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Tips for College Application Essays



Check Your Zoom Level

1 2

3 4

The essay should focus on 

YOU as an individual with 

some context.



Have a Great Hook

There are a many possibilities…



In Medias Res
• Latin for “in the midst of 

things.”  

• Basically, start in the middle: 
of the action, of the story, of 
the incident.  

• Don’t start with the setup. 
Cut out the “throat clearing” 
and small talk.  

• One kind of a hook. 

Credit:  Ffion Lindsay



Try an attention-getting 
statement

1 I change my name each time I place an order at Starbucks.
2 When I was in the eighth grade I couldn't read.
3 While traveling through the daily path of life, have you ever stumbled upon 

a hidden pocket of the universe?
4 I have old hands.
5 I was paralyzed from the waist down. I would try to move my leg or even 

shift an ankle but I never got a response. This was the first time thoughts 
of death ever cross my mind.

6 I almost didn't live through September 11th, 2001.
7 The spaghetti burbled and slushed around the pan, and as I stirred it, the 

noises it gave off began to sound increasingly like bodily functions.
8 I have been surfing Lake Michigan since I was 3 years old.
9 I stand on the riverbank surveying this rippled range like some riparian 

cowboy -instead of chaps, I wear vinyl, thigh-high waders and a lasso of 
measuring tape and twine is slung over my arm.

10 I had never seen anyone get so excited about mitochondria.

10 Opening Lines from Stanford Admission Essays. Lynn O’Shaugnessey 



Beware of some types of hooks.  
Not recommended:

• Dictionary definition 

• General question (sometimes 
works, but often not) 

• Quotation unless it is dialogue 
in your opening.   

• Statistics unless very pertinent

It’s all about the opening. 

Make me want to keep 

reading even when I have read 

50 essays.  

—McKenzie Strickland, 

University of Portland



You want a sense of immediacy, not of distance.

 So, be mindful of…

Consider how  you are writing.



Matt Groening

Look at the verb tense & its effect. 

It is passive voice. 

Use active voice instead.  



Other Tips
• Minimize telling what is generally known.  

• Be concise. 

• Make readers feel like they are at your shoulder. 

• use key details 

• use some sensory details 

• Reflect, but minimize explanation. 



–Charles Schulz/ United Feature Syndicate

Revise (but not like this!)



Wild Card  
Essay Questions

Some schools have 



• What makes you happy? (Tufts) 

• Who would be on your dream team and what would this team do? 
(Kenyon)  

• What scientific discovery or technological advancement in the 
future will most impact your life? (Scripps)  

• What historical moment or event do you wish you could have 
witnessed? (Stanford University) 

• What is so odd about odd numbers? (U Chicago) 

• You have a popular podcast. What’s the title? What’s the topic? 
(Wake Forest University) 

• What do you hope will change about the place where you live? 
(University of North Carolina – Chapel Hill)

A few wild card examples

https://www.stanford.edu/
http://www.wfu.edu/
http://admissions.unc.edu/admissions-blog/2017/06/19/fall-2018-application-short-answer-prompts/


Feel free to make fun of the process as you are going through it. 
Sometimes it may feel ridiculous! 



Questions for Peer Review

• Does the essay have a hook? Does it work? 

• How is the overall zoom level?  

• Does the direction/ development work well? 

• Do you learn the WHY behind the topic?  

• Any observations about sentence length? Word choice?  

• Is the closing sentence memorable? Offer a suggestion. 


