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Ms. Jessica Gagne: Welcome to the GEAR UP Maine Podcast. In this episode, you’ll hear from an admissions officer about college application essay writing. Caitlin, a Rockland High School alum, will share her thoughts on helpful approaches, common mistakes and general advice for both students and families.  

To begin, I asked Caitlin to share a little bit about herself.

Ms. Caitlin Snow: I grew up in a little town called Spruce Head, which is about two hours north of Portland, on the coast. I went to Rockland District High School. I’ve had a couple different jobs, but now I am in college admissions. My current position is at a very selective school, so that’s why I’m also trying to reach out to you through GEAR UP. So, I hope you find this podcast helpful.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  The first thing Caitlin stressed about college essays is that you will need to spend time working on them to be successful.

Ms. Caitlin Snow: College essays can be very important in the admission process, and I think some people, you know, might try to do it the night before submitting. I would encourage you to really spend some time on it, to think carefully about how you want to come across to the person reading the application.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  We all know that the essay portion of an application is important, but just how important is it?  

Ms. Caitlin Snow: Especially for the liberal arts schools, it can be a real deal-breaker. The transcript is the most important. I would say testing is right up there as well. Also, AP scores.  

But in terms of the essay, I think writing ability is a big one with schools. So, if they have a real strong set of essays, that indicates to them that they will be able to keep up with the writing.  

Also, just shaping the student body. They are looking for diversity. So, if a kid can write about something that really sets them a part from the vast majority of the other applicants, that’s a plus.

Writing about something that’s Maine specific I think, in general, is a good idea.  Having a pride in where you’re from, being able to bring that to the table. I think many admission officers, that appeals to them, and bring in a variety of experiences and backgrounds and be able to educate other students about being from Maine is all about, or--especially kids from Portland High School talking about being in a school with a lot of immigrants, but not, you know, the way that a lot of students think about immigrants. 

I think the essay can make an admission officer read a file again. So, you read the essay, and like “Wow, that just blew me away. Let me look again at these grades and scores and see if I can make a case for this kid in committee.” Conversely, if it’s just really boring and not very well written, they are probably going to go to the bottom of the stack.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  My next question was whether applications usually had one general essay or multiple essays to write.

Ms. Caitlin Snow: It varies. Some schools accept the common application, which generally has one big long essay with a variety of prompts, one of the prompts being choose your own topic. So, it’s really open-ended, and you can write about whatever you want. Many schools that accepts the common app also require supplemental essays.  

So, they are usually smaller, and they are tailored to that school. They’re all required, and I would also encourage you not to cut and paste sections of your common app essay into the supplemental essays, because they will notice.  

And if you have an essay that is wonderful and brilliant, please feel free to use it for multiple schools. Just be careful, you know, to make sure that you’re changing the title of the school in the essay.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  And as well as probably something specific--.

Ms. Caitlin Snow:  --Um-hmm--.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  --About why that school--.

Ms. Caitlin Snow:  --Is perfect for you, exactly, because a lot of times they are looking not just if you’re qualified to go to the school, but also if it’s a good fit. So, they’re looking for a particular type of student.  

And so, if you can do some research about what the college is looking for, strengths of theirs, for example, that will--and include that into why you want to go to that school, that will help with the fit question.

Ms. Jessica Gagne: Caitlin’s reference to fit is important, so I asked her to share some examples.

Ms. Caitlin Snow: One of the schools that I was doing admissions at last year really emphasizes community service and service to the college, and essays that really gave a sense for a student’s love of giving back, and not just doing community service because it looks good on a resume, but because they really wanted to incorporate service into their entire life.That indicated that they would probably do that at school as well, which is something that we’re looking for.

The other indicator that we were also looking for at that particular school was international interests. Not necessarily--it didn’t require that you had international experiences, but were open to expanding your horizons, and you wanted to learn about new cultures and languages, and explore the world and really be a global citizen.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  What other things can students say about the school, like if there’s a, you know, a prominent student organization that they might know about, or--.

Ms. Caitlin Snow:  --Um-hmm--.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  --A particular professor they might have heard about.

Ms. Caitlin Snow: Exactly. Yeah, research interests that they might have. I would say be careful of the difference between, “I want to go to college” and, “I want to go to this school.” I read a lot of essays about, you know, why do you want to go to the school about, “I want to get away from my hometown.” “I want to get away from my parents,” not about why you want to go to that particular school.  

Look at their website. Look at their marketing materials. They’re usually going to play up certain features of their school that they are proud of. And so, if those things also appeal to you, it’s good to mention those in your essays.

Ms. Jessica Gagne: Even if you have some essay topic ideas, it can be difficult to figure out the way to best express yourself within the requirements of the application.  Caitlin offers some advice.

Ms. Caitlin Snow: It’s hard. It’s usually a finite amount of space. I would say that you don’t need to cover a huge amount of terrain in the essay. I read one where the student tried to relate three separate experiences together and pull together sort of a moral ending. And it was so disjointed that we really didn’t find out anything about the student or about any of those experience because they tried to put too much into it. 

You can just focus on one experience. I’ve read some really beautiful essays just describing a person’s home, just going through room-by-room and saying, “There’s this throw rug that my grandmother crocheted, and it has some stain on it because my little brother did this when he was seven,” and things like that.  

It just paints a picture of your environment and where you’re coming from without necessarily trying to describe everything that you’re interested in and all your life goals and dreams in, you know, 500 words.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  I think that’s a place where more--the more people that read your essay will be able to help point out where things are disjointed.

Ms. Caitlin Snow: Exactly. And I also personally don’t feel that there has to be some revelation at the end of the essay. I mean, if you’re writing about how an experience changed you, then yes, at the end you should say, “And this is how the experience changed me and I have reflected upon it.”  

But, if it’s something more mundane, you don’t need to say, “And that’s how I learned I wanted to be a leader,” or, “That’s how I learned that family is very important to me,” because I think that will probably come through the essay, and trying to tie it up into this neat little bow at the end sometimes just comes off as a little trite.  

But again, does this tell me who you are as a person? That’s really, to me, the important part of the college essay. So, I think it can be a really great time to convince the admission officer that you’re perfect for that school.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  Along with some of the things to be sure to do when you write your essays, Caitlin also shares a few pitfalls you should avoid. 

Ms. Caitlin Snow: Common mistakes. Don’t feel that the admission officer is looking for huge words, big fancy words in your essay. Don’t go through and replace every common sounding word with something that you look up in a thesaurus. It will be kind of awkward to read, and it will also indicate that you’re not very confident in your writing abilities, which might throw up a red flag for them.

You know, spelling mistakes and grammar mistakes, typos, so just have people read over your essay for you. Siblings and parents, family members, teachers, counselors, a variety of eyes will help catch those things. And while it won’t sink your application, it is something that indicates that you’re not taking the time to really give it your all.

Don’t repeat demographic information that we also have from your application. If you start off the essay, “I am so and so. I’m a 18-year-old girl from, you know, Old Town, Maine, and I have three siblings and I go to this high school,” well, they know that already.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  In addition to some of the more easy-to-spot essay pitfalls, Caitlin offers some guidance on the more subtle challenges like choosing to write about a major life event, a controversial issue, or essays about your family and community.

Ms. Caitlin Snow: I did read several applications from kids who had pretty major life events happen to them, but they didn’t write about it in their essay, I think perhaps because they didn’t want it to--I don’t know, they didn’t want the admission officer to take pity on them or something.  I’m not sure what it was.  

At the same time, it does tell us something about who you are and what you have experienced, and it’s really different from most other applicants, and so that will set you apart. But it’s just something that we see a personal decision in ‘cause some things can be really painful and some student don’t want to relive that or share that in a more public way, and that’s, of course, fine.

Ms. Jessica Gagne: You know, I think not only the showing that you’ve gotten through it, but being reflective.

Ms. Caitlin Snow: Yes, not just describing the event.  It’s also being able to draw something from it. And it doesn’t necessarily have to be, “And I grew as a person because of it.” It could just be, you know, “I view my life a little differently now because of it,” or--.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  --[Unintelligible] need to say in these following ways--.

Ms. Caitlin Snow:  Right.  Exactly.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  It’s like I’m changed, but how--.

Ms. Caitlin Snow:  --Um-hmm--.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  --Why are you changed?

Ms. Caitlin Snow:  Right. I would say that I think some students now are scared to take risks with essays. They don’t want to write about anything controversial. They don’t want to offend anyone. And, I mean, there is a fine line to walk with that, but I think, personally, it’s better to write about something that’s a little bit perhaps controversial than to go the completely boring route, because it shows that you have opinions and it shows that you’re engaged with an idea or a subject.  

And that’s usually what college admissions officers are looking for in the people that are going to come to campus and be active and involved and excited about learning, and--I remember in The Gatekeepers, which is a book about the admissions process at Wesleyan University, the admission officer is disappointed the year after September 11th that none of the kids wrote about 9/11 because they thought it was going to be too controversial and that everyone else would have written about it, the result being that no one wrote about it.  And he was really sad about that, that no one felt confident enough to write about something that could be seen as controversial.

The importance of family and community in a person’s life, and I think that can be a great, great topic because it can tell the reader a lot about your community, and it can tell them about your family experiences growing up, and that can be a really great window into who you are.  But, just trying to avoid the platitudes, “My mom stayed home to help raise me, and I’m so grateful because we got to spend time together.  Therefore, I love my mom.”  It can be well written.  It’s just not that interesting.  

So, instead maybe talking about--I read one really good essay about this one Community Day where everyone gets together, and there’s face painting and there’s a parade with fire trucks and there’s a pie bake-off, and the student just realized how much she loved it, even though as a kid, the same old thing every year, and it was, you know, kind of boring, but as she reflected on it, she realized that she really loved that sense of community and would always treasure it.  

But, again, that was--she was describing specific details that made it possible for the reader to jump in there and to see the fire trucks and smell the pies and things like that.

At the end of the essay, you really need to step back and say, “Does this say anything about me, or am I talking about someone else the entire time,” ‘Cause there’s one that says, “Indicate a person who has had a significant influence on you and describe that influence.”  

And so I’ve read many essays that described the person in depth, and then the last two or three sentences, “The person has really shaped who I have become and I love this person and I will always treasure this relationship,” and that’s wonderful and that’s great, but it doesn’t say anything about you.  And that’s really what the admissions officer is looking for, is some indication of who you are.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  And lastly, Caitlin gives some advice for those of you helping the students write their essays.

Ms. Caitlin Snow:  Well, realistically, especially in the selective environments, many students have extensive help with their essays.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  What do you mean by extensive help?

Ms. Caitlin Snow: They have coaches. They have parents who spend hours reading over the essays. So, I actually think the more help the better, with a caveat that the important thing is the student’s voice. So, even if the parent says, “I don’t know if I’d necessarily agree with this topic, but I do think that you really come through,” I think that is the important part.  

At the end of the essay, do you feel that you have a good sense of who the student really is and try to put yourself in the shoes of an admission officer who’s read, you know, 30 essays already that day.  Does it stand out in any way?  Do you remember something specific about the essay?  And then also paying attention to, you know, the grammar and the spelling, typos, things like that.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  In closing, college essays are an important part of most college application processes.  Take your time, get lots of feedback, do some research on the school, and, most importantly, be yourself.  Also, a thank you to Caitlin for her time and thoughts.  

If you’ve enjoyed this podcast episode, please visit www.gearupme.org for other GEAR UP Maine podcast episodes.
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