
HINTS FOR EXCELLENT ESSAYS 
 
 
1. Students often feel that negative, disappointing or uncomfortable experiences or events should 

not be used in essays.  Some fear these experiences might reveal a weakness or insecurity and that 
such information would be a liability for an applicant.  Nonsense!  A sensitive, but not self-pitying 
exploration and explanation of a difficult sophomore year or an uncomfortable experience at 
camp can constitute a wonderful, insightful essay. 

 
2. Write from the heart.  The more you can tell your reader how it felt to have a car accident or make 

an important decision, the more your reader will know about you – and that is the goal of a good 
college essay. 

 
3. College essay writing follows several of the same basic principles used in your high school English 

classes: 
ü Use an organizational strategy that enables you and your reader (the admission staff at 

the college) to gain some sense of an organized flow of ideas.  Your organizational plan 
enables your essay to fulfill a purpose, to go someplace; it gives it a logical beginning, 
middle and end.  

ü Write your body paragraphs first.  Do not attempt to write your introduction first.  
Normally, you should decide what it is about you that you want to talk about and then 
make a few notes or an outline about how you will develop that topic.  

ü Write a clear thesis or controlling statement. 
ü Make your grammar clear and your spelling correct.  
ü Make your examples specific, specific, specific.  Your reader wants to know how you lost 

the close sailboat race, and you will help bring this to life if you describe how the boat 
looked and the details of the race day.  Your precision should help your reader actually 
see the boat, the race, and the trophy.  Be specific and concrete.  Your essay will be 
interesting to read.  

ü Finally, a college essay differs in one important way from an essay you might write for an 
expository writing class.  Your college essay should not be written in the third person 
(“one should realize . . .”) or in the second person (“if you are on student council. . .”).  
Rather, your essay should be written in the first person (“from student council, I learned. 
. .”).  When you write, you should tell your reader, “I felt disappointed when I dropped the 
football,” or “I was overjoyed when I earned an A in my very difficult math class.” 

 
4. Students often ask how long an essay should be.  While requirements and specifications on 

length vary (and most colleges give clear instructions), most college essays are about 250 – 
500 words.  In double-spaced typing, that’s about one and one-half or up to two pages.  Now, 
that’s not so bad! 

 
5. Perhaps the next most common question about essays is whether or not the English teacher 

or your parents ought to read your essay.  While English teachers can be very helpful in 
reading for grammatical and spelling errors as well as for some content and development 
issues, remember that they read as English teachers, not as admission officers, and the 
difference in perspective is key.  Also, when parent read essays, they should not attempt to 
rephrase or restate your ideas into more complex language.  Nor should they discourage you 
from sharing those reflections about yourself that may strike your parents as revealing a 
weakness or an insecurity.  You are human, as are admission officers, and your human 
insights are those that make for superior essays.  

 
6. Finally, do not believe the lore that admission committees only read essays that are highly 

unusual (“a poem is really impressive’ or “why don’t you write your essay on the back of a 
photograph of your grandmother?”).  If creativity or humor or poetry is you, fine.  If not, do 
what is honestly you.  Creative essays or stream of consciousness essays are acceptable if they 
meet the primary criterion mentioned earlier – that the essay allows the college to learn about 
your strengths, your motivations, and your sensitivities.  

 



7. Okay.  Are you ready?  Do you know the essay topic that one of your colleges lists on its 
application?  Have you done your brainstorming?  Try to formulate a thesis sentence for one 
of your essays.  Remember, write your main points and your body paragraphs first; try 
writing furiously and without stopping.  Try to write at least a page.  Do not, at this point, 
censor your work.  Do not stop to correct spelling or look up words in the dictionary.  Simply 
tell your story as if you were writing a letter to a friend.  Then, continue writing furiously until 
you have completed your story.  Add an interesting introductory paragraph that intrigues the 
reader enough to go on.  Add a conclusion and voila!  Obviously, you’ll next want to read for 
grammatical and spelling errors, but you have a draft of your essay.  Does it communicate?  
Does it say something interesting about you?  Is it written honestly and with feeling?  Is it 
completely you?  If so, hooray! 

 
 


