The College Essay: To Write and How to Write, That is the Question
by Kathleen Martin, Kaplan Senior Pre-College Admissions Consultant
College application essays give you the opportunity to offer the admissions committee insight into your strengths, potential, and personality, and may determine if you're a good fit for the college. Colleges want to get to know you as a person and to understand what strengths and talents you can bring to their campus. 

What do college admissions officers look for in an application essay? First and foremost, they want to confirm that you can write at the college level, using proper grammar, punctuation, and spelling. They expect that you'll begin with a strong thesis sentence, develop three supportive paragraphs, and support your initial statements with a strong conclusion. 

It can also be an intimidating process to sum up your life in 500 words or less, so follow these Top 20 Tips for Writing a College Essay to make the process a bit easier.

Top 20 Tips for writing a College Essay:
1. Focus on creating an interesting "hook" or beginning to your essay. Sleep-deprived, over-caffeinated college admissions officers will be much more likely to continue reading your essay if the thesis statement catches their imagination. 

2. Always use your best writing style, incorporating vivid language, proper grammar, punctuation, and spelling. 

3. Review each college's essay requirements and figure out how many essays are required by each school. Some colleges may request a 500-word essay as well as some short-answer essays. 

4. Proofread! A parent, guidance counselor, or English teacher can be a valuable proofreader. An essay filled with sloppy, careless errors is guaranteed to send a student's file to the rejection pile. Be sure to utilize the spellcheck feature on your computer! 

5. Tell a story. Colleges want to learn about who you are and what factors have shaped who you have become. 

6. Focus on yourself. Unless you are specifically asked to write about a favorite teacher or inspirational character, colleges want to learn about you! Discuss your unique qualities. 

7. Avoid clichés. Nothing rattles an admissions officer's cage more than hearing the same old phrases repeated ad infinitum. It's a sure thing that admissions officers do not want to read another essay that references "I took the road less traveled." 

8. Speak in your own voice. Most admissions people have read thousands of essays, and can quickly identify an essay that has been overworked, or, worse yet, written by a parent or teacher. Admissions committees want to hear your thoughts. You don't have to be overly formal. Your writing style should reflect who you are. 

9. Avoid flowery, artificial language. "I charted my course, and my ship of individuality sailed on through raging storms taking on the unexpected like a stalwart sailor" is sure to make a reader groan. If you're trying too hard to be a dramatic writer, it will decrease the effectiveness of your story. 

10. Don't procrastinate. Begin your essay process as soon as possible and plan to finish your essays in October of your senior year. 

11. Follow the directions. As simple as it may sound, it is extremely important that you answer the question that colleges ask and stay within their word count limit. 

12. Don't whine. There is almost nothing that is less appealing to a college than a student who uses the essay to complain about all of the injustices that have occurred in their life. 

13. Save a copy of your essay. You don't want to have to recreate your whole essay if something goes wrong. A printed copy and another one on your computer's hard drive and/or disk are absolutely essential. 

14. Know your audience. Admissions committees are comprised of a cross-section of people of different ages, backgrounds, biases, and insights. Since you can't please all of the people all of the time, your best bet is to be true to yourself. 

15. Don't plagiarize. Admissions people have visited the same college essay websites that you, perused the college essay books, and have read many essays. Attempts to borrow someone else's work are usually identified immediately, and the repercussions are dire. 

16. Don't restate your resume. Since you should have submitted an overview of your activities with your application, do not bore admissions officers by restating the obvious. You should focus on providing interesting insights into your life and dreams. 

17. Be memorable. Ideally, admissions officers should respond, "Oh, that's the student who wrote that great essay about their volunteer experience!" when your file is reviewed by the selection committee. 

18. Use vivid imagery. If the admissions officer feels that he/she has joined you throughout your adventures in Spain, or personally met your inspirational great-grandmother, you have written an effective essay. 

19. Plan to write each essay several times. Frequently, it is necessary to write several drafts of your essay. Patience and perseverance will result in a polished essay! 

20. Don't be repetitive. Don't hit the reader over the head with your point. Communicate it once, well. 

