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How important is 
your college essay?

Rank the 12 Application 
Materials in order of 

importance
*results from a survey conducted by the National Association 

for College Admission Counseling



12 Application Materials
1. Grades in college prep classes
2. Strengths of courses (i.e. are you taking 

the most rigorous classes offered at your 
school)

3. Standardized test scores
4. Grades in all courses

5. College essay(s)
6. Demonstrated interest in the school 
7. Class rank 
8. Counselor recommendation
9. Teacher recommendations
10. AP/IB scores 
11. Interviews
12. Extracurriculars



Building a 3D 
Image of You

Academics

Extracurriculars

Interest in  
school

Recommendations

Your Essay



From the Experts

―We want to see a slice of your life that is the most 
meaningful to you.
―Understand what the question is asking.

—Lloyd Peterson, Yale

―Because writing itself is a way of demonstrating the 
ability to think, we get a good idea of how the student 
thinks through the essay.

—Elizabeth Moser, Bryn Mawr

―While the essay is part of the overall package, and 
we do look carefully at everything, it does offer students 
the best chance for reflection.

―Gail Sweezey, Gettysburg College 



From the Experts

―Contrary to popular belief, we do not 
want to be entertained.

–Peter Osgood, Harvey Mudd College

―We need to hear your voice.
–William Conley, Johns Hopkins

―If you‘re not funny, now is not the time to 
experiment.

–Michael Thorp, York College



The Purpose of the Essay

•To reveal something about YOU that is not in 
the rest of the application

•To reveal YOUR voice in words

•To illustrate your character

•To demonstrate YOUR skill as a writer 

•To stick out amongst the crowd

•To give YOU some control in this process



Who is your audience?

•An admissions committee consisting 
of several real people.

•These are different from each other 
and may disagree – there's no simple 
answer to the question, "Will they like 
this essay?“

•They have lots of experience doing 
this.



Who is your audience?

•They have already read the rest 
of your application materials.

•They are required to read for 8 to 
10 hours a day for several days.



Common Application Prompts

Page 

https://appsupport.commonapp.org/applicantsupport/s/article/What-are-the-2020-2021-Common-Application-essay-prompts


Help from the Admissions 
Committee at Johns Hopkins

Hear from the Class of 2023

These selections represent just a few examples of essays we found impressive and 
helpful during the past admissions cycle.

https://apply.jhu.edu/application-process/essays-that-worked/
https://apply.jhu.edu/application-process/essays-that-worked/


Mentor Text #1
Time to Spin the Wheel



Mentor Text #1

• What is your initial reaction? 

• What did you learn about this student?

• What did you enjoy about this essay?

• What didn’t you enjoy about this essay?

• Did the applicant come to life?

• Were the ideas presented clearly?

• What essay question did they answer?

• Would you like to see the student on your campus?



Admissions Committee 
Comments

Romila writes about her interest in words, 
beginning with a simple family tradition. You 
see her passion for reading, languages, and 
biology, which highlights how words have the 
ability to fascinate and inspire new ideas 
across different subjects. The intersection of 
linguistics and science shows how 
interdisciplinary study can lead to new 
interests and discoveries. A curiosity about the 
world and the ability to find connections 
between disciplines are characteristics of a 
student who would thrive at Hopkins.



Mentor Text #2
Superheroes



Mentor Text #2

• What is your initial reaction? 

• What did you learn about this student?

• What did you enjoy about this essay?

• What didn’t you enjoy about this essay?

• Did the applicant come to life?

• Were the ideas presented clearly?

• What essay question did they answer?

• Would you like to see the student on your campus?



Admissions Committee 
Comments

Stephanie’s openness to new interpretations 
gives us a sense of how she will contribute to 
the Hopkins community as a creative thinker, 
and as someone who is eager to impact how 
people view the world. This essay provides 
context for her academic and extracurricular 
interests as well as her character and 
initiative, all of which are important in an 
application review process where we try to 
learn about the whole student.



College Essay Tips
•Answer the prompt.
•Show don’t tell.
•Tell a story only you can tell.
•Go small to get at a big idea.
•Personality is essential, so be yourself. Your essay 
should convey a strong sense of your personality 
through a distinct personal voice.

•Do not merely repeat information that can be 
found in your other application materials.

•Develop vivid snapshots (imagery) as part of the 
specific story you are telling.

•Be focused on a very specific central idea or 
argument.

•Specificity, clarity, and brevity are key.



Good Essays Should Be
From 50 Stanford Application Essays

•Coherent
•Honest
•Individualized
•Concise
•Accurate
•Vivid
•Likeable
•Interesting pp. 18-19



Good Essays Should NOT Be
From 50 Stanford Application Essays

•Obscure
•Obnoxious
•Obscene
•Plagiarized

p. 19



Telling vs. Showing

TELLING
A book or film that has had great influence on me 
was Grosse Point Blank.

SHOWING
To my disappointment, Liar Liar was sold out, but I 
had come to see a movie and was going to see one.  
Then there it was, in the right corner of the 
marquee, a film I had never heard of, Grosse Point 
Blank. I wish that I could look back at this moment 
and see destiny pulling at my seven dollars and fifty 
cents.



Telling vs. Showing

TELLING

Jamila was terribly afraid of the 
dark.

SHOWING
As her mother switched off the light and left the 

room, Jamila tensed. She huddled under the 
covers, gripped the sheets, and held her breath 

as the wind brushed past the curtain.



Telling vs. Showing

TELLING

I walked through the forest. It was 
already Fall and I was getting cold.

SHOWING
The dry orange leaves crunched under my feet 

as I pulled the collar up on my coat.



Topics to avoid
• What you think they want to hear

• Flattery
• Informing the college about itself

• Sports as a metaphor for life

• Crimes

• Bad grades

• "My great coach"

• Death, Divorce, Disaster

• "How my school failed me"

• The "gee whiz" essay (how working with those less fortunate made 
me realize how fortunate I am)

• Traveling abroad



25 Essay Mistakes that Guarantee Failure
From 50 Stanford Application Essays

• Trying to be someone else

• Choosing a topic that sounds good but you don’t care 
about

• Not thinking before writing

• Not answering the question

• Not sharing something about yourself

• Forgetting who your readers are

• Tackling too much of your life

• Having a boring introduction

• Latching on to an issue that you don’t really care about

• Resorting to gimmicks

• Trying to make too many points

• Not being specific

• Crossing the line

pp. 1-10



25 Essay Mistakes that Guarantee Failure
From 50 Stanford Application Essays

• Repeating what’s in the application form

• Not having a connection with the application form

• Not going deep enough

• Not getting any feedback

• Getting too much feedback

• Trying to be extraordinarily different

• Ruling out common topics

• Forcing humor

• Writing the essay the night before it’s due

• Failing the thumb test (i.e. writing a generic essay that you could 
put another person’s name on)

• Forgetting to proofread

• Not writing to the specific college

• Not spending time on the rest of your application

pp. 1-10



Be on the lookout for 
information about 
our College Essay 
Writing Workshop

• In early August

• 4 days

• 3 hours each day

• Morning session available

• $60 fee

• Includes:
• Instruction
• Mentor texts
• Topic development
• Blind peer critique
• One-on-one conferencing with me


