
 

The College Application Essay 

 

Colleges ask their applicants to write essays (notably called personal 

essays) so that admissions officers can get an idea about who you 

are and how you think.  Much of the rest of the application gives 

them information which they can fit neatly into little 

compartments: your grades, your scores, your activities, your 

honors.  These things are all important.  These things show what 

you can do, but they do not always show who you are.  Your 

personal essay is an opportunity for you to show an admissions 

officer the character behind all the numbers.  Don’t look at the 

essay as a dreadful chore.  Look at it as an opportunity to tell a 

story and reveal a little bit of your personality. 

Because the essay presents such an important opportunity for you, you certainly want it to represent 

your best work.  Although I am here to help at every stage of the writing process, from 

brainstorming for a good topic to organizing your thoughts to correcting the last grammar mistake, 

your essay must speak with your voice.  Not my voice, not your parent’s voice, not your teacher’s 

voice. It is your voice that your admissions officer wants to hear in your essay, and admissions 

officers are not easily fooled. So let them hear the voice of a high school student, reflecting on past 

experiences and looking forward to future ones.   

The questions on The Common App and on many supplements are posed in such a way as to give 

you tremendous freedom in your choice of topic, and there are countless ways to approach these 

essays.  Whatever you choose to write about should be very important to you, so that you will have 

plenty to say. Even a seemingly minor event or experience can be developed into an excellent essay 

if it was meaningful to you. This is exactly the time to reveal your passion, your individuality, and 

your intellectual curiosity. 

A word of caution if you choose to read published college application essays: these tend to be the 

best of the best and can be intimidating.  However, if you’d like to know what you’re up against, or 

you’d just like to see how others have approached the task, go ahead and read some of these.  You 

will be able to find books of published college essays in your library.  The New York Times also 

publishes several prize-winning college essays every spring, most of which have to do with 

“dangerous” topics like money, race, and class.  You can find these on-line, for example here and 

here. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2013/05/17/business/college-essays.html
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/05/20/your-money/college-essays-on-money.html


 

College Essay Editing Appointment and Email Guidelines 

Mrs. Daphne Keller 

dcmkeller@gmail.com 

 

I want the time we spend working together on your essays to be as productive as possible.  I cannot 

predict exactly how many visits it will take before you are ready to submit your essays—every 

student’s case is different.  Please follow these rules in order to make the most of our time together. 

1. Email your work to me before your appointment. 

Before each tutoring appointment, including the first one, please e-mail me whatever you’ve 

written so far.  It’s fine if it’s only an incomplete draft. It’s fine if it’s still got your notes in it.  It’s 

fine if it’s just some ideas. Go ahead and send it.  That way I will be able to look it over and print it. 

(But if, before our first session, you’ve got nothing at all, don’t panic. That’s ok too.)  

2.  Bring a printed copy of your essay to your appointment. 

Whenever possible, please bring a printed copy of your work to our tutoring appointments.  I 

know many students like to bring only their laptops, but editing goes much faster on the printed 

page. Using a hard copy also lets you see what you had written before any changes we make, and 

you may want to see that later on. I will always give you our written notes to take home with you. 

3.  We can work on an essay by email ONLY after we have worked on it together in person. 

I will sometimes agree to review an essay by email after we have worked on it together during a 

tutoring appointment.  There is no charge for this email review, but we must work on the essay 

together for that first time. For example, if we work on your Common App essay on Monday, and 

on Tuesday you email me some changes to review before our next meeting, I will happily do that 

and then send you back comments.  But if on Tuesday you send me your Rutgers essay, well, that 

will just have to wait until the next time we meet face-to-face.  

4.  Email work before 6:00 pm. 

If you are sending me work to review, please email before 6:00 pm.  If you send work later than 

that, I may not be able to answer the same day.  I will answer, of course, but it may not be until the 

next morning. 

5. So DO NOT wait until the last minute. Repeat, DO NOT wait until the last minute! 
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http://www.satgameplan.com/

