attention. Lightning whelks, lettered olives, 
and crown conchs all vied for my attention…

Shell hunting. In theory, it was just a stroll on the beach—sounds 
tranquil, I know. Sounds like an ideal way to soften my methodi-
cal, ultra-organized edges, right? That’s what I continually tried 
to convince myself, but nonetheless, after each jaunt, I still spent 
hours classifying and sorting my shells. When I began this hobby 
at age four, I picked up every shell in sight, but with each sub-
sequent outing, my requirements expanded. At this stage of my 
shell hunting career, I combed the shores solely for exquisite 
specimens.

My spring break had become a scientific process of assess-
ment—I inspected a lace murex in excellent condition. I dropped 
the shell: a minor chip had eclipsed its beauty. Plus, I already 
had a better one stored away—it was useless in extending the 
breadth of my collection. It wasn’t the infamous Junonia, after 
all: a shell hunter’s dream.  

Why did I deny so many shells, each a unique natural wonder? 
Why did I scrutinize them, only to be disappointed by a small 
flaw? In my pursuit of a robust collection, I tuned out the waves’ 
rhythmic crash. 

I pulled my squinted eyes from the smattering of shells and saw 
the water, barely blue under the rising sun. As I inhaled, salt lin-
gering in my lungs, I tried to sink into the moment. 

Instead, I thought about my post-it notes, pen organizers, fold-
ers, and to-do lists: items that categorize my time and space. 
I contemplated the labels I’d come to apply to myself: soccer 

player, bullet-journaler, hard worker. Labels I couldn’t separate 
from my drive toward success and excellence. But I am also an 
artist. A creative. These are labels meant to celebrate freedom, 
imagination, and flaws—a state of being where I wasn’t required 
to sort and plan. I managed to do so anyway. 

As an artist, I was often impeded by my penchant for detail—my 
pursuit of realism hindered my artistic freedom. I had always 
appreciated a detail-oriented piece, but somewhere along the 
erased lines and crumpled sketchbook paper, I lost my passion 
for the act of simply creating. 

Aiming to rediscover art’s tranquility, I grasped onto the salty 
breeze permeating my spring break memories and dove in, 
trading my precise drawing pencil for a watercolor brush. It felt 
foreign in my hand—I’d long avoided the loose lines and imper-
fect forms of this unpredictable medium. I dabbed the brush 
onto the paper and was rewarded with the same dynamic quality 
of the ocean. The diluted hues danced—a stark contrast to a 
pencil’s indelible scars. In shelving my pursuit of artistic perfec-
tion, I rediscovered the sensation of relaying feeling with art. I 
was unbounded by the pressure to be exact, and, ironically, my 
form gained more dimension, exhibiting a life-like quality I failed 
to achieve before.

Finding balance through watercolor has not erased my desire to 
be detail-oriented. However, I’ve come to embrace the value of 
unbridled creation, of stepping back from the details to situate 
my perspective. My creativity, when blended with my passion for 
nuance, empowers my learning and problem-solving by adding 
new layers of understanding. 

I still relish my shells, although in a different way. Once “spec-
imens,” they now prompt contemplation, reminding me of the 
bigger picture. I no longer shell hunt; I collect shells. My collec-
tion has morphed into one that elicits feeling, and as it continues 
to evolve, so do I. In looking to the waves dotting the horizon 
of my future, I know I’ll invoke a balance—between nuance and 
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the abstract, sharp edges and gentle curves, pencil and water-
color—to design creative solutions and to confront challenges 
along the way.

CHAPTER 8 

Common App Essay 
Prompts 

Here are the Common App’s prompts—they may inspire 
a certain direction, or you may opt for #7. There is no 
“right” choice.    

1. Some students have a background, identity, interest, or talent 
that is so meaningful they believe their application would be 
incomplete without it. If this sounds like you, then please share 
your story. 

2. The lessons we take from obstacles we encounter can be 
fundamental to later success. Recount a time when you faced a 
challenge, setback, or failure. How did it affect you, and what did 
you learn from the experience? 

3. Reflect on a time when you questioned or challenged a belief 
or idea. What prompted your thinking? What was the outcome? 

4. Describe a problem you’ve solved or a problem you’d like to 
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solve. It can be an intellectual challenge, a research query, an 
ethical dilemma - anything that is of personal importance, no 
matter the scale. Explain its significance to you and what steps 
you took or could be taken to identify a solution. 

5. Discuss an accomplishment, event, or realization that sparked 
a period of personal growth and a new understanding of yourself 
or others. 

6. Describe a topic, idea, or concept you find so engaging that 
it makes you lose all track of time. Why does it captivate you? 
What or who do you turn to when you want to learn more? 

7. Share an essay on any topic of your choice. It can be one 
you’ve already written, one that responds to a different prompt, 
or one of your own design. 

CHAPTER 9 

Starting Your First 
Draft

“Done not good” — This is not “it.” Do not be overcome by the 
pressure of producing the perfect narrative in one fell swoop. 
Just get the words on the page. The most important thing is 
to get the content down and see what you have (“done”); the 
“good” will come later. 

As you begin, write your thesis at the top of your page. Do not 
let yourself lose sight of what you’re trying to convey. 

Be yourself, sound like yourself — You are banned from the 
thesaurus. Successful essays sound like their authors, not like 
high school students trying to produce what they think is college 
level writing. Simplicity is best. 

If you’re funny, be funny! If you’re not, that’s ok! Just be yourself. 
Pretend like you’re writing a letter to your favorite teacher—the 
one your feel most comfortable with—about a meaningful expe-
rience. You have nothing to prove; you only have to be yourself.  

Interesting writing has several components —No need to 
worry about all of them being perfect in your first draft, but keep 
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in mind that you’ll need to incorporate stylistic and literary ele-
ments as you move through the process. Consider: 

• Structure: Are you beginning “in medias res,” or in the mid-
dle of your story’s action? Are you offering some background 
first? What will the purpose of your last paragraph be? Etc. 

• Tone: What feeling do you want your reader to have while 
reading your essay? 

• Imagery: Don’t forget—use all five senses to help your read-
er feel like s/he is part of the story you’re telling. 

• Detail: The small details are what make your narrative per-
sonal. The book on the counter, the tear in the shirtsleeve, 
the look on the woman’s face… 

• The Takeaway Factor: What are you left with at the end? 
What does your thesis + anecdote offer the reader?  Humili-
ty, humor, growth, positivity?  

CHAPTER 10 

Revision, Rules, and 
Next Drafts

“Substitute ‘damn’ every time you’re inclined to write 

‘very;’ your editor will delete it and the writing will be 

just as it should be.” 

– Mark Twain

Step 1: Content Revision + Draft 2

Now it’s time to get critical.
 
• Does that sentence really serve my purpose?
• Does that paragraph reinforce my thesis? 
• Have I said everything I need to say concisely?
• Is my opening interesting, my conclusion powerful? 
• Is the structure conducive to conveying my anecdote power-

fully? Does it offer the most impact as is, or should I adjust 
paragraph placement?

• Are there interesting details? Is the language interesting? 
Have I used imagery and metaphor where appropriate? Have 
I set the scene, have I conveyed myself in an authentic light? 
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1. Consider these questions and go through your narrative on 
your own and make any adjustments you see fit. 

2. Have a 2nd reader, likely your counselor, give it his or her 
first go. Be prepared! Sometimes feedback is hard to re-
ceive, especially if you’re emotionally invested in what you’ve 
written, but this is an integral part of the process for all writ-
ers. What made sense in your head may not come across on 
paper, and that is what your readers are for! 

Draft 2 should incorporate these content related comments. 
It will still be rough in terms of grammar/mechanical issues.

Step 2: Heavy Revision (grammar, language, 
etc) + Draft 3

1. You are accountable for your Test Prep English/Writing 
Language Material

Commas: 
• Are they used with conjunctions to join two independent 

clauses?
• Are they used to separate dependent and independent 

clauses? 
• Are you consistent with your “oxford comma” when listing? 
• Are your appositives used correctly? 

Sample: 
• I went to the beach with my friends, and had dinner with 

grandma. 
• I went to the beach with my friends and had dinner with 

grandma. 
• I went to the beach with my friends, and I had dinner with 

grandma. 

Semicolons, Em Dashes, Colons
• Are you varying your structure by using these options to join 

independent clauses?
• Are your Em Dashes ( — )  Hyphens ( - )? They can’t be. Are 

they touching the words on either side of them—like this? 
They need to be. 

• Are you using semicolons with conjunctions like “and” or 
“but”? You can’t. 

Also:
• Have you used “being” as a verb? Don’t. 
• Are you using passive voice? Rearrange to make your lan-

guage active. 
• Are you offering the most concise (this means brief without 

sacrificing meaning!) language possible? 
• Example: “The best teacher who ever taught me in history 

was Mr. Bob” vs. “Mr. Bob was the best history teacher.” 

Subject Verb/Subject Pronoun Agreement
• Make sure your subjects/verbs and subjects/pronouns 

match! 

2. Vary your sentences

Not all your sentences should sound the same or have the 
same structure. See below for clarification. 

Ex. 1:  While I was at school, I ran into my friend, Sarah. When-
ever I see Sarah, she’s always nice to me. Even though Sarah 
and I lost touch after 8th grade, we’re still friendly. 

All three of the above sentences begin with a dependent 
clause. When you read them, you can hear the repetitive rhythm 
that comes from this kind of repetition. 

Ex. 2:  Horses are my passion. I have been riding horses since I 
was five. They always make me feel better. Horseback riding is 
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my happy place. 

All of the above sentences are simple sentences—they have 
one independent clause. This, too, is repetitive. 

Ex. 3:  I like to spend my time on the basketball court. I feel that 
basketball teaches valuable life lessons. I think I’ll play basket-
ball for the rest of my life. 

Sometimes you can make a stylistic choice to begin all sentenc-
es in a paragraph the same way—this is called “anaphora,” and 
you’ll see a purposeful example of it in the samples attached. If 
you’re not going to make it a choice, i.e. if you just have three 
sentences in a row beginning with “I,” you’ll need to vary 
them.    

3. Repetition

Are you saying the same words over and over again? Change it 
up! 

Before: The competition was the first time in my life that I felt 
completely unprepared. All the months of preparation that I had 
done before the competition felt completely pointless. 

After:  For the first time in my life, I felt utterly unprepared; it 
seemed the work I’d done to ready myself for the competition 
was in vain. 

4. Are you using “you”?

Don’t. It’s usually best to switch back to the first person. 

Before: You can always tell a freshman by the lost expression on 
her face. 
After: I can always tell a freshman by the lost expression on her 

face.

OR

One can always tell a freshman by the lost expression on her 
face.

5. Finally, Diction

I.  Adverbs:

“The road to hell is paved with adverbs.”

– Stephen King, On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft

This may be hard for you to accept. You have likely depended on 
adverbs for a long time to help you sound passionate, enthusias-
tic, or interesting. But the cold, hard truth is that adverbs dilute 
the potency of your writing. 

Banned:

• Very 
• Really
• Truly
• Honestly
• Completely
• Always (banned most of the time—the irony of this is not 

lost)
• Incredibly 
• So 
• AND MORE!

Question: What about adverbs that modify an action with emo-
tion, like “anxiously”? 

Fair enough, but chances are there’s a more interesting way to 
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describe anxiously, using imagery and powerful descriptors. Why 
not do that instead? 

Before: I opened the letter anxiously. 
After: Hands trembling, I opened the letter. 
 
Of course, there are exceptions. Be mindful and use adverbs 
sparingly. 

II. Words that mean nothing + Superlative/Hyperbole

“Cut out all the exclamation points. An exclamation 

point is like laughing at your own joke.” 

 – F. Scott Fitzgerald

Superlatives are the exclamation points of the language 
world (but don’t use exclamation points, either, unless they’re 
really witty and important).  It can be tempting to use these 
words to convey the extent to which we feel, but they end up 
meaningless because of the extent to which they’re overused. 

Banned:

• Incredible — this means “unable to be believed” 
• Amazing — this means “causing great surprise or wonder”
• Obsessed 
• I would love nothing more than to
• The best experience of my life
• The most interesting thing I’ve ever done 
• Life-changing 
• A dream come true 

Before: Attending Boston College would be a truly incredible op-
portunity for me, and I’m very excited about my upcoming tour. 

After: The opportunity to attend Boston College would enable 
me to pursue my goals in a diverse community of committed 

learners and future world-changers. I look forward to witnessing 
this community first-hand when I tour next month. 

III. Word Count — Cutting it down

1. See if there are prepositions you can cut down on:
The team of players —> the team, the players, the soccer team

2. Delete superfluous words
Adverbs are usually a good place to start, but also repetitive 
adjectives, etc. Think test prep! Concise is always best.
 
It was such a moving and emotional experience —> 
It was such a moving and emotional experience
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CHAPTER 11 

Supplements

“We write to taste life twice, in the moment and in ret-

rospect.”

– Anaïs Nin

Your supplements are a great opportunity to round your-
self out—to cover the ground you missed in your personal 
statement, to elaborate on the activity that the Common 

App’s Twitter-length character limit stifled, and to convey your 
thoughtful interest in your schools. 

Importantly, the supplements also offer an important exercise 
in reflection: they can help you get clear on what made some-
thing meaningful, memorable, or impactful. They’re best served 
concise and with a side of creativity. Don’t fall prey to formulaic, 
generic, or overly-dramatic responses. 

Importantly, before you go any further, remember what we said 

about adverbs and diction: No. Begging. No. Superlatives. No. 
Meaningless, Over-The-Top Words. 

Language is your great ally! Use her. 

1. Why X School? 

The “Why X?” question can feel overwhelming, and students of-
ten have no idea where to begin. It’s a hard question, especially 
if you’re first-instinct answer is “because I’ve always wanted to 
go there!” It’s a challenge to turn that enthusiasm into a con-
crete examination of your interest. 

The other problem with Why X is that students are often frantic 
to figure out what the school “wants to hear.” The answer? They 
want to hear your honesty. They aren’t looking for a regurgita-
tion of their website highlights; they’re looking for your specific, 
individual, amazingness impressions. 

The other other problem with Why X is the word limit… or lack 
thereof. Some schools give you 100 words, some give you 300, 
and some give you 650. Often, none of these word limits feels 
like the sweet spot, and chances are you’ll have to adjust your 
approach to this question quite a bit based on school/word limit. 

Brainstorming 

Use your notes from your Campus Tours to help you uncover 
unique specifics to the “youness” of your experience with the 
school

• Was there something you noticed all student ambassadors 
kept repeating?

• Did you witness an interaction that you think speaks to the 
school’s vibes?

• Was there a set-up (housing, academic, common room li-
brary) that struck you in some meaningful way? 
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• Was there anything else that particularly inspired you?

Make a list of the following from information you’ve researched 
on the school’s website (or elsewhere): 

• The school’s ethos (presented on the website) 
• A professor/course that interests you 
• An initiative on campus that resonates with your passions
• 2-4 Non-academic pursuits the school offers that speaks to 

your interest 
• Any abroad/internship/experiential opportunities you’d like to 

pursue

Approaches

The singular element approach
This works well for the shorter word limit Why Xes—is the one, 
overarching element that you think embodies the school? See 
the Why Tufts? sample provided for a great example of this. 

The multi-element approach 
It’s hard to cram 10 things you love about a school into a 650 
word essay, let alone one that’s 300 or 100 words! Choose a 
few elements from your brainstorm that you think really speak 
to your reasons for applying—do not choose the elements you 
think the school will be most impressed by. Authenticity is the 
key. If you can’t authentically articulate why you want to go, it’s 
probably not the right school   

What to avoid 
• “USC has always been my lifelong dream, and if I were fortu-

nate enough to attend, I would be over the moon.” 
• “Living in Manhattan really draws me to NYU—having such 

an incredible city at my fingertips would be amazing.” 
• “My dad went to Yale, and I’ve never imagined anything else 

for myself.”   

Other Supplements + UC Essays

Your other supplements will provide an opportunity for you to 
expand, explore, and explain. They’ll range anywhere from 1 to 
1000 words, and they’ll vary greatly based on school. 

For these, use what you know personal statements and how to 
effectively use language: it’s ongoing balance between de-
scriptive and concise, thorough and simple. 

They, too, will need a thesis statement: what’s the purpose of 
what you’re writing—what are you trying to convey?   

Tips:

Be mindful of balance: Use your supplements to explore pre-
viously unexamined elements of your application. Do not repeat 
anecdotes or thesis statements conveyed elsewhere. 

Don’t be afraid to be yourself: These shorter pieces are of-
ten a creative opportunity to use tone and voice! Have fun with 
them—especially if you’ve presented a more serious side on 
your personal statement.    
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CHAPTER 12 

Personal Narrative 
Samples & Critical 
Reading Exercise

Critical Reading Exercise

For each of the four personal statements in this section, do the 
following.

• Annotate for details or language that stands out to you
• Map out the structure of each: how does it begin? How does 

it end?
• How would you identify the tone and voice of each? 
• Note any imagery or interesting descriptions.
• Note any stylistic choices you notice. 
• What do you like about them? What are you not into? 
• Work backwards: What is the thesis of each? Write the main 

message—the essential quality that the student is conveying 
about him/herself—at the top. 

Sample 1

Accepted to UC Santa Cruz 
 
Growing up with an Italian family, food has always been a huge 
part of my life and a symbol of love. When I was young, I helped 
my mom mix things, and I was eager to cook independently, even 
though I couldn’t hold a knife or reach the stove. I used to have 
my dad cook pasta ahead of time so that I could put it on plates 
and “make” my parents’ dinner. There was no sauce or probably 
salt for that matter, but I was so proud that I could express my 
love for my parents through food. From that point on, despite 
my young age and the scoffs that come when a second-grad-
er claims to have a passion, I made a point to learn everything 
I could about cooking and to truly develop my skills. I threw 
numerous dinner parties over the years, and even applied to 
Chopped Junior when I was twelve.

Cooking has brought me many amazing experiences in my 
life, particularly the opportunity to become an intern at a kids’ 
cooking camp. I had attended this camp since I was eight years 
old, and it became my favorite place. I felt like a child going to 
an amusement park for the first time when I saw the industrial 
dishwasher, ovens stacked to the ceiling, and fridges the size of 
my bedroom. It was like heaven to me. 

When I was fourteen, the camp’s owner let me be a “culinary 
advanced placement” student, the coveted intern role normal-
ly reserved for those fifteen and older. I had looked up to the 
interns since I was a child. Unfortunately, my first summer in the 
role was not all I had hoped it would be. My chef’s coat was too 
big, and I wasn’t tall enough for the kids to look up to me even if 
they’d wanted to. Being unsure of myself, I lacked conviction and 
questioned the advice I gave to the kids. I was intimidated, and 
the fear of failure overtook my passion.

Later, upon further reflection, I realized that self-doubt wasn’t 
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helping me achieve my goals. So, the next summer, I came back 
with a vengeance, dedicated to sharing my passion for the culi-
nary arts and focusing less on self-doubt. During my first week, 
I encountered a nine-year-old girl who seemed to have never 
stepped foot into a kitchen before. Admittedly, she left me very 
frustrated at times because she didn’t take direction well, and 
she never wanted to help clean. However, my newfound con-
fidence helped me be calm and understanding. Instead of just 
giving her easy tasks so that I could focus on other students, 
I had the patience to work with her one-on-one and teach her 
slowly. After receiving more of my attention, I noticed that she 
was always smiling and having fun. By the end of the week, she 
had pulled off some impressive eclairs.

During my second summer as an intern, I had developed my 
confidence to answer all of their questions and show them new 
techniques. I had the patience to work with the kids instead of 
trying to get them to idolize me. Now, after three years, I have 
been promoted to a paid employee, and every week last sum-
mer I got to share my love of food with twenty new kids and help 
them love it as much as I do. 

Food has been with me my whole life; it has gotten me through 
tough times and created some of my favorite memories. I have 
learned so much about patience, creativity, and the value of em-
bracing other cultures through food, from taking cooking class-
es in China, to reading countless books about food history and 
culture, to just cooking some pasta (now with sauce and salt) for 
my parents for a Tuesday dinner. I truly have a passion for food, 
and to me, it is the definition of love.

Sample 2

Accepted to Emory University 

In 2017, my family moved to London, 4,000 miles closer to Iran. 
We took the tube to Hafez: I finally lived in a city with Persian 
restaurants. The waiter handed us the menus as he greeted us 
in farsi. We all watched my mother as she flipped through and 
ordered too many dishes for the table--mapping out a culinary 
journey through Iran. While we waited for the food, I surveyed 
the room. I let my eyes linger on the hanging silverware and 
romantic tapestries framed on the wall. My mother’s eyes lit up 
as the waiter set down the zereshk polow, jujeh kababs, and fe-
senjan. I remembered how hungry I was. Amongst the eccentric 
colors of the food and rich scent of the spices, I felt at home.

I have never been to Iran, and even though I know how to de-
seed a pomegranate and flip a tahdig, I have never fully ac-
cepted my Iranian heritage. I have never wandered under the 
mosaic-tiled arches and gold-dipped spires of a mosque, and 
my German last name--de Beer--alienated me from my Shahidi 
relatives. I never looked, sounded, or felt the part. Until now.

I was born and raised in Brazil, moved to Spain, whisked to Pan-
ama, and planted in London. When I lived in South America, it 
felt natural to champion my father’s Jewish-Argentinian heritage. 
I was exposed to a community of individuals who were more tol-
erant of my Latino-hispanic origins. In my attempts to assimilate 
into my surrounding society, I grew ignorant of a crucial piece of 
my identity. I was torn between accepting and being accepted, 
and my choice inevitably imposed on my relationship with Iran.

The fact that my mother was a Muslim-converted-Jew also set 
me apart from my Iranian family. It was hard to familiarize myself 
with a religion that my mother had given up years ago. I allowed 
myself to develop a sense of religious ignorance, categorizing 
my mother’s cultural past as something that was foreign. It was 
an unconscious attempt to conceal half of my identity, reinforced 
by the lack of a Persian community around me.
Today, I have the privilege of living within walking distance from 
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Saffron Pastries, where Mr. Ali stuffs boxes with dozens of airy 
cream puffs while his wife fills her wicker baskets with pista-
chios. This new accessibility to Persian food has fed me the 
confidence to further embrace the culture I had been so quick 
to dismiss. Now, when I walk down St. John’s Wood High Street, 
I can recognize snippets of coffee chats in Farsi: my lips have 
grown accustomed to pronouncing the long vowels and elastic 
consonants of the elaborate language.  I can celebrate Nowruz 
with my Persian cousins: together, we jump over fires and paint 
delicate eggshells with intricate paisley motifs from our child-
hood. 

Although we love to indulge at Hafez, my mother and I also like 
to cook. Cooking chicken khoresht has now become a family tra-
dition, and from it I have practiced patience and improvisation. 
We inaugurated our London kitchen with the aromas of Iran, our 
fingers dancing above the broth as every pinch of spice drew me 
in further. Persian cuisine has become my cultural sanctuary--a 
gateway into the streets of Tehran, Mashad, and Shiraz. 

Now, as I reflect on my heritage, I am proud to call myself half 
Iranian. I have learned to break down the walls that stood be-
tween me and my culture, instead striving to explore connec-
tions and build bridges. I no longer face an internal dichotomy: 
my cultural struggle has taught me to be unapologetically di-
verse, and to share this acceptance with others. My fear of being 
ostracized on account of my identity has deepened my desire to 
cultivate inclusive environments wherever I go. Maybe next Yom 
Kippur--Jewish day of atonement--my family can breakfast at 
Hafez.  

Sample 3

Accepted to Notre Dame 

Black granite pebbles trickle off the ledge as I double-check the 
figure-eight knot in the rope that prevents my fall to the valley 
floor 4,000 feet below. They grow smaller and smaller as they 
tumble down the jagged wall. Trembling, I look down to see 
where they land, but the distance is simply too far. Up above, the 
summit of Grand Teton stares back at me as tears of exhaustion 
cloud my vision. Never did I think I could achieve something this 
thrilling yet utterly terrifying. While I grip the wall in a state of 
terror, a sudden calm washes over me as I remind myself that it 
is okay to be uncomfortable; it tends to be where growth occurs.
 
Each step toward the 13,776-foot summit had certainly been 
uncomfortable; I wasn’t so sure about the growth part yet. I was 
already out of my comfort zone as the only girl on the two-day 
trek to the top, and I felt even more uneasy pushing my body 
to its absolute physical limit. However, as I peeled off my rock 
climbing shoes at the summit, a powerful feeling of satisfaction 
and confidence enveloped me like a warm blanket. This had a 
profound and lasting effect on me. 
 
After intense physical climbing, sleeping on a high mountain 
ridge, a series of challenging vertical pitches, and a 100-foot 
rappel, I knew I had pushed my physical and mental boundaries 
further than ever before; it felt great. Perhaps more importantly, 
conquering that mountain and the related fears filled me with the 
assurance that I could successfully navigate other demanding 
and uncomfortable challenges in my life. Managing the trying 
moments of the climb caused my confidence to soar, not only by 
reaffirming my mountaineering abilities, but also increasing my 
capacity to embrace risk despite the possibility of failure.
 
Similarly demanding, if less physical, trials confronted me when 
I served as Junior Class President. When I was elected, I could 
not have predicted I would help lead my class through a morass 
of mental, emotional, and social trials triggered by the global 
pandemic. Aware of the weight of isolation thrust on me and my 
classmates by stay-at-home orders, I felt a particular duty to 
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reconnect and reassure our class. I saw firsthand how anxiety, 
stress, loneliness, depression, and fear crept into the lives of 
more and more students. My peers and I struggled to find our 
normal levels of motivation, confidence, and happiness. It was 
clear we needed to do more as a community to support one 
another. I engaged with our leadership team to sponsor virtual 
mental health forums and yoga days in the school parking lot. 
The parking lot yoga helped lift morale and bring us together 
while still allowing us to maintain an appropriate social distance. 
Through these sessions, students could reconnect not only with 
the school community, but also with their better selves. 
 
While these initiatives were impactful, they induced feelings of 
discomfort for me. It was important to balance health guidelines 
with the need to support one another. I strained to close the gap 
between maintaining connections that some classmates so des-
perately needed while respecting other students’ expectations 
of extra safety precautions. At first, my feelings of vulnerability 
were awkward, but I learned to empathize more with my peers 
and help lead my class through the difficult year. In the end, with 
much help, I created an environment where disparate groups felt 
seen, heard, and most importantly, safe.
 
Whether summiting high peaks or supporting students during a 
pandemic, I remain comfortable with the feeling of discomfort. 
I not only embrace this feeling, but seek it out because I know 
pushing myself to the edge will continue to transform me into a 
better version of myself. I understand that my journey is far from 
complete. Taller mountains stand posing even greater challeng-
es. I am ready for the climb.

Sample 4 

Accepted to Virginia Tech 

Sitting at our small, circular dining table, I could see both my fa-
ther’s silver Menorah and my mother’s portrait of King Bhumibol. 
Before me, my mother’s Rat Na, a traditional Thai noodle dish, 
sat half-finished. My mother looked at me. “Finish your food,” 
she said. I asked her, “Why?” My parents, at the same time, 
replied differently. My father always rewarded inquisitive behav-
ior with a well thought out answer. My mother, however, would 
see his compliance with my questions as disrespect to elders, to 
which he responded: “To be Jewish is to ask why.”  Growing up, 
I experienced a blend of authority and skepticism that encapsu-
lates the culture clash that I grew up within.

It was a strange experience for me growing up in a fusion of 
Jewish and Thai culture. The conflicting cultures of Thai obe-
dience to authority versus the always-questioning nature of 
Judaism created a hybrid point of view that shaped my develop-
mental years. My maternal grandmother was a devout Buddhist 
and conservative capitalist who escaped the civil strife of 1970s 
Thailand. My paternal grandmother, Ruth, had evaded death 
camps and the Gestapo, fleeing from Germany and eventually 
reaching salvation in America. She was scarred from her years 
escaping Germany and forever detested any form of absolute 
authority. Due to this fusion I grew up respecting tradition and 
my elders while also questioning how to better archaic ineffi-
ciencies. I experienced how different backgrounds shape dif-
ferent beliefs and lived in the tension of different viewpoints. To 
me, this was America. 

I want to give back to the country that has offered so much to 
me. Since the beginning of high school, I have been enrolled in 
my school`s political science academy: CIVITAS. In this acade-
my, we take courses in Political Science, State and Local Politics, 
International Relations, and Philosophy. During these courses, 
we often debate the validity of policy and even formed a mock 
United Nations. During class, we had discussions about heated 
topics and policy without resorting to ad hominems or fear-mon-
gering. In regard to partisan issues we as a class often came up 
with bi-partisan solutions. The collaboration between opposing 
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ideals reminded me of my own household.
 
Recently I went to Boys State, an excellent program hosted by 
the American Legion. I could feel the physical embodiment of 
patriotism flow through me as all 1000 boys sang the national 
anthem in tandem with the band. Boys State showed me that 
America has a bright future. Being in CIVITAS and going to Boys 
State gave me a glimpse of what America has lost over the 
years, but it also gave me hope that if we as a generation can 
work together, America can regain cohesion lost in the transla-
tion of politics. 

Many of these experiences have given me new perspectives on 
issues that many Americans face. Most recently I have interned 
for Congressman Tom McClintock and Senator Jim Nielsen. As 
an intern for both, I worked on a constituent response, which 
allowed me the opportunity to read about issues that are not dis-
cussed on a national level but heavily affect many Americans. 

All Jews grow up with the Hebrew word Mitzvah or “good deed” 
ingrained in their mind. I was always taught to seek and per-
form acts of Mitzvah wherever they may be. Dedicating myself 
to clubs and internships has offered me the opportunity to 
provide Mitzvah. I am able to directly help others in need while 
ignoring the politics that brought them to a state in which they 
need help. Whether it’s  being a child of an immigrant, member 
of Civitas, intern, or vice president of Key Club, my experiences 
have helped me to realize that my real passion is helping people 
regardless of cultural background or political belief. If people of 
different cultures, languages, and nationalities can thrive togeth-
er in America, it shouldn’t be impossible to fix problems caused 
by a difference of opinion.

Sample 5 

Accepted to Washington University in St. Louis
 
As we walked through the backyard, my friend and I approached 

the rope swing. The smell of wet grass lingered after a long night 
of heavy rain, and we ran down to the swing with no cares in 
the world. It was my turn first, so I jumped on like any other day. 
After swinging high up in the sky, I noticed that the rope was 
much more slippery than usual, but I didn’t care; I was twelve, 
and I was having the time of my life. Taking my next turn, I felt 
my hands slip down, inch by inch, while I desperately clutched 
the rope. The subsequent fall led to two broken arms and emer-
gency surgery. 

Baseball has played an integral part of my life, from going to 
Dodger games with family, a weekly routine, to playing the game. 
Team practices three times a week, a burden for some, were the 
highlights of my youth. My dad called me “Jack Hobbs,” alluding 
to the protagonist of The Natural, Roy Hobbs, because my game 
mirrored his. I wanted to perfect my craft, from fielding ground-
ers to hitting balls, so that one day I would be someone’s favorite 
professional player. My bedroom, tattooed with Dodgers mem-
orabilia, was my take on the Dodgers locker room, preparing 
me for my time on a professional team. My hopes and dreams 
consumed me, and I never imagined that one jump could take 
that away.  

During a year-long recovery process, my dad told me stories of 
his childhood baseball-card collection. We soon found ourselves 
at my Grandma’s house, unlocking his treasure hidden in her 
garage. He expressed how Sandy Koufax impacted his childhood 
not just because of his no-hitters and strikeout records, but 
most importantly for his decision to miss Game One of the 1965 
World Series in observance of Yom Kippur. After my dad opened 
the binder and flipped through the pages, I witnessed his child-
like gleam as he found his Koufax rookie card. His reaction re-
vealed to me that cards have more than monetary value; through 
a simple piece of cardboard, my father re-lived his childhood 
memories and shared them with me, his son.

Once my arms fully healed, I stepped back in the batter’s box, 
but my power was gone. Retraining my muscles led to recovery, 
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then further injury. Despite losing my ability to play the game, I 
found a way to stay true to my baseball career. Instead of putting 
my batting gloves on, I put baseball cards in sleeves. Instead 
of smelling the fresh-cut grass before a game on a Sunday 
morning, I smelled cellophane on a factory-sealed box of Topps 
baseball cards. What began as an infrequent hobby turned into 
a 50-hour-per-week job, (particularly during the pandemic), 
requiring extensive research on baseball prospects, including 
analyzing footage of  fielding and hitting. 

Throughout my time buying and selling cards, I have conducted 
thousands of negotiations, but my most meaningful transaction 
was not one where I profited, but one that made a friend’s col-
lection complete. I am fortunate to have acquired a Joe Burrow 
card before its increase in price, but my friend, an LSU fan, was 
missing that one from his collection. Although he searched, he 
was unsuccessful in his hunt. Upon delivering the gift, I saw my 
friend stare at the card like a child who just found the prize in 
the Cracker Jack box. This moment reinforced why I turned my 
hobby into a business: I connect people with pieces of sports 
history, an aspect of collecting that I wouldn’t trade for anything.

My injury to both arms changed the trajectory of my life. It took 
away my ability to play the physical game of baseball but intro-
duced the sport to me as a life pursuit. I may not be Roy Hobbs 
on the diamond anymore, but I have translated my work ethic on 
the field to my entrepreneurial endeavors.

Sample 6 

Accepted to Cornell University 

At thirteen I sat in a small room tightly gripping my mother’s 
hand as the surgeon began to list which options remained to us. 

I felt my hamstrings tighten with fear; stinging tears begin to well 
up in my eyes. My acute scoliosis, which before had been noth-
ing more than an awkward-sounding diagnosis full of medical 
jargon, had suddenly become a pertinent, life-threatening issue. 
I felt helpless, like my scoliosis had spun my life out of control 
in a way which I could not slow down. While I faced a daunting 
and physically challenging obstacle, I chose to work relentlessly 
to find another solution rather than accepting the choice I was 
given. 

For as long as I can remember I’ve had a general interest in 
medicine, whether it was reading the contents of medications 
or analyzing the biomechanics of my ankle. In the wake of my 
diagnosis, however, curiosities about the side effects of spi-
nal surgeries were no longer just answers on an online Google 
forum, but real-life consequences I would have to prepare myself 
to experience. Eventually, I did find an alternative: an experi-
mental surgery which included prying my ribs apart, temporarily 
deflating my right lung, and tensioning a cord tethered to screws 
drilled into my vertebrae. It was the perfect concoction of in-
novation and risk, and I knew it was the surgery that I needed 
and wanted. Electing to undergo that particular surgery over the 
other procedure was one of the best decisions I’ve ever made.          

Laying in bed after my surgery, in pain but with the certainty 
that I had made the right choice, I realized that I loved the cou-
ple of months prior to the operation. My days had been full of 
long doctors appointments with discussions of how the optimal 
procedure could be done. I was researching valuable informa-
tion that was important to my own health in real time. It was as 
crucial to my overall well-being as it was in satisfying my own 
curiosity. Despite the fear and uncertainty, I felt more alive in 
those months than ever before.

This experience accelerated my interest in medicine to an 
insatiable level. I now participate in as many medically related 
activities as I can, like the annual BIO engineering high school 
competition at the University of California at Berkeley. Last year 
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a few friends and I decided to enter the competition, and I had a 
fulfilling time inventing and proposing a hypothetical treatment 
for Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease for which there are currently no 
effective treatments. I also volunteer once a week at UCSF Chil-
dren’s Hospital in Oakland, in the sports medicine department, 
adjacent to the room where I was first told that I had Scoliosis. 

More recently, I was diagnosed with a sarcoma growing toward 
my lung, in between the ribs which had spread apart during my 
scoliosis-corrective surgery. This diagnosis is the presentation 
of a new medical challenge which I will research and discuss in 
an effort to further my medical knowledge as well as take care of 
myself. 

Although my medical issues have been extremely challenging, 
they have given me a sense of direction in life. I love the idea 
of working in a hospital environment in the future, treating kids 
dealing with issues like those I’ve faced.

My appointments have changed. I am no longer the 13-year-
old fearfully gripping his mother’s hand. Now, my appointments 
consist of discussions with oncologists on how high frequency 
ultrasonic waves could be used to eradicate my tumor. And while 
having a growing tumor inside of me is incredibly scary, I am 
working my hardest to thoroughly enjoy my journey to treatment. 
For now, I will sponge up as much information through my med-
ical encounters as I can which will provide me with insight into 
how I can help patients like myself in the future. 

Sample 7

Accepted to Chapman University 

Everyone says it’s awful, but I loved middle school. I danced at 
recess. I came up with my own accent (think Swedish baby). 
I was tall and skinny with legs up to my earlobes. I didn’t care 

what anyone thought about my singing, my side bangs or my 
wonder woman socks with red capes. I left the house without 
looking in the mirror, would invite anyone over to play, and tried 
every sport our school offered. I threw on whatever clothes my 
fingers touched first. Monday, it was a neon romper with a tie 
dye shirt. Tuesday, it was Nike athletic shorts and polka dot 
leggings. And Wednesday, it was a slicked-back side ponytail. 
Bottom line was, I didn’t think twice about fitting in.

Then came high school, and along with it, a flood of self-con-
sciousness. An inner critic was born: are you really joining that 
group chat? Aren’t you too old to wear your brother’s sweat-
shirt? Your eyebrows are invisible. I had a sudden urge to con-
form. The job of every day was to fit in. I questioned my friend 
group, fought with my mother over dying my eyebrows, and 
through it all, lost that free-spirited, bony middle-schooler. I was 
miserable. Something inside of me had changed and I couldn’t 
stop myself from analyzing my social status and adapting to 
those around me. After two grueling years of nearly drowning in 
social pressures, I had to get out.

The summer after sophomore year, I flew across the country 
by myself to New York City, away from all of the comparing 
and ranking. I began an internship at Loeffler Randall, a start-
up fashion brand in SoHo, hoping to regain a fraction of the 
self-confidence I once had. I didn’t know how much I could add, 
but after listening and watching for a few days, I found my-
self sharing ideas in meetings. I had an opinion about velvet or 
pleated kitten toe heels. When asked to pair new handbags with 
designer clothing, I tapped into the creative side of myself that I 
had been too afraid to express. In the sweltering heat of the city, 
I ran late nights errands at Party City and jumped on the subway 
to pick up fabric across town, smiling through it all.

Summer was over. I worried if I could bring this new person back 
to my small hometown. For the first time in two years, I felt like 
me again. Landing in California, I wanted everyone to see who 
I really was. So, I steered clear of the conforming crowd. While 
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my friends were out on Friday nights, I opened a sketchbook, 
drew designs and taught myself to sew. Three weeks into the 
school year, I proposed a new club called Repurpose Runway. 
I found a faculty sponsor and recruited members with the goal 
of repurposing used clothing into fun and sustainable fashion. 
That spring, our club held its first annual “Rising Figures” fash-
ion show. We featured ten students, from a cancer survivor to a 
feminist leader to an LGBTQ trailblazer. I stood up in front of all 
my peers-people I had once feared so deeply-in my homemade 
clothes, thanking everyone for coming together to raise $6,620 
for Bay Area Women Against Rape.
  
After a hundred people came and went, I finally had a moment 
to myself. I looked in the mirror and thought that stick-thin, 
free-spirited, fearless girl is back. I’d held on to my gutsy spir-
it from New York, started a new club at my school, and pulled 
off a successful fundraiser in front of my family and friends. 
People couldn’t believe that I had “raised over $6,000”, but the 
sentence that I heard that day that made me the happiest was, 
“Sally Miller, you haven’t changed a bit since middle school.”

Sample 8 

Accepted to University of Southern California

I awake to the sound of my digital alarm clock buzzing at 5:30 
AM. Rubbing my eyes, I contemplate whether or not I should get 
up. As I roll out of bed, dress myself, and begin my drive across 
the Bay Bridge, this fatigue stays with me. I often find myself 
in this situation on the weekend, rising before dawn to beat the 
traffic and the crowd, all to get to the San Francisco Bay before I 
can second guess my decision.

I approach the water barefooted, coping with the numbing 
sensations of the tide lapping at my feet and the lingering chill 

of the morning fog, and with one powerful leap, I’m in. All feel-
ing and concentration in my body are now on the biting cold 
surrounding me as I swim faster and further away from shore, 
attempting to regain some treasured body heat and seperate 
myself from the cooler shallow waters.

I choose to do this, to wake up early, to endure the unforgiving 
elements, and to swim in open water because I love it. I love the 
feeling of accomplishment it gives me, how it improves my ath-
letic drive, and ultimately, who I am as an individual. My passion 
for open-water swimming is deeply rooted in how it forces me to 
sharpen my senses and put mind over matter. It has helped me 
build both my physical and mental tenacity. 

I began swimming in the bay no more than five years ago with 
my father; he introduced me to the sport through both casual 
swims and competition. Though I have always been close with 
my father, open-water swimming helped to strengthen our rela-
tionship tremendously, and I have come to cherish this aspect 
of the sport. One fall morning two years ago, we stopped near 
the end of our swim to admire the Golden Gate Bridge though 
the receding fog, a perspective very few people get to admire. I 
vividly remember my father saying “you know, when swimming 
in the sea opposed to a lane pool, you gain an unrivaled sense 
of beauty for the environment that you’re in, one that can never 
be taken away”. This stuck with me, not only because it was true, 
not only because it came from a man whom I held the utmost 
respect for, but because it helped me, after much thought, fully 
comprehend why I do this. The talent, sportsmanship, and con-
nection with the ocean combine within me to offer a feeling that 
is simply irreplaceable.

The character and attitude that open water swimming has 
helped me build has aided me in many aspects of my life, both 
in and out of the water. Throughout my high school academic 
career I have taken the mental tenacity I developed in the open 
water and applied it when faced with obstacles and challenges. 
It has also helped me in my personal life by making me more 
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confident in myself and in my perspective on the world. I still 
hold dear to me where this passion came from and how it makes 
me who I am. To this day, open water swimming continues to 
supplement my love of athleticism and the sea. It brings me back 
to the water almost every weekend, building my connection to 
the sport, my own family, and the beautiful area that I live in.

I return to shore, hustling up the sand away from the receding 
tide to retrieve my towel. The city streets and skylines of San 
Francisco are only now just beginning to come to life. I’m glad to 
be awake. 

CHAPTER 13 

School Supplement 

Samples

Brown: Brown’s Open Curriculum allows students to explore 
broadly while also diving deeply into their academic pur-
suits. Tell us about any academic interests that excite you, 
and how you might use the Open Curriculum to pursue them 
while also embracing topics with which you are unfamiliar. 
(200-250 words)

While having a set path can be conducive for a strong founda-
tional education, it does not necessarily lead to success. Brown’s 
Open Curriculum allows students to pursue multiple areas of 
interest, which helps them be more successful by creating their 
own path in regards to their college studies. I intend to pur-
sue a unique track in Quantitative Science–which draws from 
math, statistics, and computer science–with a concentration 
on healthcare applications. This new field has been pertinent 
to controlling the current COVID pandemic, as scientists study 
the efficacy of new treatments and various vaccines in distinct 
populations. I believe that understanding technology through a 
multi-disciplinary approach will prepare me to be a more effec-
tive medical professional, while also engaging my curiosity in 
these disparate topics.

I find technology’s rapid advancement interesting because of the 
possibilities it enables; I would also use Brown’s Open Curricu-
lum to study social issues, as their impact cannot be understat-
ed. I’m particularly interested in taking the course Race, Differ-
ence, and Biomedical Research: Historical Considerations. The 
way this class connects social implications, history, and research 
offers a valuable new perspective to consider medical issues. 
Another course that interests me at Brown is Neuroethics. I am 
intrigued by the prospect of discussing psychology while also 
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going into neuroscience, another field I’m excited to explore. By 
taking courses such as these in conjunction with regular classes, 
I would be able to bring together different passions and learn 
more about the world.

Stanford: Virtually all of Stanford’s undergraduates live on 
campus. Write a note to your future roommate that reveals 
something about you or that will help your roommate—and 
us—get to know you better. (100–250 words)

Dear roommate, 

I’m half Japanese and half Chinese and both sets of grand-
parents are immigrants. My core values, including hard work, 
persistence, and fearlessness for tackling my goals have been 
shaped by their experiences. Of course, I also know the best dim 
sum and sushi spots in the bay area!

I am a martial arts fanatic. I’ve been a blackbelt in full contact 
karate since age 13. I’m currently studying jiu jitsu, and I hope to 
join the Stanford jiu jitsu club. I also started wrestling as a soph-
omore and immediately loved it. Unfortunately, I only competed 
for one year due to the pandemic, but I was actually able to at-
tend a wrestling camp at Stanford, which solidified my desire to 
study here. This is why, instead of watching TV you will find me 
religiously watching YouTube to stay up to date on sumo, boxing, 
wrestling, judo, and karate. But don’t worry, I am a friendly nerd 
and quite a gentle person—and I’m only 5’8”, so I promise I’m not 
that intimidating.
I’m also extremely open-minded, so if you have a hobby, I’d love 
to try it. Maybe we can even take up something new together. 
Spelunking? Let’s do it. Bird watching? Sure. Open water swim-
ming? Probably a little too cold for me, but I’ll give it a try. I 
sincerely look forward to hearing about your hobbies and getting 
to know you. I can’t wait for our adventure together!

Harvard: Harvard has long recognized the importance of 
student body diversity of all kinds. We welcome you to write 
about distinctive aspects of your background, personal 
development or the intellectual interests you might bring to 
your Harvard classmates. 

A military household is a distinct one. Although I could only 
consider myself a “military kid” for the first few years of my life, 
my family continues to present as quite army-esque. My dad (a 
retired lieutenant-colonel) still uses phrases such as “declare 
victory” and “stand at attention” in casual conversation. But 
beyond the quirks of a post-army life, my values and worldview 
have been greatly shaped by my military upbringing. I have been 
taught from a young age the value of hard, honest work. My 
family has always encouraged me to take challenging classes 
and extracurriculars, and to dedicate myself to improving even 
when work becomes tiresome and difficult. I have learned that all 
of my efforts contribute to the betterment of society and prog-
ress toward a common goal. My family is a unit. Much as my dad 
learned to be one with his fellow service members and sacrifice 
for their safety, family has always been a central driving force 
in my motivation and decision-making. Senior members of both 
military and family spheres share a duty to lead and guide those 
with less experience. My parents lead me by example in prepara-
tion for my stepping out into the world; my blended perspective 
of both family and personal views enables me to develop my own 
role as a leader for my younger brother. 

Although I retain tremendous respect for the sacrifices of my 
military family and the impacts of military values upon my life, I 
have also developed some ideological differences. Though the 
military preaches independence for our country, our military 
actions have historically suppressed the rights of other nations 
through unrestrained territorial control. Cultural, ethnic, and 
racial differences are often employed to justify unnecessary 
military presence and violence. The simple fact is: weapons shed 
blood. Due to the promotion of group thought among military 
service members, well-interested people often become swept 
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up in the national effort and commit acts that contradict the 
purpose of their life’s work. Although I would like to champion 
non-intervention as the ultimate solution, the answer is not that 
simple. Recent conflicts abroad have proven the negligence of 
pacifism where human rights are consistently violated and previ-
ous military intervention has produced an unstable living envi-
ronment. Still, I believe the answer must involve a dedication to a 
reduced military footprint. The military is a necessary body in the 
world’s current state; this is a conclusion I couldn’t have devel-
oped without seeing the positive contributions of my military 
family. However, stepping out into the world myself has allowed 
me to observe the detriment of excessive military dominance for 
the purpose of self-promotion. 

Though I encountered some opposition from those who expect-
ed me to embrace a military path of my own, my unique, nu-
anced perspective led me to envision my contributions to society 
in a different manner. At Harvard, I can apply my critical respect 
for the military in the form of advocacy for reform. Academic 
classes and a diverse range of social clubs will provide me with 
the resources to further develop my voice and understand the 
application of policy to my view of an ideal global position for our 
country. As I pursue the Environmental Science major, I can uti-
lize my advocacy skills and better understand the ecological im-
pacts of military activity to contribute to potential solutions and 
reform. The interdisciplinary nature of sciences will allow me to 
explore my various passions and better understand the intersec-
tion between different social issues in our current global state. 
My academic experiences at Harvard will empower me with skills 
to better understand and influence policy issues relating to both 
the military and the environment.

Georgetown College: What does it mean to you to be edu-
cated? How might Georgetown College help you achieve this 
aim? (Applicants to the Sciences and Mathematics or the 
Faculty of Languages and Linguistics should address their 
chosen course of study.) (Approximately 500-700 words)

Education involves a holistic approach to personal growth in 
which every aspect of the individual is enlightened; not only is 
the mind enriched through instruction in the classroom, but also 
the heart through service and the spirit through exposure to 
others’ perspectives and experiences. I aspire to embark on a 
college experience that emphasizes this mission and believe that 
Georgetown University will provide the platform for my contin-
ued growth through its commitment to “cura personalis.” 

Perhaps the most easily understood and commonly cited com-
ponent of education involves the knowledge transfer and subject 
matter exploration occurring between instructors and students. 
There are several tangible manifestations of this throughout 
campus—the classrooms, books, course syllabi, and professors 
are obvious physical examples. A deeper perspective on this leg 
of the education stool is the idea that a student should study 
topics outside of their comfort zone. For me, enrolling in act-
ing and computer science courses at Marymount High School 
stretched my boundaries and taught me to think differently 
about these fields of study.       

Education also involves feeding and transforming the heart 
particularly by acting in service of others. My own journey in 
service is rooted in my grandma’s lessons. She instilled in me the 
importance of serving communities in most need of assistance 
and that by doing so, we achieve immense fulfillment. From her 
experience as a special needs psychologist, she has taught me 
the importance of caring for the community of developmental-
ly challenged children. She observed in me the same kindness 
and patience necessary to serve in the community and therefore 
encouraged me to pursue similar service opportunities. This 
lesson and my own calling to assist others soon sprung into 
action. I volunteered with the non-profit Rising Above Disabil-
ities (RAD) Camp, where I provided mentorship and friendship 
to developmentally disabled children. My time with RAD Camp 
included relationship building, support, and counseling for young 
members of that community. Building from this profound expe-
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rience, my service journey then led me to earn an internship at 
the UCLA Mattel Children’s Hospital pediatric palliative care unit. 
This internship provided me the opportunity to offer compassion 
and support to pediatric patients and their families facing end-
of-life challenges. These experiences reaffirmed my conviction 
that a complete education includes offering oneself in service of 
others.

Finally, education involves nourishing the spirit through a re-
spectful debate of the values, beliefs, opinions, and moral fabric 
of others. We are educated when we reject the echo chamber of 
sameness and open our minds to ideas that are initially challeng-
ing and perhaps even frightening. During my decade of compet-
itive Irish dancing, my own beliefs about success and sports-
manship were challenged and evolved greatly because of the 
influence of several female mentors. I am grateful to these role 
models and soon I was in a position to pay this forward through 
my own mentorship of girls. My passion for empowering young 
women grew upon entering an all-girls high school and when 
presented with the opportunity to help organize the Better Self 
For A Better World (BSBW) Conference. This conference, de-
signed and executed by Marymount high school students, helps 
build self-identity through service and provides mentorship for 
middle school girls. This conference allows me to nourish my 
heart through service, for I am able to give back to younger girls 
and encourage their empowerment as they develop into young 
women. I learned over time that women can simultaneously be 
compassionate leaders, fierce competitors, and close friends 
who are graceful in defeat and humble in victory. I am eager to 
build on my work with BSBW through community outreach to 
young women both at Georgetown and in surrounding communi-
ties. 

Not only does Georgetown University offer a world-class edu-
cation of the mind, but more importantly, it also provides op-
portunities to nourish my heart and spirit beyond the classroom 
through programs such as the “Georgetown University Women in 
Leadership” and “Club Olas.” This approach is wholly consistent 

with my upbringing and value system, and I look forward to the 
opportunity of continuing my education at Georgetown.

Washington University on St. Louis: The Beyond Boundaries 
Program helps talented, self-initiated, and self-motivated 
students become creative problem solvers and insightful 
scholars who are prepared to pursue their own broad inter-
disciplinary interests. This unique educational experience 
requires collaboration across academic disciplines and 
perspectives, drawing on the strength and interconnect-
edness of the university’s five undergraduate divisions and 
three graduate schools. After their first year, students are 
able to seamlessly transition into any of WashU’s undergrad-
uate schools while they continue engaging with the Beyond 
Boundaries Program. 

Many of our students broadly explore the connections across 
WashU’s five undergraduate divisions and three graduate 
schools and engage with the community before declaring a ma-
jor. The Beyond Boundaries Program equips students with a set 
of tools to critically understand and make a difference in a com-
plicated world where challenges do not come pre-packaged as 
territory of a single discipline. Tell us what great challenge you 
might want to understand and tackle leveraging two or more of 
WashU’s schools and how you would pursue an interdisciplinary 
path of study that explores that challenge or an aspect of that 
challenge in a unique and innovative way.* (200 words)

One of the most prevalent issues is voter suppression. No matter 
the county, city, or state, the effects of voter suppression are felt 
deeply and change our daily lives. One way to combat this issue 
is by combining a deep understanding of social justice and ef-
fective marketing, two areas I can interweave at the Olin School 
of Business and the Sam Fox School of Design & Visual Arts. As 
a civically-minded high school student, I spend the majority of 
my free time researching voting rights issues. Some politicians 
have promoted, and ratified, laws targeting marginalized groups 
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in their states in order to push their own political parties’ agen-
das. One way to amplify this issue is to utilize celebrities who 
are dedicated to ending inequity. During the 2020 NBA “bub-
ble,” this practice proved effective when superstars like Lebron 
James and Giannis Antetokounmpo put phrases promoting social 
justice on the back of their jerseys. Additionally, the School of 
Social Work and Public Health will add an additional layer to my 
understanding of systemic racism and how it contributes to voter 
suppression. By combining these three schools, WashU’s inter-
disciplinary emphasis would offer an innovative and considerate 
approach to the long-standing issue of voter suppression.

Southern Methodist University: SMU is a diverse learning en-
vironment shaped by the convergence of ideas and cultures. 
How will your unique experiences or background enhance 
the University, and how will you benefit from this communi-
ty? (250 words) 

Los Angeles, like Dallas, is a diverse community filled with 
people from all different walks of life. Here, Dodger Stadium is a 
place that we can all call home. From our chants cheering on a 
player at bat with a full count to distracting the opposing pitch-
er in an important moment, all of our different voices blend into 
one much more powerful than our individual ones. In contrast 
to games like soccer, baseball is slower-paced, allowing time 
for conversations with the different people around me. Be it a 
young kid who mirrors my passion for the game at that age or a 
much longer-tenured fan than myself, we all can speak the same 
language: Dodger baseball. Sharing stories with the Dodger fans 
around me scratches the surface of my love for the game, and 
anywhere I sit, I can meet new, interesting people who have dif-
ferent stories to share. I’ve learned so much more than just the 
rules of baseball from Dodger games: listening deeply, finding 
common ground with others, and exercising patience and flexi-
bility, skills I know will enhance SMU.

I am excited to bring that spirit of community to The Hilltop. 

Whether I’m being challenged at the Mustang Intersections 
retreat, listening to my peers as we have lunch together on The 
Boulevard, or welcoming differing viewpoints in my Ethical Lead-
ership and Corporate Social Responsibility class, I am eager to 
learn from and enhance the lives of my fellow Mustangs at SMU.

Princeton: At Princeton, we value diverse perspectives and 
the ability to have respectful dialogue about difficult issues. 
Share a time when you had a conversation with a person or a 
group of people about a difficult topic. What insight did you 
gain, and how would you incorporate that knowledge into 
your thinking in the future? (Around 250 words)
 
My step-grandfather and I differ in our opinions on policies, 
leaders, issues and more. As my entire family sat down for dinner 
one night, the conversation turned to political issues and scien-
tific beliefs. 

“Do you believe in climate change?” I asked.

“Absolutely not,” my step-grandfather replied. I was speechless. 
I had spent the last four years studying everything under the 
sun regarding climate and environmental issues. To hear that 
someone so close to me, and who I knew was intelligent, refused 
to believe the staggering evidence and scientific consensus on 
such an important issue, was saddening and frustrating. 
I immediately began throwing facts at him. He responded say-
ing that throughout geologic history the earth has gone through 
cycles of change, all of which humans were not present for. I 
countered, describing how burning fossil fuels and other in-
dustrial practices increase the human-greenhouse gas output, 
which leads to an increase in atmospheric temperature. We went 
back and forth like this for the rest of the meal.
Dinner ended, and I left feeling stunned by how quickly the 
conversation escalated. However, it occurred to me that I had 
not tried to understand why he felt the way he did and was 
blinded by my own passionate opinions. While we might never 
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have agreed with the points the other made, what our dialogue 
lacked, and what is crucial to any good dialogue, is listening. 
I have since and will continue to put an emphasis on attentive-
ly listening and not letting frustration and stubbornness cloud 
a possibly productive dialogue. I will maintain my passion, yet 
strive to enter any debate with the belief that I can be persuad-
ed, and encourage others to do the same. 

University of Chicago: It’s said that history repeats itself. 
But what about other disciplines? Choose another field 
(chemistry, philosophy, etc.) and explain how it repeats it-
self. Explain how it repeats itself. (1-2 pages)

Physics repeats itself. The model of the atom is one perfect 
example of this. John Dalton, the father of atomic theory, be-
lieved that he knew the composition of the atom was just a 
solid sphere; more models were realized later, when Thompson 
discovered atoms and hypothesized that they were more like 
plum pudding, with electrons floating around inside of a posi-
tively charged cloud-like plums scattered throughout. This was 
widely accepted until Rutherford created his own experiment in 
which he fired particles at a gold foil. He measured the deflec-
tions of the particles to see if they went straight through, and 
he found that most of them did. This experiment showed that 
atoms are mostly empty space. From this experiment, he cre-
ated the nuclear model, with a positive charge at the center of 
the atom and multiple electrons rotating around it. Soon after, 
the same process repeated itself, with a new physicist realizing 
something about the atom and changing the way people thought 
about it. Niels Bohr modified Rutherford’s model by claiming that 
electrons occupy different shells around a proton with different 
energy levels. This is called the Bohr model. Again, this was con-
sidered the best model until the quantum model was proposed: 
Shrödinger hypothesized that electrons, instead of being in an 
exact location, exist in clouds, so we can’t pinpoint the precise 
location and instead rely on the probability of where electrons 
are more likely to be. This is considered the most accurate mod-

el of the atom now, but it is very likely we don’t know everything 
there is to know about the atom still. Physics has repeated itself 
by continually making new additions to the model of the atom. 

As I see it, repetition within physics isn’t a downfall because it 
shows that everything can be improved. I try to take this to heart 
when approaching school, piano, debate, or anything else I do 
because regardless of what I achieve, I can always improve. Just 
like how the model of the atom has found a way to continuously 
get more and more accurate, I can always discover new ways to 
explore my passions. 

University of Chicago: UChicago professor W. J. T. Mitchell 
entitled his 2005 book What Do Pictures Want? Describe a 
picture, and explore what it wants. (1-2 pages)

Despite indisputable evidence to the contrary, many Americans 
still believe that the world revolves around the United States. 
We’ve historically strived to lead in every field which is why we 
never question the fact that despite making up only 4.4% of 
the world’s population, Americans produce almost every motion 
picture in theaters globally. The dominance of American movies 
in the global box office has been cemented both domestically 
and abroad and has remained unchallenged for decades. Many 
people, like me, did not grow up calling movies ‘motion pictures’, 
but though the term is antiquated it still has sentimental value as 
a callback to the American classics. Even though I was born long 
after the movie was invented, I was still raised on the Hollywood 
classics. Late nights after work, my dad would be too exhausted 
to entertain me, so I had to settle for watching television with 
him. We watched everything from High Noon to Casablanca and 
Bladerunner to Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, and I loved every second 
of it.  They were full of characters that I didn’t need to meet to 
connect with and messages that the outside world hadn’t taught 
me yet. I would try to be slick like James Bond on his missions, 
clever like the adventurer Indiana Jones during his adventures, 
or unwavering like my namesake Daniel LaRusso in his karate, 
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and it fundamentally shaped how I interacted with others. 

Needless to say, I was hooked and set out to experience more 
of these masterpieces. To understand each film, I had to under-
stand the movies and culture that shaped it; and before I knew 
it, I had exhausted decades of the American cinema cannon. But 
I got stuck after watching all the American classics. I couldn’t 
find any films from other countries that were widely appreciated 
in the United States, so I just assumed each country kept their 
movies to themselves and left it at that. Then, in 2015, econom-
ic opportunities brought me and my family to live in Ireland for 
a few years. While I was sad to leave my life behind, I was si-
multaneously excited to be able to experience Irish culture and 
cinema. I was left sorely disappointed. This isn’t to say there 
aren’t great Irish filmmakers who embody their culture through 
their art, but rather that the friends I made in Ireland had been 
raised on the same classic American films that I had. And while it 
was fun connecting with them over films and reexperiencing the 
classics, I was worried that there weren’t any more movies for 
me to watch. 

As it turns out, my experience was the same as many people 
globally. Filmmaking across the world became increasingly 
homogenous as a result of a phenomenon known as film im-
perialism. Film imperialism has its roots in the aftermath of the 
second world war and the popularization of color, special effects 
and sound design in motion pictures. The economy of the United 
States was booming from the conflict while many others were 
left in shambles. This meant that wealthy Hollywood executives 
were the only ones willing and able to produce these increas-
ingly costly works of art with high quality. These films were a 
wild success and spiked Hollywood’s growth and profits until 
they soon became a global film hegemon. American movies had 
better funding, effects and overall polish and outcompeted local 
filmmakers wherever they were shown.

It wasn’t long before Hollywood realized the power that its mov-
ies now carried and used it to its benefit. Hollywood film exec-

utives used their platform to tell simplified stories of American 
exceptionalism, manifest destiny, and the self made man. These 
motion pictures preached the value of American capitalism, poli-
tics, and consumerism to cultures around the world while crowd-
ing out and eroding those countries’ own ability to express their 
cultural values through film. This fed a vicious cycle where mov-
ies had to get progressively more ’American’ to appease an audi-
ence that, through these films, came to consume more American 
products and support American values. Children like me would 
look up to a western hero battling scheming evil foreigners -- for 
decades usually Soviet, now usually Arab -- and internalize that 
message. Even the motion pictures I knew and loved served a 
double function as thinly veiled cultural propaganda. We can 
take the example of James Bond whose slickness I would always 
try to imitate as a kid. Onscreen I would see him use his tech-
nological advantages and quick wit to seduce countless women 
or take on Chinese and Russian villains with elaborate plots to 
destroy the western world or further their own political and eco-
nomic ends. And in the end, everyone would leave the theater 
ready to do exactly what the motion picture wanted: see another 
James Bond film, of course, but also endlessly support western 
capitalism against all other forms of government and economic 
organization.

While overblown cinematic experiences may seem like harmless 
fun, spreading cultural propaganda comes with a number of 
harms. In Ireland, I first experienced the harms of negative media 
when, as an American, people thought I owned guns or that I ate 
Mcdonalds and Burger King each day. Like me, people I knew 
in Ireland only knew about the world from what they had seen 
on television and movie screens. The dominance of American 
filmmaking had created a singular worldview that lacked nu-
ance and encouraged people to blindly adopt the cultural beliefs 
they saw. Men globally see women as prizes, in part because 
James Bond always gets the girl. The United States thinks it has 
the role of foiling terrorist plots in Iraq, in part because every 
member of congress has seen Jason Bourne do it a dozen times 
before. Sadly, fewer and fewer viewers object to these danger-
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ous cliches because it’s what motion pictures have wanted us to 
believe for decades. 

When I learned about all of this, I felt betrayed. The American 
motion pictures I had trusted as a child actually wanted to make 
everyone everywhere into an acolyte of the “American dream” 
and a consumer of American products. American movie exec-
utives ruthlessly sought to invade foreign theaters, plundering 
their audiences for profit and working to eliminate the diversity in 
filmmaking to promote western values. Unless we fundamentally 
change the way that we support and consume media globally 
these western films will get exactly what they want. The nuance 
and integrity of cultural expression in film will be increasingly 
sidelined in favor of big budget American movies. The dogmat-
ic acceptance of America’s greatness instilled through film will 
make us unable to change and improve the violent ways we act 
, as both individuals and collectives. I was personally forced to 
question my most firmly held beliefs and could never again fully 
accept any singular worldview, no matter how much the media 
I saw promoted it. I realized I needed to develop my own beliefs 
and be my own person instead of the person that American cine-
ma wanted me to be. 

Cornell: College of Agriculture and Life Sciences: Why are 
you drawn to studying the major you have selected? Please 
discuss how your interests and related experiences have 
influenced your choice. Specifically, how will an education 
from the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences (CALS) 
and Cornell University help you achieve your academic 
goals? (650 words) 

Within the many different fantasies I have about my future, each 
possible outcome includes a fundamental change in the world’s 
present path with regard to the environment and its natural 
resources. Each one involves dedicating my adult life to altering 
humanity’s perception of sustainable living within an urban con-
text. For me, the first step in creating a shift in perspective is to 

be thoroughly educated on the subject. 

In fact, I first stepped onto Cornell’s campus this past sum-
mer, during the school’s summer sessions. (Well, I actually first 
stepped onto Cornell’s campus this last spring, which was the 
only time that the campus had been closed due to excessive 
snow in recent recorded history.) I took Green Cities and Sus-
tainable Futures, and here I began to understand the utmost 
importance of the design and infrastructure of urban environ-
ments. The course offered just a taste of the urban sustainability 
field, and that taste has inspired me to invest my energy toward 
immersing myself in urban design and its effects on the globe. 

With this in mind, I would enthusiastically pursue a CALS major 
in Environmental and Sustainability Sciences, with a concentra-
tion in Environmental Policy and Governance. I want to see how 
human populations have historically reacted to environmentally 
focused policy; what has been holding us back from encour-
aging and implementing green initiatives? Cornell offers many 
classes on the subject of Environmental Studies, including Ethics 
and Environment: here, I could dive head first into the sociology 
behind the human population’s abusive relationship with nature. 
In doing this, I would develop a better understanding of current 
and historical environmental policy, as well as the effects of writ-
ing and implementing that policy. 

Cornell is quite the place to study in the field of Environmental 
Policy and Urban Sustainability, given its many collections of 
green houses, green roofs, and greenery (granted there is less 
than a foot of snow outside). For example, Cornell’s Gold-Rat-
ed, LEED certified Fernow Hall is blooming with rain gardens, a 
green roof, motion sensing lighting, heating and cooling tech-
nologies, as well as an impressive photovoltaic solar energy 
system. Uniquely, Cornell implements environmentally forward 
technologies into the actual buildings where subjects like envi-
ronmental sustainability are taught; I find this real-life execution 
of academic concepts to be inspiring. I know that attending 
Cornell would afford me ample opportunity to study the positive 
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effects of green infrastructure hands on, as well as take part 
in maintaining that infrastructure on campus. I would also like 
to be a part of further exploring ways to institute initiatives like 
Cornell’s on a larger scale, and this opportunity for exploration is 
available through the university’s commitment to undergraduate 
research. In Professors Kraft and Lauber’s Environmental Policy 
Processes class, I could focus my learning on the effects of spe-
cific environmental policy; simultaneously, I would be in an ideal, 
subject specific setting. Washington D.C. is the place to be when 
studying any political field, especially given the recent changes 
implemented by the American government regarding federal 
environmental policy.

Beyond D.C., I’m particularly interested in CALS’ study abroad 
program in Shanghai. China is undergoing large-scale urban-
ization at an alarmingly rapid rate: this provides an interesting 
and important environment to begin my part in the inevitable 
expansion of Environmental Policy worldwide. I would be able to 
study sustainable energy systems on a major scale, as well as be 
immersed in research and learning opportunities available only in 
Shanghai. Ultimately, it’s my hope that my experience studying 
in China could aid me in impacting the ways that large and dense 
urban environments are designed and maintained. Plus, it’s a 
chance to use my Chinese!

Yes, it is hard to draft a document entitled “Sarah’s Plan for the 
World” and materialize it effectively. However, I am confident 
that with the opportunities Cornell proffers, in both education 
and experience, the realization of my change-the-world fanta-
sies is not out of reach. 

 

Dartmouth: While arguing a Dartmouth-related case be-
fore the U.S. Supreme Court in 1818, Daniel Webster, Class 
of 1801, delivered this memorable line: “It is, Sir…a small 
college. And yet, there are those who love it!” As you seek 
admission to the Class of 2024, what aspects of the Col-

lege’s program, community or campus environment attract 
your interest? * (100 words) 

Aside from the D-Plan and engineering research opportunities 
for first-years, Dartmouth’s unwavering sense of community 
is particularly appealing to me. I view the Green as a physical 
space for connection, a manifestation of a unique, outdoorsy 
sense of community. The Green—despite changes to the Home-
coming tradition over the years—endures as a beacon of the 
undeniable Dartmouth spirit. Furthermore, as a proponent of 
eco-compatibility, I’m inspired by Dartmouth’s sustainability ef-
forts and leadership, which empower students to take concrete 
action. From the O Farm to the Irving Institute, Dartmouth em-
phasizes collaboration—an aspect of community I see as integral 
to generating meaningful change.

NYU: We would like to know more about your interest in NYU. 
We are particularly interested in knowing what motivated 
you to apply to NYU and more specifically, why you have 
applied or expressed interest in a particular campus, school, 
college, program, and/or area of study? If you have applied 
to more than one, please tell us why you are interested in 
each of the campuses, schools, colleges, or programs to 
which you have applied. You may be focused or undecided, 
or simply open to the options within NYU’s global network; 
regardless, we want to understand - Why NYU? (400 word 
maximum)
 
I’m inspired by ventures that have impact—positive impact—and 
I’m someone who pushes for a better tomorrow. Every day, sto-
ries are told, truths are exposed, and voices are heard. Journal-
ism has the power to unite and to educate across borders and 
cultures—NYU, with its renowned multimedia news sources and 
journalistic opportunity, is the ideal setting to become a connec-
tive truth teller. 
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Though I’m entering NYU undeclared, one of the aspects of an 
NYU education is its multi-faceted academic approach; with this 
in mind, I’m particularly interested in the ways that NYU creates 
professional learning opportunities. Immersed in our nation’s 
journalism hub, New York City constantly generates vital content 
that shapes the way we, as global citizens, view the world. At 
NYU, opportunities such as the Credit Internship Course offer 
students a real-world, application driven education in the work-
place. As a hands-on, visual learner, I’m drawn to this chance to 
try my hand in the fields I’m passionate about.

Back in the classroom, I am particularly interested in courses like 
Carol Sternhell’s “Journalism & Society: Women and the Media.” 
Coming from Archer’s all-female learning environment, examin-
ing women in media has been a challenging, fascinating topic. 
Last year, we wrote to Carl’s Jr. every day for 365 days con-
demning their use of oversexualized portrayals of women—I’m 
ready to bring this same determined advocacy to NYU’s commu-
nity. Courses like this, in a community like NYU’s, will enrich my 
existing passion for advocacy and expression awareness, engag-
ing me in rich dialogues from varied perspectives. 

As a student growing up in Los Angeles, my diverse community 
inspired my interests—my high school hosts students from 75 
zip codes. This led me to write a research piece, “Socioeco-
nomic status in our community,” for my school’s paper. I spoke 
to faculty and students regarding the discomfort surrounding 
this topic and how it shaped the current uniform policy. Since its 
publication, my piece won the Nelly Bly Reporting Award and has 
been mandatory reading for several classes, igniting a conversa-
tion about socioeconomic status in our community. I believe that 
the challenging topics need to be addressed and the unheard 
voices need to be heard. “Perstare et praestare,” to persevere 
and to excel, for the future, past and present. As a student and a 
citizen of this world, I believe that the ability to excel comes from 
the power of perseverance. As a writer and aspiring journalist, 
NYU’s motto is especially potent. 
 

CHAPTER 14 

UC Sample Essays
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1. Describe an example of your leadership experience in 
which you have positively influenced others, helped resolve 
disputes or contributed to group efforts over time.  

I have been fortunate enough to grow up in a family where I have 
been taught that I could accomplish whatever I put my mind to: 
my gender has never been a limiting factor. But living in a variety 
of countries and communities has shown me that this is not the 
case for everyone, and that systemic, gender-based discrimina-
tion is the norm throughout many areas of the world. 

During my sophomore year, I was reintroduced to the Girl Up 
Foundation--a foundation I’d known from personal experience 
previously because they’d helped my friend in Noida gain access 
to education and changed her life forever. I was immediately 
compelled to create my own Girl Up Club within my community, 
and this encouraged me to found the Woodside Priory Girl Up 
Club. Through this club I have met a myriad of passionate, opin-
ionated, and strong women who have shaped my perspective 
and encouraged me to become an advocate for change.
 
I was inspired to add my own special twist to this club, furthering 
its reach to helping women gain experience in STEM fields. I’ve 
worked to set up clubs aimed at helping tutor girls in need of 
assistance in school, and I’ve continued fundraising. I have orga-
nized bake sales, 5k runs, and more, but what I am most proud 
of is the panel of speakers that I have helped develop. “Imposter 
Syndrome” is something that a lot of women feel--these ideas of 
inadequacy and self doubt can hold one back, and unfortunately 
they’re ideas that are perpetuated through society. I reached out 
to a variety of experts in the field of women’s rights and stud-

ies and am creating a panel of speakers to discuss “Imposter 
Syndrome” and similar issues in order to give women a platform 
to tell their stories and use their voices to advocate for change. 
Founding Girl Up has permanently changed my perspective and 
worldview, showing me that I could initiate change in my com-
munity and exemplifying the ways that my beliefs and passions 
can manifest themselves into the world.

2.  Every person has a creative side, and it can be expressed 
in many ways: problem solving, original and innovative think-
ing, and artistically, to name a few. Describe how you ex-
press your creative side. 

Beyond serving as a medium for me to communicate otherwise 
ineffable concepts, art connects me to others and transforms my 
voice into an agent for change. Art’s accessibility inspired me to 
investigate its intersections with activism. While art can gener-
ate solitary space, it can also unite individuals and catalyze their 
involvement in a variety of issues. 

Alongside one of my similarly-minded classmates, I developed 
a club—named ArtVocate, a combination of “art” and “advo-
cate”—to allow students to glean the benefits of communicating 
a specific message through their preferred form of visual art or 
creative expression. We engage the larger school community in 
accessible projects to foster creativity and advocacy regardless 
of artistic ability. For example, ArtVocate created a school-wide 
project that allowed students to reflect on what brings them joy 
in a visual format. 

Furthermore, by hosting gallery shows on current issues and 
leading field trips to explore external uses of art for the purpose 
of advocacy, the club encourages students to treat art as social 
commentary. Our current show is centered around the theme of 
injustice. In order to engage the school, we polled students and 
eventually decided to feature youth environmental activist Greta 
Thunberg in a bold community art piece. Additionally, through 
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the workshops we organize and run, ArtVocate seeks to add a 
dynamic quality to the meaning of art by introducing alterna-
tive forms of creative expression, such as eco-friendly tie-dye 
and yarn storming. As a leader of the club, I strive to expand 
the basic definition of art, which not only encapsulates beauty 
and aesthetic but also acts as a vehicle for action, change, and 
progress.

I choose to express my creative side through various forms of 
art, as art transcends barriers and prompts me to consider the 
many facets of the content I’m painting or drawing. I consider 
what connotations different hues carry—I consider how I can in-
corporate a nuanced perspective on the issue I’m addressing in 
the piece. For me, art, in its many forms, promises copious room 
for wild imagination, invites me to explore untapped potential, 
and acts as a powerful mode of communication.

3. What would you say is your greatest talent or skill? How 
have you developed and demonstrated that talent over time?  

I love racing against time. I began swimming when I was four 
years old. I remember achieving all of the accomplishment 
badges much earlier than my friends, so naturally, I wanted to 
continue. I started individual training when I was six and joined 
the school team. I used to ask to swim with the boys because 
they were always faster than the girls, plus I had a sense of 
underlying competitiveness at that age. This helped to improve 
my competition skills and technique as I strived to be the best. 
My coach saw my potential and told me to swim more, so I joined 
the legendary Chelsea & Westminster Swim Club. 

It was one of the best decisions that I made: it gave me access 
to multiple different race distances and allowed me to challenge 
myself and see which event I was best at. I entered national 
swimming competitions and placed well in my events. At my cur-
rent school, I have had the opportunity to attend the ESSA swim-
ming championships for seven years from the ages of 12 to 18. 

In my final year on the team, I was selected as School Swimming 
Captain; within this role, I am responsible for helping with the 
organization of Galas and consistently leading my teammates. I 
like to consider myself a bridge between the swimmers and the 
coaches, but also as a motivator and supporter. I also hold vari-
ous school records, such as the Senior 50m Breaststroke, 100m 
Individual Medley, and the 50m Freestyle. 

I am extremely dedicated to the sport and spend four to five 
hours in the pool each week. I used to struggle to balance my 
academics with my swimming, alongside the other sports that I 
play, and would have to constantly communicate with coaches to 
figure out how to prioritize. As I have matured throughout high 
school, I have gotten used to my hectic timetable and can now 
safely say that I am able to keep on top of all my various sporting 
activities, as I continue to race against time.

4. Describe how you have taken advantage of a significant 
educational opportunity or worked to overcome an educa-
tional barrier you have faced.
 
For my whole life, I have had to struggle with learning disabili-
ties, but after years of grappling with my school work, I began 
to work to overcome my difficulties and succeed. When I was in 
6th grade, I was diagnosed with ADHD and Executive Function 
Disorder.  Combined, these make it much harder for me to focus, 
manage my time, and plan ahead. Throughout middle school 
and into high school, I didn’t know how to cope with my learn-
ing differences, and my productivity suffered greatly. During my 
freshman year in particular, it seemed like every essay I wrote 
turned into an endless struggle between distraction and produc-
tivity. I wanted to do well, but I simply didn’t have the tools to 
keep myself focused.

Late in my freshman year, I began to work with a tutor to help 
coach me on techniques for managing my time and goals.  Over 
the last three years, she has helped me immensely.  I now use 
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my planner to schedule out my daily homework.  I use “self 
statements,” reminders designed to keep me on task and en-
courage good habits.  I also frequently create short and long-
term goals for my academic career. All of these combined have 
made me more productive and helped me learn the study skills 
necessary for success. I have seen my grades improve, but more 
importantly, I have seen my confidence improve. I know that my 
learning disabilities will be with me forever, but I also know that I 
can overcome them.

I consider myself lucky.  I know that not everyone can pay for an 
organizational tutor, but my parents were willing to make that 
sacrifice.  I appreciate every moment I have with her, because I 
know that she is preparing me for the long road of independence 
that lies ahead, in college and in my career. I remind myself ev-
ery time we meet that I can not waste such a valuable opportuni-
ty to learn how to thrive.

5. Describe the most significant challenge you have faced 
and the steps you have taken to overcome this challenge. 
How has this challenge affected your academic achieve-
ment?

For the majority of my life, I was a shy, timid girl, both socially 
and academically. Independent projects were my safe haven, and 
group discussions were the bane of my existence. I had brilliant, 
thoughtful ideas, but somewhere along their journey from my 
brain to my tongue they became a garbled nonsense of “um’s” 
and “uh’s” and floundering pauses. I had opinions on the social 
hierarchy of the Renaissance! I had thoughts about Lennie and 
George’s plight in pursuit of the American Dream! But alas, my 
teachers were unaware of my intellect because I was incapable 
of vocalizing my ideas. 

Sophomore English changed that for me. The class followed 
the Socratic method, which I found challenging because of the 
frequently obtrusive opinions of some of my more immature 

classmates. The class had a few students in particular who 
drew great pleasure from constantly inserting their opinions into 
group discussions, regardless of relevance or value, just to get 
a reaction from someone. As the self-proclaimed liberal feminist 
I was, I often tried to argue with them, but I usually left class 
frustrated with my inability to convince these kids their ideolo-
gies were wrong. As this drew on for months, I began to realize 
something: if I listened to them and considered their opinions 
as valid and contributional, we could have a conversation rather 
than an argument.

Conversing with these classmates forced me to clearly articulate 
my questions and ideas in order to maintain a civil and intelli-
gent discussion. I needed to be precise, straightforward, and 
thoughtful during discussions in order to make clear I respected 
opinions that differed from my own; otherwise, everything I said 
would be disregarded. This skill further developed throughout 
the year as I learned how to acknowledge counterarguments, 
find and cite reliable sources, and use evidence to support my 
claims. Being in a class with people who had equally strong 
opposing opinions was challenging, but it exposed me to diverse 
ideologies and taught me how to confidently make cohesive, 
sound arguments.
 

6.  Think about an academic subject that inspires you. De-
scribe how you have furthered this interest inside and/or 
outside of the classroom. 

Analyzing how we think, operate, learn and discover as human 
beings has always fascinated me. At the same time, I have al-
ways had a passion for music. These two subjects are not always 
related, but there are strong connections between the two that 
pushed my own mind to think and explore further. During my Ju-
nior Year in both my AP Biology and AP Psychology classes, we 
had units on Neuroscience. We studied how sound is perceived 
in the brain as well as how neurotransmitters contribute to the 
way we think and feel. After finding this connecting pathway 
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between my two passions, I took it upon myself to study further. 
At the end of AP Biology, when given the opportunity to explore 
our individual scientific inquiries, I combined my interests: writ-
ing, recording, and performing with researching, observing, and 
analyzing. It excites me that musical research can be conducted 
in the same manner as it can be in scientific fields. I learned that 
music not only increases activity in all regions of the brain, but it 
also raises serotonin, dopamine, and opioid levels—thus explain-
ing why we feel happier when listening to music. Through further 
investigation, I found that music also helps to rediscover neural 
pathways—facilitating further internal connections that help us 
heal. As music therapy is becoming increasingly popular, the 
effects of music on the brain are important to research in further 
depth, as we have only begun to scratch the surface. This past 
summer, I read several books on music and the brain—includ-
ing Musicophilia and This Is Your Brain on Music—and this year 
I am focusing my Advanced Independent Research Colloquium 
project on the effects of music on neurotransmission as well as 
heart rate, and endorphin release. I hope to continue this re-
search and further explore these passions throughout my years 
at university.

7. What have you done to make your school or your commu-
nity a better place? 

When I heard Boyan Slat, founder of The Ocean Cleanup, speak, 
I was fascinated by his plastic-collecting system’s elegant 
design. Slat’s dynamic solution is revolutionary—it uses the 
ocean’s natural movement to combat pre-existing plastic pollu-
tion. 

While I grew more excited and hopeful for the success of this 
large scale cleanup effort with each update or correspondence, 
I sought a way to contribute to The Ocean Cleanup’s work and 
support its mission. Seeing that they did not have a volunteer 
program, I decided to create my own. 

My organization, Oceans50, aims to provide youth with the infor-
mation they need to actively combat the growing marine debris 
issue. By running an online fundraiser, I raised over three-thou-
sand dollars to support The Ocean Cleanup. During the summer, 
I participated in numerous beach cleanups and spread the word. 
Additionally, I designed a website to inform youth on how they, 
too, could get involved and encourage eco-compatible lifestyles 
in their communities. After gaining a social media presence and 
sending out newsletters, I received messages from like-minded 
individuals asking to collaborate and from children interested in 
working with Oceans50. 

I continue to research plastic pollution and share my findings 
on social media. I also help support my local Greentown orga-
nization’s “Skip the Straw” campaign. Furthermore, my friends, 
classmates, and soccer teammates have been receptive to my 
suggestions of small lifestyle adjustments to reduce their use 
of disposable plastics, such as trading plastic wrap for beeswax 
wrap. I also aim to make others aware of the complexities of the 
marine debris issue (why biodegradable plastics aren’t always 
effective, for example) in order to expand their knowledge be-
yond “#savetheturtles.” 

Although the results of my efforts may not result in the complete 
elimination of marine debris, I see my organization as a contri-
bution, a step in the right direction. The many beach-goers that 
have expressed their gratitude for my cleaning the beach or the 
members of my community that show me how they’re making 
a simple swap I suggested compel me to continue learning and 
progressing in my efforts to challenge the status quo of plastic 
use.


