Name ___________________________________________  Period _____  Date _________________  
Read each of the following sample college essays.  After reading each essay, answer the questions that follow.  
Sample College Essays

Like snowflakes and fingerprints, no two essays are the same.
Sample Essay #1
[Prompt: Reflecting on your family's experiences and personal circumstances, what would you like to tell us that is not already revealed or explained sufficiently in your application?]

When the phone woke me, I squinted at the blurry numbers on my alarm clock: 2 a.m. In my family, sadly, this is routine. I waited for my mom to answer the phone. When she didn't pick up by the third ring, I fumbled for the receiver.
The feeble and confused voice on the other end was Papa, my grandfather. He told me that a strange woman was sleeping next to him. This was not the first time I had heard this story, and I tried to explain that the mystery woman was Nana, my grandmother, his wife of over fifty years.
I was relieved when my mom picked up her extension. Comforted by the knowledge that she would be able to handle Papa in his disoriented and delusional state, I tried to go back to sleep. But I could not. I still worry every time he calls.
Papa has been diagnosed with Alzheimer's, a disease about which I knew little before it came into our family. His disorientation will only get worse, and his lucid moments will grower fewer. Because of this, the disease affects not only Papa, but also those of us who love him. He forgets who we are sometimes, and he forgets what has just taken place.
I was just beginning to relax when I heard my parents getting ready to leave. This meant that they could not calm him down over the phone, so they were going to go talk to him in person -- fortunately, we live close to my grandparents. It was 3:30 when I heard Dad's key turn in the lock, and we could all go back to sleep.
The next day, I picked up my sister after school, and drove to my grandparents' house. In many ways, it is a normal grandparents' house: we spend a lot of time there, and it feels like home. We kissed our grandparents hello and went to the kitchen for a snack. We told Nana about our day.
Papa asked me about my day, too, and we talked about it. Then he asked me about my day again, forgetting that I had answered moments before. I told him again. He asked me again. It's frustrating, but I know he can't help it. So I am learning to be patient. I am learning to repeat myself a lot.
The frustration and the midnight phone calls are not the worst of it. What is really painful is that soon he will not know my face from a complete stranger's. Someday, he may not remember how much I love him. But for as long as we have, I am going to make sure he is aware. We're going to make memories while we can, and we'll keep them for him after he is gone.

Assessment

1. Did the first sentence(s) catch your attention? Why or why not?

	

	

	

	


2. Does the essay reveal something unique, special or different about the person who wrote it? What?

	

	

	

	

	


3. Imagine that you are a college admissions officer. Without knowing anything else about this person’s academic records, would you be inclined to accept or reject this person? Why?

	

	

	

	

	


Sample Essay #2
[Prompt: What you do in the classroom defines only a part of who you are. How do you spend your time when you are not in class or studying?]

I stared at a photograph of a young boy on tip-toes, grimacing and straining to get a large orange rubber ball through a homemade hoop attached to a chain-link fence. My parents told me it was the birth of my love for the game of basketball. A few years ago, when I asked my mother and father when and how I came to love basketball, they did not begin a wistful tale of a childhood since past, but rather pointed me toward an old photo album that contained that very photograph. Curiosity filled my mind as I wondered why I had not chosen to play baseball, football, or any other sport. But when I focused on that photograph, I remembered how much I loved to stretch my arms up to the sky, let go a jump shot, and watch the ball swish majestically through the hoop.

To me, basketball is more than just a sport; it is a lens that helps focus the rest of my life. No matter what kind of mood I’m in, with no more than a few moments of spare time, I’ll pick up a basketball and start playing. If I’m not at home studying or relaxing with my friends, I’m on the local basketball court draining three-pointers, posting up in the paint, and lunging that extra step to block an almost certain lay-up. I’m on the court day and night, rain and shine, and I absolutely love it. But even when I’m not actually playing, basketball finds its way into my head. As I’ve grown, I’ve been better able to focus on my studies and leave basketball for my free time, but when I do think about the game, my muscles tense, my heart races, and my fingers ache for the ball. I often find myself in bed, lying awake, thinking about basketball; suddenly, I have the urge to go outside and start shooting hoops. To reason out problems or meditate on the day’s events, some people take evening walks, but I opt for a sweaty shoot-around, which always seems to refresh and focus my thoughts. 

The beauty of basketball is that it can be enriching either by oneself or with others on a team. As much as I love to sink a trick shot alone on a public court, nothing matches the adrenaline rush and communal feeling of joy that I experience when I make a lay-up for my team. For years, I have played inspired basketball for my junior and senior high school teams. Playing the game has taught me how to be a leader while still contributing as an integral part of a group. I’ve learned to trust and depend on others, to work hard and lead by example. All those hours spent on courts have taught me how to focus on goals and push myself to the limit even when I might feel discouraged. 

Although I’ve yet to play for a dynasty or even a league champion, winning for its own sake has never been my motivating goal. Watching my teammates hustle and play intelligently during games we lost by double-digit figures was, at first, discouraging and frustrating. Over time, however, I learned how to motivate my teammates, to help them see how they were succeeding and improving themselves, even if our win-loss record indicated the contrary. By showing others how much I love basketball through inspired play, I remind my teammates and coach that, in the end, basketball is a game, and that it should be fun. But whenever that doesn’t work, I pull out that old photo of me in my backyard during half-time and let my teammates have a good chuckle before we hit the floor for the second half.

Assessment

1. Did the first sentence(s) catch your attention? Why or why not?

	

	

	

	


2. Does the essay reveal something unique, special or different about the person who wrote it? What?

	

	

	

	

	


3. Imagine that you are a college admissions officer. Without knowing anything else about this person’s academic records, would you be inclined to accept or reject this person? Why?

	

	

	

	

	


Sample Essay #3
My mouth refused to open. My legs quaked beneath me. My eyes darted around the audience. A sudden stillness enveloped me. Everything seemed peaceful, except for the uneven pounding in my chest, which pulsated in my ears. The pressure was unbearable. Closing my eyes, I inhaled deeply and tried to calm my escalating fear. Still, my lips would not budge. My face felt red-hot even as cold sweat soaked every inch of my body. I couldn't recite a single word of my three-word speech. I felt humiliated. My debut in the sixth-grade class production was a failure.

Growing up, I had endured a myriad of humiliations, but this one was different. This one happened in front of the entire school. I, like many other children, craved the spotlight yet also feared it. As I stood there, frozen into a block of ice, I felt defeated. Since speaking parts were mandatory, I had already received the most minuscule role in the entire play. My role was quite simple: fifteen seconds of silly jumping on stage and projection of three words out into the audience. Yet no matter how many times I practiced my simple line, I bombed when my moment of fame arrived. Each time, I turned into a lanky lighthouse, my red face beaming for all to see. My mouth refused to open and send forth those three words. My failure cost me dearly. My peers teased me without mercy for weeks. My shame left a powerful imprint in my mind. 

When I entered ninth grade, I was determined to break out of my shell and challenge my fear of public speaking. With encouragement from friends and family, I enrolled in a debate class. On the first day of the course, I didn't know what to expect, but I quickly apprehended that class participation was mandatory. Throughout the first semester, my teacher slowly and patiently chipped away at my fear of speaking. I gradually discovered myself feeling comfortable speaking in front of the class. Soon I felt comfortable in front of any audience. I worked hard to overcome my fear, and when I did, my confidence soared. I also discovered that my fear had cloaked my genuine passion for debating and public speaking. I have developed my new passion through a variety of extracurricular activities throughout my time in high school.

Now, I face new challenges. I am fearful of the sea-change before me. While I have to come to terms with the idea of losing close friends and moving away from my hometown, I feel a twinge of apprehension. I know life in college will challenge me and cause me to reevaluate my beliefs and ambitions. Will I sink or will I swim? 

Whenever I reflect on this question, I remember standing on my elementary school's stage, choking back hot tears, and trying to say my lines. Then, I picture myself now, speaking freely in front of peers and adults, delivering my opinions with gusto, free from fear and determined to have my voice heard. 

I'm going to swim, no doubt about it.

Assessment

1. Did the first sentence(s) catch your attention? Why or why not?

	

	

	

	


2. Does the essay reveal something unique, special or different about the person who wrote it? What?

	

	

	

	

	


3. Imagine that you are a college admissions officer. Without knowing anything else about this person’s academic records, would you be inclined to accept or reject this person? Why?

	

	

	

	


Sample Essay #4
Imagine yourself a freshmen in high school beginning your independence. Since I was the oldest child, I was the first to begin exploring the worlds of dating, extra-curricular clubs and the upperclassmen. However one afternoon my parents sat my two sisters and me down. My parents, smiling at each other, proceeded to say, "Girls, we have something to tell you." The next seven words would change me forever: "We are going to have a baby."

My mouth dropped and my emotions started to race. How could they do this? Aren't they too old? What about me? This baby will take all their time. To my parents' dismay my first reaction to their happy announcement was tears - pity for myself. 

After the initial shock and brief phase of denial, I finally began to enjoy my mom's pregnancy. It was fun trying to choose names for a girl or boy and placing my hand on my mom's stomach anticipating the baby's kick. During this time I even become closer with my mom.

Then finally on the morning of Sept. 20,1994,we were going to the hospital. Around 4:00 p.m. my mom went into heavy labor. All three of us were brought into the delivery room. The experience of being next to a woman while she is giving birth is not something every girl has. I'm glad, though, that I was there, because the feeling I got when the doctor held the baby up and said it was a boy was something I would not have wanted to miss. As I held my brother I began to cry - this time from the happiness and excitement of having a new baby brother, Jonathan.

This baby has taught me many things in his two years of life. As an infant he taught me the responsibility it takes to care for a human being who is completely dependent on you. This baby is not a doll to be put on a shelf; he needs to be cared for 24 hours a day.

As my brother grew older our means of entertaining him needed to constantly change. Usually he could only be entertained for five minutes tops, and then it went onto something different. There is no debating that Jonathan has taught me how to make the most of my creativity. Together we would have the greatest adventures whether it was outside in the yard or under his bed covers.

The most valuable thing my brother has taught me is how to love. He's lucky enough to have a mom, dad, and three older sisters who love him very much, but the love that he returns is greater than all of ours put together. You can see it in his big blue eyes that lock onto yours when you come home from school. He is very generous with his little hugs and those quick little pecks on the cheek that make your heart melt. What Jonathan has taught me is that you feel much happier inside when you decide to love someone and do it whole-heartedly.

Assessment

1. Did the first sentence(s) catch your attention? Why or why not?

	

	

	

	


2. Does the essay reveal something unique, special or different about the person who wrote it? What?

	

	

	

	

	


3. Imagine that you are a college admissions officer. Without knowing anything else about this person’s academic records, would you be inclined to accept or reject this person? Why?
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