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			What experts say about this book!

			
			Did we need another book on how to write the college application essay? You’ll answer a resounding yes after reading Writing Impressive College Essays by Aimee Weinstein. She presents the information you need to know in clear, easy-to-absorb chapters that cover all the bases of this formidable task. From Common Application essays to those unique supplemental prompts required by special institutions, this book will guide you to write your most effective application essay. If you know nothing of the process, you will become so much more confident — and if you have some awareness already, your engagement with this book will enhance your self-reliance. Basically, Aimee holds your hand as firmly or gently as you need while whispering, “Don’t worry, you can do this.”

			– Cathy Colglazier, College Essay Tutor

			
			Having worked in college admissions since the late ‘90s, I am always skeptical of new books about the admission process. Often they’re filled with impractical suggestions that create more stress or gimmicks that rub admission officers the wrong way. This book, by contrast, is fantastic. It is filled with useful suggestions, valuable examples, and plenty of reminders that this is not a one-size-fits-all process. Dr. Weinstein’s advice is both warm and wise. This book will surely help students not only write great essays but also minimize their stress. I will be ordering it for my clients and sharing it with my colleagues.

			– Reena Kamins, Founder, College Career Life
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			Dear Student/Parent/Tutor –  

			Thank you for purchasing Writing Impressive College Essays. We are committed to publishing books that are content-rich, concise and approachable enabling more students to read and make the fullest use of them. We hope this book provides the most enriching learning experience to write an impressive college essay.

			If you have any questions or suggestions, feel free to email us at reachus@vibrantpublishers.com

			Thanks again for your purchase. 

			– Vibrant Publishers Team
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			Dr. Aimee Weinstein is a full-time professor at the Honors College at George Mason University, where she teaches undergraduate students research methods and writing. One of her focuses is working with Honors College students who will mentor first-generation students in local high schools to write their college essays. In that course, Dr. Weinstein helps students with community engagement and understanding the landscape of the college admissions process in order to prepare the students to do the important work of mentoring. Dr. Weinstein is also affiliated with INTO Mason, where she works with International Graduate students on their research writing, transition management, and other assorted aspects that characterize a move to a new culture and American university life. In addition, when it is safe to travel, she plans to lead a summer study abroad course on Japanese Arts and Well-being. 

			For the past year, Dr. Weinstein has been a faculty fellow with the Stearns Center for teaching and learning, focusing on issues of Anti-Racism and Inclusive Teaching, hoping to gather enough resources to not only enhance learning about these critical issues but also pilot some workshops to help faculty be intentional in their classroom practices. 

			Before moving to Northern Virginia in 2015, Dr. Weinstein lived for more than ten years in Tokyo, Japan where she taught first-year writing and research writing at Temple University, Japan. In addition to traveling throughout Asia, she advocated for women’s education via the Japan Support Committee of the Asian University for Women in Bangladesh. 

			Aimee’s publications include a study guide for the ACT essay, a fiction piece in an anthology about the concept of time, and a small book on humorous English translations of Japanese signs. Most recently she edited a book of her students’ creative nonfiction pieces. Her other, varied publications are mostly out of Japan and include English-language travel and food journals.

			


		
			How to best use this book

			Ideally you are reading this book the summer before your senior year of high school, which is the best time to think about your college essay.  If not, it’s okay! The important part is that you’re getting started and the steps here can be completed at any time. 

			First, you should read the introduction so you know what it means to write a college essay and why it is important. If you can understand why it matters then you will definitely do a better job.

			Next, read Chapter 1 which has all of the information about what goes into your main essay and how to begin.  The last few pages of the chapter are questions to answer so you can brainstorm your best topic.  Remember, everyone is different, so if you and a friend are both using this book, you’ll come up with different answers so you can write completely different essays. 

			Really work on that brainstorming and answer the questions fully so that you’re ready for Step #2: drafting that main essay.  The chapter goes through your brainstorming questions and asks you to combine some questions so your topic can really shine through.  By the time you’ve worked through Chapter 2, you’ll be ready to revise your essay.

			In Chapter 3 you will learn more about revising – specifically why beginnings and endings of essays are so important, and what you can do to make your beginning and ending really shine.

			After you go through the first three chapters of this book, you should have a fairly well-polished main essay, and you’ll then be ready to go to Chapter 4 and work on your supplemental essays.  Not every school will require supplemental essays, but most do, so you’ll find some important tips and tricks (and examples!) on how to do what the schools are asking you to do.

			Chapter 5 covers the COVID-19 question, which is still available as of the 2023-2024 school year.  Remember, you do not have to do it; it is optional.  Only do it if you feel your response will add something significant to your application package.

			Some schools do not fit into the traditional application mold, and if you are applying to one of those schools, then use Chapter 6 to work on the essays for those colleges and universities.  While we do not cover every single case, we go through enough that you can apply your work to your non-traditional application.

			In the final chapter of this book, Chapter 7, you will find 11 essays that my students wrote and used in their college application packages.  The essays are given to you as they were submitted, so you might see something you do not like or that you feel is incorrect in them.  Our goal in showing you these essays is to that essays can be imperfect; they just need to reflect your true story. 

			Remember, applying to college is a journey.  It is stressful and often not fun. However, if you relax and understand that everyone who goes to college goes through this, then you can put it into perspective and see that not only can it be an enjoyable process, but can also be a good time for reflection and connection with your experiences.

			We hope this book will serve as a guide for everyone involved. Best of luck!
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			The best part about writing your college essay is that it signifies the very start of your process – the start of what will be the next phase of your education. Whether you plan to go to school near home or far away; choose a big school or a small one; play a sport or not, everyone begins with his or her main essay – the college essay.

			If done well, writing the essay has the potential to be great fun. The essay can be interesting, exploratory, and even revelatory. Your job here is just one thing: to get your personality on the page so that it reflects your uniqueness and allows colleges to discern why they should pick you to attend their school. Your personality is yours alone and will distinguish you from other applicants. Figuring out how to do just that does not have to be stressful if you start by following the plans and tips and tricks given in this book. You really can enjoy the process!

			I have been working with students on their college essays for over fifteen years. My students have gone to schools such as Dartmouth, Georgetown, and Rice University. I have helped students gain entry into the University of Wisconsin, Indiana University, and the University of California. Some students would like big schools and others would like small ones. But everyone has one thing in common: they all write an essay. My background as a professor of writing at George Mason University in Fairfax, Virginia, and my doctorate in the teaching of writing have prepared me to help students write the very best essays they can. Over time, I have learned that those essays express the very best of students’ work so that the students emerge strong and proud. I’ve learned so much from students over the years and I’m delighted to share what I know.

			Most students begin with the “main’’ essay but what really is it and why is it so important? Some of that has to do with the Common App (www.commonapp.org). If you are applying to colleges in the United States, you will likely use this website or the mobile app. Over 900 colleges and universities have signed on to accept applications via this website. And as part of this website, students must submit a 650-word essay.  

			In the past, every college had its own prompts, but since the advent of the Common App website, colleges and universities are more inclined to use and accept the website’s prompts. The number one reason the main essay is so important is that most colleges and universities do not have the capacity to interview every applicant. Admissions officers want a way to get to know the people who apply to their schools and asking students to write about themselves has proven to be an excellent way to achieve that goal.  

			The main essay has always been an important part of every college application packet, but it has grown in significance in recent years since the COVID-19 pandemic. At the height of the pandemic, many colleges and universities in the U.S. decided not to consider standardized test scores such as ACTs or SATs. Students in the class of 2020 and 2021 had trouble even finding tests to take since most test centers were closed, so that made sense. Going forward, schools have decisions to make regarding the testing, and some schools choose to stay test-optional, while others plan to go back to requiring them.  Please check the current requirements of the schools to which you’re applying. There are rumors that the main essay has taken on more importance with the de-emphasis of testing. Regardless, it is important to focus on having a great essay. 

			The main essay, however, is not meant to be a listing of activities or achievements; nor is it a description of your home life or favorite something or other.  It is imperative that you meet one goal: get your personality on the page.  

			A few years ago, I was listening to the Director of Admissions at Virginia Tech University address potential applicants and their families. She noted that it is the job of the Admissions department to “craft” a freshman class.  Admissions officers have to determine who will be a good fit for the university and who has the greatest chance of succeeding at their school. They need a balance of musicians and scientists.  They need some people who are likely to join various clubs and some who are interested in service organizations. In fact, they need some people who are interested in all of those things and also might have great leadership potential. Unfortunately, since most schools do not allow students to have an interview with Admissions, the college essay is how they sort of get to know each student.  

			Think of it this way: when looking through your package of application information, the Admissions officers have access to several things. They have your grades, the teacher and counselor recommendations, your test scores, and your activities list/resume. Your guidance counselor at your high school will include a reference together with a profile of your school – its demographics, including the number of students in the school and the graduating class, along with a description of the types of classes available at the school with your admissions packet to every college or university to which you apply. In that way, the Admissions people get a picture of you and your credentials within the scope of where you’ve come from. All of those things I’ve just mentioned are fixed. The freshman, sophomore, and junior grades are set, and the standardized test scores are generally complete by the time you apply.  Even the recommendations are somewhat fixed. Obviously, you will ask teachers who know you well and see you in the best light to write the recommendations, but you do not have control over what they write.  

			The one place where you, the student, have control, is the essay. You get to decide what you want to share with the Admissions Committee. You get to tell your story and why it matters. You get to show them who you are, what you care about, and how you plan to be in the world both in college and beyond. This is where you can share your dreams if you have big ones, or your worldview, if that is important to you. YOU are the topic of the essay; it’s not what you’ve done or even what you will do – it’s YOU!

			A reason writing a college essay becomes frightening for many students is that most high schools do not focus on the personal essay as a genre. Students are mostly taught to analyze literature, prove a historical point, write a lab report, and write an argument – all of those genres are extremely useful and crucial parts of writing, but the personal essay is not among them. Perhaps this is the first time you have been asked to write about yourself at all.  

			This guidebook is meant to help you with the process. 

			The book itself is divided into chapters that represent the parts of the college essay process you need to address. Chapter 1 is on the main essay.  You will work on brainstorming exercises, idea suggestions, and potential topics, including addressing the prompts - or choosing your own prompt.

			In Chapter 2, you will take some potential answers to your brainstorming questions, and put them together at the start of essays. Chapter 3 is all about short examples, and focusing on beginnings and endings of the main essay. I will show you introductions, paragraphs, and conclusions, as well as other parts of essays that work or don’t work – along with commentary about why the sentences are placed the way they are. In Chapter 4, we will work on supplemental essays. These are school-dependent, but there are various ways to approach them in general, and you can explore those approaches, both in a specific sense as well as in a creative sense.  In Chapter 5, you will see if and how you might approach the COVID-19 prompt that remains on the Common App website. Not all students will elect to write it, but the prompt does warrant consideration. In Chapter 6, we will look at supplemental essay questions that are outside of the range of normal questions. We will also look at a few schools that are not on the Common App at all and have their own application portals. This chapter will address both types of anomalies and how you might approach them.

			Lastly, in Chapter 7, I’ll introduce you to some essays that work. These are essays that are included here with the permission of their authors and are reproduced without further editing. In other words, what you see here is exactly how the students submitted them and gained entry into the colleges and universities of their choice. The essays may have grammatical errors too. Remember, though, that these essays are complete and have been revised and edited. You might be tempted to compare your first draft to these finished products, but that is not helpful to you.  We’ll talk more in Chapter 6 about how to use the example essays to help you feel confident and not intimidated.

			Let’s get started! You can do this!
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			The main essay for your application, as we discussed in the introduction, is a reflection of you and your personality.  The topic of the essay is YOU! The Common App website does give prompts to get you started if you want them, but there is no reason that you have to answer or address one of its prompts.   You should feel free to write the essay that you want to write – the one that reflects YOU.  

			The main essay can be a maximum of 650 words if you are submitting it via the Common App. If you are working with the Coalition App, as some schools require, then it’s only 550 words maximum. While that seems a lot right now before you have started to write, the limit comes quickly when you really get going. Take a look at the introductory section of this book – it’s nearly 1500 words, almost more than double the word limit and it doesn’t seem long at all. You will not be able to go over the word count; the text box on the website will cut you off right at the limit. DO NOT write the essay directly on the website.  Use a word processor or an application and then copy/paste the work into the text box. In that way, you don’t risk submitting an incorrect essay and you have plenty of ways to edit, revise, and manipulate your text before submitting it. You can edit many many times on the application or word processor before entering the final text, and that is what you need to do; ensure that your work is as refined as it possibly can be before putting it up on the Common App website. You would not want to put something on the site with any errors in it.

			The prompts given on the Common App website might serve as a spark for your work, and they are here:

			1.	Some students have a background, identity, interest, or talent that is so meaningful they believe their application would be incomplete without it. If this sounds like you, then please share your story.

			2.	The lessons we take from obstacles we encounter can be fundamental to later success. Recount a time when you faced a challenge, setback, or failure. How did it affect you, and what did you learn from the experience?

			3.	Reflect on a time when you questioned or challenged a belief or idea. What prompted your thinking? What was the outcome?

			4.	Reflect on something that someone has done for you that has made you happy or thankful in a surprising way. How has this gratitude affected or motivated you?

			5.	Discuss an accomplishment, event, or realization that sparked a period of personal growth and a new understanding of yourself or others.

			6.	Describe a topic, idea, or concept you find so engaging that it makes you lose track of time. Why does it captivate you? What or who do you turn to when you want to learn more?

			7.	Share an essay on any topic of your choice. It can be one you’ve already written, one that responds to a different prompt, or one of your own design.  

			(www.commonapp.org)

			Please note that prompt #7 is a free-choice option – therefore, any essay you write is viable. You can choose whatever topic makes you feel good about yourself and your ideas. These prompts are meant to give you ideas, spark thoughts, and even open discussions – sometimes in classrooms – but you do not need to adhere to them strictly.  Your job is to write the essay that best reflects your personality and sets you apart from other applicants.

			Good College Essays - Examples and Topics

			It is important to remember that Admissions Officers read many essays and the ones that truly captivate the readers’ interest from the beginning are with a strong opener. I worked with one student who loved running for the sake of it. She opened her essay with the sentence, “I don’t know why anyone would wear headphones while running; you would miss everything.” That one sentence helped the reader understand that she was not going to discuss running as a competitive sport as much as she would be more journey-focused. The opening sentence set out the writer’s intention from the very beginning and intrigued the reader, which it was meant to do. The reader became invested immediately and wanted to read more.

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							
							Why is it important here that the students mentioned here go to a science magnet school but do not write about science? Aha! It’s important for  Admissions counselors to see students as whole people, not just one facet of them.

						
					

				
			

			Another example is one student who attended a STEM-focused school but wanted to discuss his acting in the school plays, so he opened with a brief description of himself on stage falling down on his knees, as required by the script, and how he worked so hard to make the action look natural while still preserving his joints. Another student at the same school opened with a scene in her kitchen with her sister as they cooked together. It’s interesting to note that these students are steeped in scientific research as required for graduation from the school, but they chose to focus more on their home lives and what is important to them personally. That being said, I’ve worked with several students who became enthralled with their research over the course of their junior and senior years of high school, so they opened by describing that work, but then had to work very hard to make the rest of the essay about their thoughts, ideas, and feelings, not the research and its ups and downs. Some students wrote about the ups and downs of their research and how they handled the situation, and those worked well because they showed how they performed under pressure. But ultimately, the essays still had to focus on the students, not the work they performed.

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							
							What makes you,  well, YOU? 

							Think about that as you continue reading.

						
					

				
			

			Another example is the student who used the main essay to talk about her research while working at the Smithsonian Institute’s Natural History Museum in its butterfly exhibit. She opened her essay with a gorgeous description of walking into a garden and the butterflies swirling all around her but the ultimate point of her essay was that she has always been committed to environmental causes and cared deeply about the health of the Earth.  

			Another way to handle the main essay is thematically. I once worked with a student whose sport in high school was rifle shooting. Whenever young people handle a rifle, they must adjust their stances every time they grow a few inches, which happens often with teens. This particular student grew a foot, twelve full inches over the course of his junior year of high school. Add to that the mission trip he took to build houses in Asia the prior summer, and you have an entire essay built on the idea of growth: physical, mental, and spiritual.  

			One student came to me with her main essay already written, but she knew it wasn’t quite right. It was a gorgeous description of being the prima ballerina in a production of the Nutcracker Ballet the year before. It had beautiful descriptions of the costumes, the music, the sets, and everything else, but there wasn’t a word about her personally. The reader never knew what it took to get there, what it meant to her to have that role, and most importantly, why ballet wasn’t something she intended to pursue in college. While we were able to keep a lot of her work, we had to add in quite a bit and pare down her descriptions in order to keep the word count to the right number.
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