
Name _______________      Date______________ 

Writing for College 

College Essay 

Part 1.  

Description of Project: 

All incoming seniors are required to write a 500 word essay which will be 

your college application letter. This essay/letter will focus on your strengths as a 

person. It may also be used to apply to technical schools, trade schools, or any 

post high school educational experience. Any information regarding this project 

and how it will be graded is included here. Beyond being your college application 

letter, your essay will count as a major grade for the 1
st

 marking period of the 

school year. Upon return from summer break, your essay will be peer edited and 

revised for a final grade. 

Requirements:  

 Your paper must be typed according to the following format: 

-  letter size 14 

- Bookman Old Style, Arial, or Times New Roman 

- single spaced 

- black 

Your entire project will be worth 200 points. The following is a breakdown 

of how many points each component of the essay will be worth.  

*Outline ___ (10 pts.) 

* First draft with revisions ___ (30 pts.) 

* Peer Editing ___ (20 pts.)  

* On time ___ (10 pts.)  

* Final draft and packet ___ (130 pts.)  

Total ___ 



Peer Editing: 

 Upon return from summer break, you will work with a partner to edit each 

other’s essay. Your partner must read your work, edit it, and sign off on the 

enclosed Revision Checklist. Likewise, you must read, edit, and sign off on your 

partner’s work. Remember, peer editing will account for 20 points of your total 

grade. Please take this task seriously.  

Writing Mechanics and Conventions:  

 Your final draft will be graded for the following. Each category and point 

total will fall under the Final draft and packet heading (130 pts.) on the previous 

page. Handing in this packet will be worth 10 points, while your final draft will be 

worth 120 pts.  

Grammar/Mechanics ___ (30 pts.) 

Format ___ (20 pts.) 

Describes strengths ___ (20 pts.) 

Shows, doesn’t tell ___ (20 pts.) 

Length ___ (10 pts.) 

Understanding of assignment ___ (10 pts.)  

Focus and class participation ___ (10 pts.) 

Final draft and packet ___ (10 pts.)  

 

Total ___ 

 

 

 

 

 



Tips for Writing an Effective Essay 

 A great application essay will present a vivid, personal, and compelling view 

of you to any college, trade school, or university admissions staff. It will round out 

the rest of your application and help you to stand out from other applicants. 

Therefore, it is very important to take your time and do a good job on this essay.  

Tip 1.  

 Keep your focus narrow and personal. Your essay must prove a single point 

or thesis regarding who you are as a person. The reader must be able to find your 

main idea and follow it from beginning to end. Remember your essay should 

focus on who you are, not what you’ve done.  

Tip 2.  

 Back up and develop your main idea with specific facts, events, quotations, 

examples, and reasons.  

Good: “I like to be surrounded by people from a variety of backgrounds.” 

Better: “During that night, I sang the theme song from Titanic with a coach who  

                thinks she’s Celine Dion. I also discussed communism with a little        

                old lady.” 

Tip 3.  

 Avoid clichéd, generic, and predictable writing. 

Good: “I want to help people. I have gotten so much out of life through the  

              guidance of my family. I feel that many individuals have not been so  

               fortunate.”  

Better: “My mom and dad stood on plenty of sidelines until their shoes filled with 

                water or their fingers turned white. I think that kind of commitment is  

                what I’d like to bring to fourth-grade children.” 

Tip 4:   



 Don’t write a resume. That’s what your Activity List is for.  

Tip 5: 

 Don’t use 50 words when 5 will do.  

Narrative Essay: 

 This project is essentially a narrative essay focusing on your strengths and 

character. Your job is to let the reader know exactly who you are as a person. A 

good way to go about writing your essay is to chunk your work into uninterrupted 

periods of 20 minutes. Simply write for 20 minutes at a time, and the length of 

your paper should fall into place.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Outline for College Essay: 

I. List three traits you will focus on in your essay. (all positive)  

    Examples:  hard-working, determined, optimistic, positive, strong, capable,  

                        responsible, respectful, intellectual, focused, sympathetic  

 

II. Introduction: 

     This is where you list/discuss the experiences and positive traits that make-    

     up the person you are today.  

 

III. Support: 

      This is the body of your essay. What details will you use to discuss the  

     experiences and traits mentioned in your introduction? Be specific here and  

     list what you will talk about. (This section of your essay should be several  

    paragraphs long.) 

 

IV. Conclusion: 

 This is where you sum up how your personal experiences have defined who 

     who you are today.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Example Outline: 

     Your outline must be typed according the following criteria: 

 

-  letter size 14 

- Bookman Old Style, Arial, or Times New Roman 

- single spaced 

- black 

 

    When completed, your essay should look like the example on the following 

page. Obviously, you will replace “John Smith” with your name.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Outline 

College Essay 

John Smith 

 

I.  Positive Traits:   thoughtful, hardworking, outgoing 

  

II. Introduction:   I am a thoughtful, hardworking, and outgoing individual.  

 

III. Support:  

 

thoughtful - 

    During my junior year I volunteered on Thanksgiving Day to bring food to the 

elderly who can’t go anywhere, and don’t have families. 

hardworking – 

    I always try my best to get good grades even when the classes are hard.  

outgoing – 

    I’m always the type of person to stay happy and positive about everything. No 

matter what, I’ll always be open and friendly. 

 

IV. Conclusion: 

    Possessing the traits discussed above has helped me become the person I am 

today.  

 

 

 



Example Essay: 

 

Show vs. Tell 

 The following is an example of an effective essay. This is what your essay 

should look like when it is finished. Notice how the writer does not come out and 

say, “I am thoughtful.” Instead, the writer uses examples to show she is 

thoughtful. These examples match up with information discussed in the writer’s 

outline.  

 

 In the heading of your essay, do not give your home address, etc. unless 

specifically asked to do so. Use the generic heading given in the example essay. 

Obviously, you would want to replace “John Smith” with your name.   

 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 



John Smith 

Garfield High School 

500 Palisade Ave. 

Garfield, N.J. 07026 

(973) 340-5010 

 

Personal Statement: 

 

 It was Thanksgiving time at Garfield High School. My history teacher came 

to us and mentioned something about an event the school’s Interact Club was 

holding. He told us it was a trip to the elderly home on Midland Avenue in 

Garfield. As he gave us more details, he told us the elderly we were going to visit 

had no families, were disabled in some way, or were war veterans. I decided to 

give the idea consideration. I thought how great an experience it might actually 

be to take time on Thanksgiving Day to do something wonderful for people who 

don’t get a lot of attention.  

 Thanksgiving Day finally came. As my mother drove me to the high school, I 

was really anxious to see how the day would turn out. When I arrived at the 

school’s cafeteria, I had to help teachers load all the food into their cars. Once 

that was finished, we made our way to the elderly home. When we got there, the 

anxiety was overwhelming. I was so excited to be doing something generous for 

someone else. 

 A friend and I decided to work together, so we picked up a box filled with 

prepared meals and went on our way. We entered the elevator and pressed the 

button for the third floor. As we delivered the food door to door, we made sure to 

introduce ourselves in an extra friendly and polite manner. The elderly people we 

encountered were sweet and welcoming in every way. Some even invited us in to 

share stories and talk about their lives. Many told us even though their life 

conditions weren’t so good, they were still happy to be alive and safe, and that 

they thanked God for what they did have. Their reaction to our visit was so 

heartwarming. To see that we had made people happy, for even a short period of 

time, was definitely worth it.  



 Personally, I think this endeavor was a wonderful idea. It opened my eyes 

to many things. Not everything in life is perfect. Some people can’t do things they 

want because of a disability or because they don’t have family. I’m lucky; I have 

my health and my family. This experience taught me that life has to be 

appreciated, even in the toughest of times.  

 Life is a gift. Like the people in the elderly home, I’m going to enjoy and 

appreciate my life as it comes. The elderly people I met are still thankful to be 

alive. They enjoy what they have without complaining. In short, my Thanksgiving 

Day experience taught me not to take life for granted, and to take every 

opportunity to live life to its fullest.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Consider the following as possible topics for your essay: 

 

-  If you are originally from another country, talk about difficulties you have     

   overcome here in the United States. (learning English, learning the culture,   

   your first experiences in an American school) 

 

-  If you have experienced difficult times due to personal illness, family illness, loss  

   of a close friend or family member, discuss how this experience shaped who  

   you are today. What positive qualities helped you get through this tough time?  

 

-  Describe your membership as part of a team or group activity. What qualities    

   did you develop as a result of your participation in football, soccer, band,  

   student government, etc.?  

 

 

Example Essay # 2. 

    The following example essay was obviously written by an ESL student who 

overcame many obstacles to succeed in the United States. What does this essay 

show  you about her character? 

 

 

 

 

 



John Smith 

Garfield High School 

500 Palisade Ave. 

Garfield, N.J. 07026 

 

Personal Statement: 

 

 I was six years old when my family moved from El Salvador to the United 

States. I really didn’t want to come, but I had no choice. My mother and father 

were determined to make a better life for my siblings and me.  

 When I first got to the United States, I was extremely nervous. Everything 

was so strange. Not just the people, but also the language and culture. I really 

didn’t understand a word that was being said to me. I was also puzzled by what 

they were wearing. Then I realized my life had changed in ways I never expected. 

 After a week or so, my father signed me up for school. I was excited, but 

knowing that I didn’t understand or speak English made me upset. I remember 

saying, “Good-bye.” to my parents and immediately feeling lonely. But by the end 

of the first day, I noticed I wasn’t the only one who did not know English.  

 Without giving exact dates, I estimate it took me one year or less to actually 

learn and understand English. You’re probably asking yourself how I absorbed the 

language in so little time. The answer is hard work and determination. These are 

the traits which carried me through this difficult period in my life.  

 Although things were never easy, I always had my parents by my side to 

help me out and support me. My parents did everything they could to keep me 

focused on learning. I also had many great teachers along the way. In 

Kindergarten, Mrs. Lucero was amazing. Her way of teaching was incredible. 

Everything she did was well organized; she made learning English a lot less 

complicated. She would read with us, converse with us, and use flash cards with 

us. In fact, flash cards were very useful for me for quite some time. I still think 

about her class to this day.  



 My experience coming to the United States has helped me grow as a 

person. It has given me the ability to believe in myself and have faith. Studying 

day and night was truly worth it. If I was to go back in time and have the chance 

to change things, I honestly wouldn’t. Why? Because now I understand nothing is 

impossible and you can’t always have an easy life. No matter how long it took me, 

I accomplished my goal of learning English. I have also learned to be strong and 

appreciative of all the people who taught me so much, in so little time.  

 

 

 

 

     

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Part 2.  Activity Sheet 

 

    As part of the college application process, all incoming seniors must complete 

an activity sheet outlining activities, clubs, etc. they have participated in during 

their time in high school. When completed, student activity sheets should look 

like the example on the following page. Like the college essay, activity sheets are 

due upon return from summer break.  

 

Your activity sheet should be typed according to the following: 

-   letter size 12 or 14 

- Times New Roman, Arial, Bookman Old Style 

- single spaced 

- black 

 

*Experiences outside of school, (sports, work, clubs, etc.), should also be included 

   on your activity sheet. 

 *Keep your activity sheet to one page or less. 

*Use only headings you can fit activities, work experience, etc. under. If you have  

   not participated in any clubs, don’t list this heading in your work.  

*If you anticipate you will be involved with any club or activity during your senior 

   year, you may include it on your activity sheet with a 2012 or 2013 date. 

 

   

 

 



John Smith 

Garfield High School 

500 Palisade Ave. 

Garfield, N.J. 07026 

 

Activities Summary 

 

Athletics: 

-  Junior Varsity Soccer, Garfield High School, Garfield, N.J.  2008-2009 

- Varsity Soccer, Garfield High School, Garfield, N.J.  2010 

 

Clubs: 

- R.E.B.E.L., Garfield High School, Garfield, N.J.  2008-Present 

- T.R.E.N.D., Garfield High School, Garfield, N.J.  2008-Present 

- Community Service Club, Garfield High School, Garfield, N.J.  2009-Present 

- Lindsey Meyer Teen Institute, Garfield High School, Garfield, N.J.  2010-Present 

 

Volunteer Work: 

- Passaic River Clean Up, Garfield, N.J.   2008 

- Soccer Coach, Garfield YMCA, Garfield, N.J.  2009 

 

Work Experience: 

- Lifeguard, Garfield YMCA, Garfield, N.J.  2010-Present  

 

Awards/Honors: 

- National Honor Society, Garfield High School, Garfield, N.J.   2010-PresentPart 3.  Researching 

Colleges/Universities: 



Part 3.  School Research 

 

 The final component of the College Essay Packet requires all incoming seniors to 

research at least two colleges, universities, trade schools, etc. they might like to attend. This 

can be done on-line or through an actual visit to a college, university, trade school, etc. If 

planning to visit a particular school, I would suggest contacting that school’s admissions office 

to schedule a tour. The following information must be completed regarding your research.  You 

must use the forms included here (2) to record your findings.  

 

*Please note, you may not research Bergen Community College or Passaic County Community    

  College! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Name _______________       Date ____________ 

School Research Form 

School # 1 

 

Name and Location of School: 

 

SAT Requirement: (minimum score) 

 

Cost per Credit: 

 

Course Offerings in Your Area of Interest:  

 

 

Clubs and Activities You Might Be Interested in: 

 

 

Available Degrees: 

 

 

 

Positives About the School:  

 

 

Negatives About the School:  

 

 



Name _______________       Date ____________ 

School Research Form 

School # 2 

 

Name and Location of School: 

 

SAT Requirement: (minimum score) 

 

Cost per Credit: 

 

Course Offerings in Your Area of Interest:  

 

 

Clubs and Activities You Might Be Interested in: 

 

 

Available Degrees: 

 

 

 

Positives About the School:  

 

 

 

 

Negatives About the School:  


