Writing Essays

1.) Personal – probably the most difficult and possibly the most important

a. College admissions

i. Undergraduate

1. Before you write

a. Ask friends and relatives about yourself

i. How have you described me to people who haven’t met me?

ii. What’s the best thing anyone has ever told you about me?

iii. What’s the worst thing anyone has ever told you about me?

iv. What do you think is my most unusual or unique character trait?

v. What was your initial impression of me when you first met me? How has that changed?

b. What are your dreams?

c. What issues are extremely important to you?  What do you think about them?

d. What experiences have shaped you into the person you are?

2. Guidelines for writing

a. Convey a positive message, cynicism will get you nowhere.

b. Focus on depth, not breadth by staying close to one idea or event: think personal and anecdotal.

c. Write about what you know and have observed or experienced firsthand

d. Use some imagery (such as tastes, smells, sights, etc.), but don’t overdo it.

e. Don’t tell the reader explicitly “I am a unique and interesting person.”

f. Don’t write about popular television shows, movies, musicians, or actors, regardless of how significant they are to you.

g. However, write about other individuals if that shows some particular insight to understanding you, especially if it is an experience with another individual that was particularly revealing.

3. The opening sentence – extremely important as this is the first impression you will make.

a. Don’t introduce yourself to the admissions committee

b. Don’t ask the reader’s permission to tell him or her about yourself, such as “Please permit me to discuss my…”

c. Don’t write the introduction to a personal essay as you would an academic essay: no reiteration of points, topics, questions, and no mention of what you will discuss later in the essay.

d. Here are some good tips for your first sentence

i. An obscure quotation (avoid popular quotations or quotations from famous people)

ii. A thoughtful question

iii. Someone else’s opinion or theory

iv. A confession

e. And for your closing sentence…

i. Closure: a sense that you have provided the reader with bookends to your essay or that you have come full circle by the end of your essay.

ii. End any suspense and answer any question that you might have posed earlier in the essay.

iii. Don’t repeat or sum-up in any way

ii. Graduate

1. Follow the general structure of an undergrad admissions essay, but you must focus more on the things you have accomplished, any research projects, work experience, internships.  Also, it is very important to name you key advisors along the way.

a. Before you write

i. Carefully consider which program best suits your career goals.  It wouldn’t hurt to make a list and prioritize them.
ii. Research particular programs that fit your needs.  Find out if the program is investing in itself (new labs and buildings, course offerings, student to teacher ratio, etc.)

iii. Remember that just because a school has a well-known name, doesn’t mean that it has a program that is well-known in your field.
iv. Find professors with similar interests.  Familiarize yourself with their work and relate it to your own interests.  Contact them if they are potential advisors.

v. Consider your academic background

1. How have you prepared yourself to succeed in graduate school?

2. What body of relevant knowledge will you take with you?

3. What study or laboratory skills have you honed to date?

4. What personal characteristics make you particularly likely to succeed in your career?

2. Assuming you have done the proper research in finding programs to which you want to apply and specific professors you would like to work with, tie in your internship and research work into whatever his or her field is.  Show that you are capable of working independently and can produce quality, or even groundbreaking work.  Mention these professors and their work by name in your essay.

3. Write your first draft from the heart; don’t try to manufacture something you think the reader will want.  It will only seem fake.  Rather, reread your draft as if you were the admission committee, and note your reactions to your prose.

2.) Academic

a. Preparation

i. What is the topic?  Gather materials from the class that relate to the subject matter.

ii. For which discipline am I writing?  Economics, political science, and english typically require the MLA style of citation, which uses parenthetical internal documentation, while history uses the Chicago style (footnotes), and psychology requires the APA format.

iii. What questions are being asked?  What kind of analysis is required?

1. Argumentative

a. Think of a broad answer to the question (a start: Yes, No, or Maybe)

b. Brainstorm reasons for your answer, keep in mind the typical freshman/sophomore college essay is 5-7 pages long

i. Why [yes, no, maybe]?

ii. What are some possible objections to your argument?

iii. What is your response?

c. Write your thesis: it should be a strong, clear position, typically a sentence or two.

d. Outline 

1.) Broadly sketch what your argument is, your supporting reasons, the evidence to back up your reasons and anticipate objections to your argument along the way.  For example:

   Answer

a. Reason One

i. Supporting evidence

ii. Supporting evidence

iii. Objection

iv. Counterargument

b. Reason Two

c. Reason Three

2.) Write your introduction; the introductory paragraph typically includes your thesis statement, but as you become a more experienced writer and are assigned larger assignments, you may have a bit more flexibility.

3.) Write your conclusion.  The conclusion should echo your introduction: it sums up your argument and makes a strong statement that leaves your reader without any doubt as to what your position is and why you hold it.

2. Research

a. What is the person/problem/event/idea you must evaluate? 

b. When beginning the research, try to start with root causes and basic information.  Start broad, then narrow your focus as you find facts that are key to understanding the issue at hand.

c. Write down pieces of information or quotes from sources you wish to incorporate into your paper, documenting page numbers/sources/etc.

d. Outline

i. Follow the same structure as an argumentative paper, but instead of logically producing an argument, sequentially explain what you are researching from beginning to end, incorporating the necessary information, quotations, and citations as needed.

e. Write your conclusion; sum up everything you have written, what the implications of the research are, and why they are important.

f. Write your introduction.  This is often the most difficult part of doing a research paper, which is why I have listed it as the last step.  Start with an interesting or humorous fact or quote to grab the reader’s attention.  If you succeed in this, the reader will be more likely to pay closer attention to what you have written, rather than write your paper off as “C material.”

Sample Outline

I. Introduction

i. Paragraph 1’s topic

ii. Paragraph 2’s topic

iii. Paragraph 3’s topic

II. Paragraph 1

i. Idea1

ii. Idea 2

iii. Idea 3

III. Paragraph 2

i. Idea 1

ii. Idea 2

iii. Idea 3

IV. Paragraph 3

V. Conclusion

