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You’ve filled in the blanks on the application 
form, checked “yes” or “no” where required, 
requested your transcripts and gathered all the 
important paperwork. 

But there is another piece to the college admissions puzzle that many high school 
students leave looming until last — the application or admission essay.

Don’t let the essay scare you! Instead, consider it your opportunity to impress the 
admissions departments and show them something they might not be able to see in 
all the paperwork you’ve just completed.

“All of the materials requested as part of the application process provide a picture 
of the student academically and socially,” said Lisa Harper, director of undergradu-
ate admissions at Asbury University in Wilmore, Ky. “The application essay provides 
insight in two ways. It enables the admissions team to determine a student’s writing 
abilities. It also provides insight about the student’s goals, values and desires to im-
pact a certain field or discipline.”

Steve Smith serves as the dual credit coordinator in English at the University of 
Louisville. Now in his 37th year teaching writing, he recently led four workshops for 
high school students who wanted to learn tips and techniques to write a memorable 
application essay.

“I encourage students to use their essays to show who they are in a way that sets 
them apart as more than a number,” Smith said. “Tie the essay to who you are as a 
person. Put the reader there with you and show them.”

So how do you that?
Smith and Harper shared these tips to help prospective students write a better 

college application essay:

■ Know your audience. This rule applies to nearly everything you write, 
so Smith encourages high school students to start here. He suggests that students 
explore the admissions pages on the Web sites of competitive schools to get a better 
idea of what admissions teams are looking for in students and in their essays. “Essays 
are read and evaluated by adults, so be prepared,” Harper said. “And remember not 
to use ‘texting’ in your essay — not only is it unprofessional, it is frustrating for those 
of us who have to Google what it means.”

■ Tell them something new. “They have your application, transcript and 
test scores, so don’t use the essay to tell them things they already hold in their hand,” 
Smith said. “There is a reason for the essay; it takes the place of an interview, so it 
needs to sound like you. Be yourself and talk about something you’re passionate 
about.”
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