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Introduction

So you want to go to medical school?

Whether you are still researching the application process, are looking for inspiration for the daunting essay, or are ready to put your words on paper, this book is designed to give you all the tools you will need. In these pages you will discover what a vital role the essay plays in the application process, you will find over 35 essays that were actually accepted at some of the nation’s top medical schools, and you will be given tools that will allow you to write stellar essays of your own and to ultimately sail through the interview that your essay WILL help you secure.

What’s in this book?

Our 4th edition of Essays That Will Get You Into Medical School includes a section that lays out the process of applying to medical school, in sequential steps with some important tips and facts about each. The bulk of the book still focuses, of course, on the essay, and we have included comments after each essay that reveal its strengths as well as how it could have been improved. These essays will prove invaluable to you as you search for ideas and inspiration for your own essays and probably struggle (who doesn’t?) with concerns of how your writing skills and breadth of experiences stack up to the rest of the applicant pool. Finally, we walk you through the interview process, providing questions that admissions officers have shared with us, and prepare you to answer them honestly and wisely.

Why is the personal statement widely considered the most important part of your application?

First, it is likely the only part of the application over which you have control. Second, without a compelling personal statement that makes the application committee want to know you better, the coveted interview may never happen.

So consider this in the writing process: Everything you have done up to now is completed—past tense. You couldn’t change it if you wanted to, so stop worrying about it. The personal statement lies ahead—treat it as if it is the only thing that matters.

Imagine that the only thing an admissions committee would ever see is your essay. One to two pages, double-spaced, are all they would have to make a decision that will change the rest of your life. As one admissions officer stated:

Students do have a lot of control. They may feel powerless in the face of the medical application process, but what they show us in the essay and interview is up to them. They shouldn’t underestimate the importance of this.

The personal statement and the interview allow you to humanize yourself.

Think of your personal statement as the face of your application. An application without an essay is a statistic; it’s just another faceless person in a crowd.

As a member of the admissions committee at Harvard Medical School and a premedical advisor at Harvard College, I realize that the personal statement is the only way that an admissions committee member can get to know an applicant and, therefore, the essay should be written and rewritten, read and proofread, countless times.

An application with a poorly written essay doesn’t give admissions officers the opportunity to care. It’s basic psychology: Make them feel that they know you, and it will be harder for them to reject you. Make them know you and like you, and they might accept you despite weakness in other areas.

The personal statement—and the interview provide you with an opportunity to showcase your social skills.

The personal statement is the most misunderstood portion of the medical application. Students approach it with fear, and never feel they have tackled it from the proper angle, which is a mistake. Each student should look upon this section as an opportunity to humanize their otherwise academic-emphasized application folder.

Not only will humanizing yourself through the essay make you more memorable to the admissions committee, but the committee is also aware that strong social skills and a likeable character are important qualities in a doctor.

Understanding the importance of the personal statement and the interview is a necessary first step toward perfecting your medical school application, but that knowledge alone won’t do you much good. In fact, it could even hurt your efforts if it only makes you nervous. So, if this whole application process has you perspiring, you can relax now. Taking the process seriously is the first step. We’re here to help you get through the rest. Let’s get started!



A Note About Plagiarism

Throughout this book, we have emphasized the need for honest, personal application essays. To submit anything else to the schools you are applying to is not only stupid—it’s illegal.

If you do borrow material from other sources, be sure to credit it properly. If you are not careful about this, you may hurt your chances of getting into a particular school. To purposely avoid giving credit where credit is due is to court disaster.

An admissions officer was once quoted as saying

After fifteen years of reading hundreds of essays a year, you develop an amazing ability to see straight through the bull.

This is also true of detecting plagiarism. Admissions officers do read hundreds of essays every year. In doing so, they have developed a sense of whether or not the author of the essay is being honest. Although it may sound impossible, these admissions officers also tend to remember many of the essays that they read. If it is discovered that you have “borrowed” someone else’s essay, you will undoubtedly be denied admission.

You owe it to yourself to be honest, forthright, and sincere.




PART ONE

Applying to Medical School


Highlights

• Applying to medical school is a 5-step process.

1. Completing pre-med courses

2. Taking the MCAT

3. Completing the AMCAS application

4. Filling out secondary applications for individual schools

5. Requesting letters of recommendation

• You will receive invitations to interview by schools that are considering accepting you.

• The Fee Assistance Program (FAP) developed by the AAMC can offset the exorbitant cost of applying to medical school.

• Look to www.aamc.org for the latest information.



You may not have known it then, but the process of applying to medical school began many years ago. It may have begun with a childhood experience that instilled in you a desire to help others, or maybe it began with the frog you dissected in high school that sparked your fascination with living creatures, how they are composed and how they function. It continued with each extracurricular activity, every job experience, and each research project. It was enhanced with every honor and award you received. It began long ago because though you may not have realized it then, you are now being asked to recall each and every experience that will demonstrate you are ready for medical school both academically and emotionally. It may seem daunting but think of it this way—most of the work is already done. What lies ahead is a standardized test, a comprehensive application that will include all college transcripts and your personal statement, secondary applications based on the schools you select, letters of recommendation and then hopefully, the coveted interview. So let’s break it all down.

Pre-med Courses

There is a general curriculum that most medical schools require before matriculation. These are one year of biology with labs, two years of chemistry (one year of inorganic and one year of organic) with labs, one year of physics, one year of calculus, and many institutions require a year of expository writing. Harvard Medical School, for example, states that writing is an important skill both for the study and practice of medicine. They will consider any nonscience courses that involved substantial expository writing to fulfill the writing requirement.

Harvard goes on to say, as do many institutions, that while satisfactory completion of the required science and mathematics courses is expected, they like to see at least 16 hours completed in literature, languages, the arts, humanities, and the social sciences. They further recommend honors courses and independent study and/or research. And, of course, computer proficiency is also expected.

It is important to note that while strong performances in the sciences is expected from all applicants, most admissions committees admire students who can demonstrate a well-rounded education through both their course work and their extracurricular activities. So if you didn’t major in a science, but have still done well in all of the pre-med requirements, don’t worry! This could actually highlight your application as impressive, rather than weak.

The average GPA as reported by the Association of American Medical Colleges (AAMC) in 2012 hit an all time high. The average GPA across the total applicant pool of 45,266 was 3.54. That was broken down as 3.44 for the Science GPA and 3.66 for the nonscience GPA. For students who actually matriculated, the average GPA was, of course, even higher with a 3.68 GPA total, broken down as 3.63 for science courses and 3.75 for nonscience courses.

MCAT

The Medical College Admissions Test (MCAT) is required by almost all medical schools as part of the application package. It is a standardized test that is mostly multiple-choice. The exam is designed to assess problem solving, critical thinking, verbal reasoning, and knowledge of science concepts and principles prerequisite to the study of medicine. Because of the heavy focus on science concepts, it is highly recommended that all pre-med courses be completed prior to taking the MCAT. Questions are largely based on this prerequisite curriculum. The cost for taking the MCAT for 2013 examinees was $270. Applications were up by 3000 in 2012.

In 2013, the exam consisted of approximately 50 questions each in physical sciences and biological sciences, and 40 questions in verbal reasoning. Scores are reported in each of these three categories. Most schools will not accept MCAT scores that are more than three years old. As of January 2013, the writing samples have been eliminated, making the essay that much more important.

MCAT testing is computerized; a pencil and paper option is not available. The exam is only offered in English. Total testing time is approximately four hours. The total appointment time for taking the MCAT is about five hours and ten minutes, which includes optional tutorials and three ten-minute breaks.

For each of the multiple-choice sections, a numeric score is given. Raw scores are scaled, taking into consideration the difficulty of the test questions. Scaled scores range from 1 to 15. The AAMC reported that in 2012, the mean MCAT scores for all medical school applicants was as follows: VR 8.1, PS 8.4, BS 8.8, WS O.

In 2013 a Trial Section was added as an optional, unscored set of 32 questions that are designed to test questions to be added in 2015. As of this writing, participants who took the Trial Section were compensated with a $30 gift card for their trouble. See the AAMC website for more information.

AMCAS

AMCAS, short for the American Medical College Application Service, is a centralized application service utilized by almost all American medical schools. It is a web-based application that simplifies the process of applying to multiple medical schools by having applicants fill out one comprehensive application that is then forwarded to each school that the applicant indicates in the application. It is a time-consuming process but the web-based system allows you to fill out part of the application, save it, and come back to it at a later time. Changes can be made to the application up to the time that you “certify” it, indicating that it is true and complete. This virtually seals the application, which is now ready for submission. Changes can be made later if proper guidelines outlined by AMCAS are followed. The application will then need to be recertified.

The fee for the AMCAS application as of this publication was $160 for the first school and $35 for each additional school to which an applicant wants the application sent.

The application includes the following sections:

Biographic Information: Information such as name, social security number, mailing address, contact information, economic information and whether or not you would like to be considered for disadvantaged status.

Post-Secondary Experiences: This section allows you to enter any work experiences, extracurricular activities, awards, honors, or publications that you would like the admissions committee to consider. You may enter up to 15 experiences.

Personal Comments: This is where you will paste your essay. We emphasize the word PASTE here because we cannot stress enough how much work and thought should go into this section of your application. In fact, on the application itself you are asked to consider your statement carefully because “admissions committees place SIGNIFICANT weight on this section.” It should be approximately one page, single spaced. Do not type your essay directly into this section of the application. It should be grammatically reviewed and spell-checked until it is perfect. It is interesting to note, however, that a simple text format is best because most of the formatting will be lost when pasted into the application form.

Schools Attended: Here you will enter information about each college you attended. It does not matter if you graduated from each institution. All colleges or universities must be listed even if you only took one course for which you received an incomplete.

Transcript Requests: This section allows you to create and print AMCAS Transcript Request Forms to send to registrars at schools from which official transcripts will be required. It is recommended that you request personal copies of all transcripts in addition to those required for your AMCAS application. Mistakes are not uncommon and this will give you the opportunity to check the transcript for accuracy.

Coursework: In this section, you must enter each course for which you were ever enrolled in any U.S., U.S. Territorial, or Canadian post-secondary institution. This includes courses from which you withdrew, received an incomplete, repeated, failed, are currently enrolled in or expect to enroll in before entering medical school, college-level courses taken in high school, or courses removed from your transcript or GPA as a result of academic bankruptcy, forgiveness, or similar institutional policies.

Certification and Submission: This section includes a final list of questions to which full disclosure is the only policy. Answering “yes” to any of these questions may not hurt your chances of getting into medical school. There is a space left for explanations and a note that “medical schools understand that many individuals learn from the past and emerge stronger as a result.” The questions include topics such as institutional action, felonies, and previous matriculation.

*In addition to the sections noted above, AMCAS now allows letters of recommendation to certain schools to be sent in or uploaded from the author.

Secondary Applications

Most medical schools send out secondary applications, otherwise known as supplemental applications, to each student who applies through AMCAS. Many of these schools will not review your application until the secondary application has been returned, complete with letters of recommendation. Other schools will complete a primary screening process before selecting a subset of applicants to which they send the supplemental application. The supplemental application will vary from to school to school but most will require an additional fee ranging from $25–$100, additional essays usually in response to specific questions, and letters of recommendation. It is important to get the secondary applications in as soon as possible because many schools operate on a rolling basis, which means that applications are reviewed as they are received and once they have filled their incoming class with their maximum number of students, you are out of luck.

Letters of Recommendation

All medical schools to which you apply will require letters of recommendation. As previously stated, some schools allow these letters to be uploaded to your AMCAS file. Others will be included with your supplemental applications. Most letters will be sealed—in other words, not reviewed by the applicant. In general, you should not request a letter of recommendation from someone whom you do not feel would write favorably of you, or to whom you must retell your name, but on the other hand, most people who agree to write a letter for you would only do so if they had something positive to say. If your undergraduate institution has a premedical committee, the letters usually come from this committee. Of the three letters which are typically requested, many schools prefer that two come from science faculty.

The Interview

After you have submitted complete applications, you can take a little break. Your job is almost done. Your applications are now being reviewed by the admissions committees, and if they like what they see, you will receive an invitation to interview. Congratulations—you are almost there!	

Note: We have devoted an entire section of this book, Part Four, to the interview process.

A Word About Fees

The cost of applying to medical school can be exorbitant. Between the MCAT, the AMCAS, transcript fees, and the supplemental application (which averaged 13 per applicant in 2012), applying to the first school will cost a minimum of $485.

The AAMC has developed a Fee Assistance Program (FAP) to ease the financial burden for those who qualify. Note that all applicants must submit parental financial information. Applicants who were approved for assistance in 2013 received the following assistance:

• Reduction of the MCAT registration fee from $270 to $100 in 2013.

• Free MCAT prep materials.

• Waiver of application fees up to $615 for submitting the completed AMCAS application to up to 14 medical schools.

In addition, most AMCAS-participating medical schools waive their supplemental application fees for applicants who have been approved for FAP.


PART TWO

Preparing to Write the Essay

You have spent a lifetime becoming who you are, and now you are being asked to encapsulate the entire experience into fewer words than are generally allotted for movie reviews in your local newspaper. These few words are supposed to present your goals, motivations, sincerity, experience, and background, and do so in a concise, organized manner that accurately expresses your unique, interesting, and likeable personality. A daunting task—and yet one that every student applying to medical school is expected to do.

If you are like most people, you will approach this task in one of two ways—either you will spend weeks thinking about it, telling yourself “When I get it right in my head, then I’ll write it down,” or you will not think about it at all until the deadline approaches, at which point you will take a deep breath, write frantically, and hastily send it off. If you have resorted to either of these methods in the past, then you know that they are risky at best—and risk is not an element you want to introduce to a process that could dramatically change your life.

What makes both of these approaches ineffective and inefficient is that they disregard the essential first steps to writing an effective essay: planning and preparation.

Some of the worst writing ever penned came after waiting for inspiration to strike. Success is usually built on the completion of small incremental steps. Ask any successful writers and they will tell you, “This is hard work.”

This section is designed to walk you through the steps you need before you begin writing. We offer a commonsense, step-by-step program to get you past the prewriting roadblocks of procrastination, writer’s block, overthinking, and sheer panic.


Assess Your Audience


Highlights

• Admissions committees are usually composed of full-time staff, faculty, students, and/or doctors from the community.

• Decisions on applicants are usually made by voting.

• Some committee members read up to 40 essays in a single day.

• Essays must be interesting, and make the committee want to interview you.

• Essays should provide proof of an applicant’s motivation to become a doctor.

• Strong writing and communication skills should be demonstrated.

• Evidence of skills not found elsewhere in the application should be showcased.

Do’s

• Make it personal

• Use details

• Be honest

• Tell stories

• Get feedback

Don’ts

• Use gimmicks

• Be vague

• Make unsubstantiated statements

• Make lists

• Make grammatical errors or typos



Every time you give out information, whether consciously or not, you assess your audience and you modify your delivery based on that audience. Are you writing for strangers, acquaintances, or friends? If they are strangers, what will they know about you beforehand? What are their interests and biases? What are their expectations? If these questions aren’t answered for you before you begin preparation, you will have considerable difficulty deciding what to say, let alone the way in which to say it. After all, you would not address a Girl Scout troop in the same way as the U.S. Supreme Court. Now apply the same approach to your personal statement.

In this chapter we pose the questions that you should be asking about your audience, to your audience. In other words, we went out into the field and asked a variety of admissions staff at some of the top medical schools in the United States for the answers to such questions as: Who are you? What do you look for in an essay? and What are you tired of finding?

By the end of this chapter you should be familiar with the major do’s and don’ts of writing an essay as defined by the very people who will later be reading and judging your essay. Think of these tips as guides to help you navigate through a vast array of options on theme, strategy, and presentation.

Knowing Your Audience

Medical school admissions committees comprise anywhere from a handful to two dozen members, and are generally made up of a combination of full-time admissions staff, faculty, students, and doctors. There are often a variety of medical backgrounds represented, from clinical to general science, and from M.D.s to Ph.D.s to students. In addition, some schools include community members on the committee. They can sometimes provide a valuable perspective from the lens of a patient and can help evaluate the applicant’s communication and people skills. Because decisions are made by voting, this variety helps to eliminate bias and ensures that your application gets a fair trial.

Although there are a few schools that will set a cut-off point based on MCAT scores and GPA, it is rare that your application would be summarily rejected based on numbers alone. More likely, it will be read in its entirety by at least one of the members of the committee (usually one of the faculty members or second-year medical students). They will consider all aspects of your application, and if they like what they see, you will be invited to interview.

When we asked admissions officers how much time they usually spend looking at each essay during this first read, the answers ranged from three to ten minutes.

The time spent reading an essay can vary from a quick overview to a lengthy dissection of content and grammar. We will always look to the essay to prove interest in and research of the intended profession. If an applicant has an unexplained period of below-average grades in an otherwise strong academic record, we will look to the essay to explain the circumstances. If an applicant did some or all of their prerequisite coursework in another country, we will look to the essay to ensure strong English language skills. The standard of evaluation varies with each individual application package.

We then asked how many statements admissions officers read in a day and their answers were surprising: Admissions officers can (and often do) churn through 40 to 50 essays a day during peak weeks. This is more than just interesting; this is important. It means that your personal statement must stand apart from dozens of others read in the same day. The same two pages that will take you days or even weeks to put together may get only a few minutes in front of the committee.

So, although we hate to say it, your personal statement needs to function both as an essay and as an advertisement. If you are not convinced, then ask yourself this: When was the last time you read over a dozen short stories in a day, spending only a few minutes on each one? Now ask: When was the last time you spent a few minutes each on a dozen or more commercials in a day? However, please do not interpret this to mean that your statement should be gimmicky, cutesy, or include a sing-a-long song.

When pushed, I have read 40 statements in a day. That means that by the end of the day, I’ve developed a very low tolerance for nonsense.

What it does mean is that the best essays, like the best ads, are going to be interesting enough to grab the reader’s attention on the first read and powerful enough to hold it even if it’s the fortieth essay the reader has read that day. But unlike an ad, the essay must also withstand longer, more in-depth scrutiny.

What the Admissions Committee Is Looking For

During that first, quick look at your file (transcripts, science and nonscience GPAs, MCAT scores, application, recommendations, and personal statement), what the admissions committee seeks is essentially the same:

1. Proven ability to succeed.

2. Clear intellectual ability, analytical and critical thinking skills.

3. Evidence that this person has the potential to make not only a good medical student, but a good doctor.

Think of the application as an iceberg. The part above the water that we see is the GPA, MCAT, and personal statement. Most of the application lies below the surface where we, as committee members must look. That includes the path traveled, service and work activities, examples of humanism, family, communication skills, etc.

But the committee is looking for more than this in the essay specifically. We will discuss in detail the essay issues that were unanimously listed as most important by our admissions committee.

Motivation

Your application to medical school is a testimony to your desire to ultimately be a doctor. The admissions committee will look at your essay to see that you’ve answered the obvious, but not so simple, question “Why?” You must be able to explain your motivation for attending medical school, which will show your ability to reflect.

I look for a sustained understanding of why the candidate wants to enter medicine, how they’ve tested their interest, and how they’ve prepared for medical school.

Touch on your passion to pursue medicine. For many, medicine is akin to a calling, and the evaluator must get a sense that they are hearing and responding to the same motivation.

You will be offered much advice in the upcoming pages, with plenty of do’s and don’ts. In the midst of all this, whatever you do, do not lose sight of the ultimate goal of the essay—to convince the admissions committee members that you belong at their medical school. Everything we tell you should be used as a means to this end, so step back from the details of this process regularly and remind yourself of the big picture:

The essay is the way for candidates to make the argument as to why they, among all the highly qualified candidates, should be admitted to medical school and the eventual practice of medicine.

Writing/Communication Skills

Another obvious function of the essay is to showcase your language abilities and writing skills.

In the essay I want a clear sense that they understand and can communicate well why they are compelling candidates.

Especially if an applicant did some or all of the prerequisite coursework in another country, we will look to the essay to ensure strong English language skills.

At this level, good writing skills are not sought; they are expected. So, while a beautifully written essay alone isn’t going to get you into medical school, a poorly written one could keep you out.

Beyond showcasing your writing abilities and demonstrating your motivation, what else can the essay do for you? Following is more of what the members of the committee hope to find when they read your essay.

Soft Skills

Let the rest of your application, not the personal statement, speak for your hard skills and achievements (such as your academic excellence, your fantastic MCAT scores, your class rank). What admissions officers seek in the essay are some specific soft skills such as sincerity, maturity, empathy, insight, compassion, and motivation. These qualities were rated especially high in the medical community, more so than for any other graduate-level program we studied.



	YOUR SOFTER SIDE: PERSONAL QUALITIES SOUGHT BY MEDICAL ADMISSIONS STAFF




	(Listed according to the number of times the qualities were mentioned)




	1.

	2.

	3.




	motivation

	diversity

	sensitivity




	commitment

	uniqueness

	communication skills




	sincerity

	interest

	humanitarian beliefs




	honesty

	compassion

	enthusiasm




	maturity

	empathy

	creativity





Because these qualities are not quantifiable, and therefore not easily demonstrated through the usual criteria of grades and numbers, the essay is your prime opportunity to showcase them.

All of the essays we have included demonstrate in one way or another that the writers have the soft skills necessary to be good doctors. A few of them even come right out and say it, as in Essay 31:

Motivation, independence, maturity, precisely those qualities my experiences in Eastern Europe instilled, will be essential to a fruitful career.

When qualities are mentioned as directly as this, the applicant must be careful to support the claims with clear evidence gathered from personal experience. More often, applicants let their achievements and experiences speak for themselves, and the qualities that they demonstrate are implied. Essay 8, for example, never directly touts humanism, maturity, or sincerity. But after reading about his intimate and enduring involvement in the lives of three boys through his volunteer experiences, you would not doubt that the writer is in strong possession of all three.

A Real Person

This list is not ordered by importance; if it were, this category would be listed first. What our admissions officers said they seek more than any specific skill or characterisic mentioned in the personal statement is a real, live human being:

The members of a medical admissions committee are responsible for choosing the next generation of medical doctors. These are the people who will be healing our children, curing us and our parents, and literally saving lives. Put it in that perspective and the responsibility we feel is enormous. For this reason, we’re going to choose to accept someone we feel we know, trust, and like.

In light of this, then, it might not surprise you that when we asked admissions officers and medical students for their number one piece of advice regarding the essay, we received the same response almost every time. Although it was expressed in many different ways (be honest, be sincere, be unique, be personal, and so on) it all came down to the same point: “Be Yourself!”

My number one piece of advice is: Be yourself when you write the essay. The medical profession is a lifetime commitment. Let those in the profession know what drives you towards it!

Unfortunately, achieving this level of communication in writing does not come naturally to everyone, but that does not mean it cannot be learned. Part of what can make this kind of writing seem so difficult is that it is very hard to gauge the impressions you are creating through your writing. Even if you have followed every tip in this book, it is a good idea to have some objective people—preferably those who do not already know you well—read it over when you have finished. Ask them if they got a sense of the kind of person you are, or if they were able to picture you as they were reading. How accurate is their description relative to the one you were trying to present? Then ask them if the essay conveyed the type of person they would trust in a life or death situation.

Get Personal

The only way to let the admissions committee see you as an individual is to make your essay personal. When you do this, your essay will automatically be more interesting and engaging, helping it stand out from the hundreds of others the committee will be reviewing that week.

After reading hundreds of essays in my time on the Harvard Medical School admissions committee, I would tell people a couple of key things. First, make it personal. The most boring, dry essays are those that go on about how the applicant loves science and working with people and wants to serve humanity, but offer few personal details that give a sense of what the applicant is like.

Personalize your essay as much as possible—generic essays are not only boring to read, they’re a waste of time because they don’t tell you anything about the applicant that helps you get to know them better.

What does it mean to make your essay personal? It means that you drop the formalities and write about something that is truly meaningful to you. It means that you include a story or anecdote taken from your life, using ample detail and colorful imagery to give it life. And it means, above all, being completely honest.

This book contains many examples of essays that get personal, including Essay 33. The writer begins by recollecting her experience with anorexia and her admiration for the doctor who saved her life. But it is more than the story that makes her essay real—it is the way that she describes her experiences. She uses a personal tone throughout the essay, for example when she describes herself while volunteering at an AIDS clinic:

. . . I am constantly reminded of how much I have to learn. I look at a baby and notice its cute, pudgy toes. Dr. V. plays with it while conversing with its mother, and in less than a minute has noted its responsiveness, strength, and attachment to its parent, and checked its reflexes, color and hydration. Gingerly, I search for the tympanic membrane in the ears of a cooperative child and touch an infant’s warm, soft belly, willing my hands to have a measure of Dr. V.’s competence.

It is her admittance that she doesn’t yet know everything she needs to know coupled with the picture she paints of herself noticing a baby’s “cute pudgy toes” and “gingerly” searching in “the ears of a cooperative child” and touching “an infant’s warm, soft belly.” As readers, we do not have to strain to create a mental image of the author as a caring, still somewhat tentative individual. This vivid portrayal is painted by a series of personal details.

Just as this writer did not rely on her story of anorexia to make her essay personal, one admissions officer comments:

A personal epiphany, tragedy, life change, or earth-shattering event is not essential to a strong essay.

This point cannot be stressed enough. Personal does not necessarily mean heavy, or emotional, or awe inspiring. It is a small minority of students who will truly have had a life-changing event to write about. Perhaps they have spent time living abroad or have experienced death or disease from close proximity. But this is the exception and not the rule.

In fact, students who rely too heavily on these weighty experiences can do themselves an injustice. They often don’t think about what has really touched them or interests them because they are preoccupied with the topic that they think will impress the committee. They write about their grandfather’s death because they think that only death (or the emotional equivalent) is significant enough to make them seem introspective and mature. What often happens, however, is that they rely on the experience itself to speak for them and never explain what it meant to them or give a solid example of how it was emotionally influencing. In other words, they don’t make it personal.

Details, Details, Details

To make your essay personal, learn from the example above and use details. Show, don’t tell, who you are by backing your claims with real experiences.

Essays only really help you if they are unique and enable the reader to get a sense of who you are based on examples and scenarios and ideas, rather than lists of what you’ve done. The readers want to find out who this person is, not what the person has done, although the two are obviously interrelated.

The key words from this quote are examples, scenarios, and ideas. Using detail means being specific. Each and every point that you make needs to be backed up by specific instances taken from your experience. It is these details that make your story unique and interesting. Although it is true that the use of excessive detail can bog down the pace of a story, don’t even think about limiting the amount that you incorporate during the first phases of writing. Too much detail in your writing is a much less likely pitfall than the alternative. To begin, err on the side of too much information and you can trim it down later. This way you won’t find yourself manufacturing details to fit neatly into an essay you thought was complete, but that turned out to be less than engaging.

Look at the detail used by the writer of Essay 23, for example. She describes herself gently rocking her first patient, “taking care not to disturb the jumbled array of tubes that overwhelmed his tiny body,” and says that she has “worked with everything from papier-mâché to popsicle sticks” and that the children in her ward talk about “Nintendo or the latest Disney movie.” These details create a personal, interesting story out of what might have been a yawn-inducing account that could be attributed to any of a thousand applicants.

Tell a Story

Tell a story. It always makes for more interesting reading and it usually conveys something more personal than such blanket statements as “I want to help people.”

Incorporating a story into your essay can be a great way to make it interesting and enjoyable. The safest and most common way of integrating a story into an essay is to tell the story first, then step back into the role of narrator and explain why it was presented and what lessons were learned. The reason this method works is that it forces you to begin with the action, which is a sure way to get the readers’ attention and keep them reading.

Many of the essay examples in this book make effective use of storytelling. Essay 17 begins with a storm at sea, Essay 7 begins with a tale of stage fright before a theater performance, and Essay 13 begins with a newspaper clipping about the writer as a child. The writer of Essay 30 takes an even more creative approach to the story method by incorporating the tale of a prehistoric woman whose bones he has analyzed. What all these writers understood is that a story is best used to draw the reader in, and it should always relate back to the motivation to attend medical school or the ability to succeed once admitted.

Be Honest!

This last point comes with no caveats, and should be upheld without exception. Nothing could be more simple, more straightforward, or more crucial than this: Be honest, forthright, and sincere.

If you say that one of your favorite hobbies is playing chess, then you better have a favorite opening move; your interviewer might be an expert player and want to swap techniques!

Admissions officers have zero tolerance for hype. Remember, they may read dozens of essays each day. If you try to be something that you’re not, it will be apparent to the committee. You will give the impression of being immature at best and unethical at worst.

I served on the Harvard Medical School admissions committee, and can say that it is very important to be honest. The students will be asked many times about the personal statement when interviewing, and it’s painfully obvious when they exaggerate or are overly dramatic when recounting their experiences.

When you are honest about your motivations and goals, you will come across as more personable and real. Essay 21, for example, begins:

When I entered Dartmouth College in 1987, I was amazed by the large number of students already labeled as “premeds.” I wondered how those students were able to decide with such certainty that they wanted to study medicine, and I imagined that they all must have known from a very early age that they would one day be great doctors. I had no such inklings, and if asked as a child what I wanted to be when I grew up, I would have said that I wanted to be an Olympic skier or soccer player.

Because of the numerous essays that begin: “I’ve wanted to be a doctor for as long as I can remember. . .” this writer’s honest approach was refreshing and memorable.

What the Admissions Committee Is Tired of Reading

Not surprisingly, much of what admissions officers are tired of finding is simply the converse of what they hope to receive. In other words: Don’t be generic, don’t lie, and don’t hand in a poorly written, ill-constructed document riddled with grammatical errors.

There were, however, a few pet peeves that were cited so frequently by admissions officers that they bear repeating. After all, they wouldn’t be pet peeves if people weren’t still doing them.

Gimmicks

When it comes to creativity, the consensus among our admissions team was clear: Interesting is good; gimmicky is bad. To put it plainly, don’t give in to gimmicks. The problem is in knowing where to draw the line. According to one admissions officer, “What might have been cute at the college level of admissions simply won’t cut it at this level of competition.” To complicate matters more is the inevitability that admissions officers will disagree among themselves about where to draw the line.

Here are two attention-getters that definitely flopped:

One applicant used a computer program to craft her essay in the form of a tooth, with roots and all. What a mess! You couldn’t even figure out how one line followed another.

You could write a whole book on the gimmicks alone. The student who mailed via UPS an actual front door with a sneaker glued to it, painted with the words “I just want to get my foot in the door” might better have spent his creative energies figuring out how to raise his 1.8 GPA.

Contrast the above with one example of a person who did it right:

One essay that caught my eye began “I was raised by Donald Duck.” I was intrigued and went on to read this excellent essay that explained how the applicant’s father used his Donald Duck voice to soothe the fears of the children who were his patients, and how this personal touch influenced the son to pursue the same career. He then tied it together nicely by ending up with “. . .and I could do worse than grow up to be Donald Duck.” This essay showed the applicant to be well researched in the field, intelligent, and creative.

If you are considering taking a creative approach, consider that maturity is valued higher than any of the following qualities by admissions committees: creativity, interest, innovation, or initiative. So, when in doubt, err on the conservative side.

One example of an applicant who took a risk (if only a slight one) is in Essay 4. The writer begins by using quotes of people describing why they fell in love, and then uses them to draw a metaphor between medical school and marriage. She risks sounding trite, but she is able to pull it off by moving briskly from the metaphor into solid demonstrations of her motivation, her achievements, and her experience. She also brings the last line back to the original metaphor, which both justifies its use and makes for a satisfying read.

Mechanical Errors

There is absolutely no excuse for mechanical errors such as poor grammar or misspellings. One unforgivable error is the mistake of forgetting to replace the proper name of the school throughout the statement. Harvard consistently gets essays beginning, “The reason I want to attend Stanford. . .”

Here is some of the advice given by admissions staff and students alike:

Proofread! Have others proofread! Spell check! It’s stunning how many people have careless, even really obvious typos in their statements. It makes the applicant look sloppy, uninterested, unintelligent.

Don’t cram your essay onto the page with a tiny font. If I can’t read it without a magnifying glass, I won’t read it at all.

Stay away from lots of SAT-type big vocabulary words. It’s obvious which applicants wrote their essays with the thesaurus in hand.

Actually answer the question asked. Many people just list off their accomplishments and never relate it to the theme of the question.

Get Feedback

This has been mentioned several times already but it bears repeating: It is imperative that you get feedback about your essays before submitting your final version. For a variety of reasons, many of the don’ts listed above are hard to spot in your own writing. Find an honest, objective person to read the entire essay set for each school. Someone who knows you well may note that you have omitted qualities or accomplishments that you’ve been too modest to mention. As comforting as it might be, do not accept “It’s great!” as feedback. Ask the reader to look specifically for the do’s and don’ts listed in this chapter and to recount to you the main points you were trying to make. Have the reader describe his or her impression of your strengths and weaknesses. Approach the reader a week after he or she has read the essays and see what (if anything) has remained memorable. Finally, if your proofreaders are not familiar with what a successful admissions essay looks like, have them read some of the examples from this book in order to have a measuring stick by which to judge your work.

Finally, do not rely on only one person’s opinion, especially if you know the person well or disagree with the points the person may have made. Even the most objective readers have their own set of biases and opinions, and no one person can accurately predict the reception your writing will have at the school to which you are applying.

One way to offset this potential risk is to make one of your evaluations a professional one. Keep in mind that almost everyone gets feedback on their essays. Even Pulitzer Prize winning authors have editors. Seeking that help from professionals assures that the advice you are getting on essay content is based on evidence of what admissions committees are looking for and that grammatical feedback is coming from people with solid editorial experience. The authors of this book, with help from admissions officers and experienced editors, created a website for this purpose. At Ivyessays.com, you can upload your essay and choose different levels of feedback depending on where you are in the writing process. If you are only in the rough draft phase of putting your thoughts together, you can submit your essay for “quick feedback.” You don’t need to worry about the grammar or mechanics at this stage. Editors will focus on the content of your essay and will send you tips and advice on how to improve it. If you are further along in the process, you can submit the essay for a “full edit” and editors will help you polish your essay to perfection.
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