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Fast Food. That's what I think of when I try to draw an
analogy with the process of reading application essays.

The bad. Nincfy percent of the applications I read

contain what I call McEssays - usually five-paragraph

essays that consist primarily of abstractions and
unsupported generalization. They are technically cotrect
in that they are organized and have the correct sentence
structure and spelling, but they are boring. Sort of like a
Big Mac. T have nothing against Big Macs, but the one I
eat in Charlottesville-is not going to be fundamentally
different from the one I eat in Paris, Peoria or Palm
Springs. I am not going to rage about the quality of a
particular Big Mac. The same can be said about the
generic essay. If an essay starts out: "I have been a
member of the band and it has taught me leadership,
perseverance and hard work," I can almost recite the rest
of the essay without reading it. Each of the three middle
paragraphs gives a bit of support to an abstraction, and
the final paragraph restates what has already been said.
A McEssay is not wrong, but it is not going to be a
positive factor in the admission decision. It will not
allow a student to stand out. S

A student who uses vague abstractions poured into a
preset form will end up being. interpreted as a vague
series of abstractions. A student” who " uses. cliché

also.what we write. .-

becomes, in effect; a cliché. If we are-what we eat, we are .

Not only does a preset form lead to géﬁéfidessay, S0

- -most dramatic topic abore. .,

does a generic approach to what is perceived as the right |
topic. Far too many students begin the search of what to
write about by asking: What does my college want to
hear? The thinking goes something like this: If I can
figure out what they are looking for, and if I can make

- myself look like that, then I'll improve my chances.

Several years ago we asked students to describe an

 invention or creation from the past that was important

to them. Our No.1 response - at least a thousand people
- was the Declaration of Independence. This might
make some people think that our college bound students
are wonderfully patriotic, but given that my institution
was founded by Thomas Jefferson, I have a bettef
answer. My guess is that a significant portion of the
people who chose the Declaration did so because they
thought we would want to hear about how much. they
admired Thomas Jefferson. While this may be a noble
sentiment or, in’some cases, a cynical maneuver, it
ultimately meant that we had a thousand essays that
sounded pretty much alike and therefore did not affect
the admission decision. We are not looking for students
who all think the same way, believe the same thing, or
write the same essay. '

Too often, -however, students who want to avoid
sounding generic with respect to form or content choose
exactly the wrong remedy; they think that bigger topics -
or bigger words - are better. But it is almost impossible,
in 500 words, to write well about vast topics such as the
death of a loved one (see excerpt: "the bad"). I am not
advocating longer essays (just remember how many
applications admissions officers need to read); 1 am

~advocating essays with a sharp focus that allows for

detail. Detail is what differentiates one essay from
another, one applicant from another. -

Instead of detail, however, students try to impress us
with big words. In trying to make a topic sound
intellectual, students. resort to the thesaurus and, as a
result, end up sounding pretentious or at least insecure
about using the voice they would use to describe an event
to a friend. The student assumes that these "impressive"
words intensify the experience for a. reader rather than
diminish it. Before students send off their essay, they
should always read it aloud to someone who knows them
well; let that person decide if an individual’s voice comes

‘through. _ :

~The good. A good es‘sajis not good Igécﬁhs‘e of the topic
-but because of the voice. A good writer can make any

topic interesting; and a weak writer can make even the.




Students need only to recall the difference between two

simple concepts - showing and telling. A good essay
always shows; a weak essay always tells. By showing, a
writer appeals to all of the senses, not just the visual. To

show means to provide ‘a feast for the eyes, ears and,

depending on the essay, the mouth, nose or skin. But
rather than telling a reader what show is, it is much
easier to show what showing is.

The student whose essay appears below, an example of
"the good," has undertaken the task of describing - that
is, of showing, in detail - the deterioration of her father
as he gets treated for cancer. I do-not know of a single
member of our staff who was not deeply affected by this
essay, the whole of which is as well done as the excerpt.
What is impressive about the essay is the willingness of
the writer to carefully notice everything that is
happening. She opens with a sound, that coughing, and
then creates a visual scene that we can see clearly. T said
before that writing about death and sickness is perhaps
one of the most difficult topics to tackle in a college

essay, but here we have an example of why this topic can *

demonstrate not only writing ability but the courage to
face a terrible situation head-on with intellect and
power. Compare this with the other essay about death.
There, even though the writer was ‘saturated with
emotions, he was merely telling us, in abstract terms,
what he felt. ‘ |

A writer who shows respects the intelligence of the
reader; a writer who tells focuses on the ideas, or the
perceived ideas, behind the details. He or she is more
concerned about demonstrating the ability to be abstract
then the ability to be precise. In a short; personal essay,

precision is power.

The risky. Any student who has already learned the.

basics of showing should think about taking a risk on the
college essay. What kind of risk? Think about starting an
essay with: "I sat in the back of the police car." Or, as in
the -example (below): "The woman wanted breasts."
These first sentences use what journalists call a hook.

The-sentence reaches out from the page-and grabs our

attention. It creates a bit of controversy and an
expectation that the writer might be willing to take
academic risks in the classroom. A good hook does not
mean that a good essay will follow, but it does rmean that
a reader will 160k forward to seeing what will unfold.

A risky essay can border on the offensive. In some cases,
as in the excerpt, it is possible that a few readers might

write off an 'ap'plicant, based upon questionable taste,

That is thg':“d‘ariger of taking a riSk."’Péciplé wonder if
they wﬂl Bc',penaﬁzed Af they d(‘)l_"tﬁ_kgi a risk in' an

———— a ———

- Someone to say the right thing. Finally, there was relief in

application. They want to know, in other words, if there
is any risk in taking a risk. Yés, there is. I can say,
however, that my experience in the admissions field has
led me to conclude the great majority of admissions
officers are an open-minded lot and that to err on the
side of the baroque might not be as bad as to stay in the
comfort of the boring,

The best essays are crafted not from ‘a formula for
success but by a voice that is practiced. Those who are
willing to take a risk, to focus on that part of the world
that matters to them and to show the passion and the
practice it takes to write about it well, will help their
chances of admission through their essay.

Excerpfs from essays to U.Va,

The bad: From an early age, we accept death as the
inevitable, but do not comprehend ifs actual denotation.
Death is the impending future that all people must
eventually grasp. In my early teens, my grandfather
tragically perished. As a youth who did not identify with such
a cataclysm I was saturated with various emotions. Initially,
I was grieved by the loss of a loved one and could not
understand why this calamity had to befall upon my family. I
always considered death to have a devastating effect, but was
shocked by the emotional strain it Places upon an individual,

The good: The coughing came first, the hacking in the
middle of the night. Then there were the multiple doctor
visits, each one the same: the little white rooms with
magazines where I tried not to stare at the bald, gaunt
woman across from me. One of the white coats Sinally said
something, steadsly, Jorecasting an 80 percent change of rain.
The list of second opinions grew too long to count; looking for

hearing the name of a kinder killer: lymphoma,

The risky: The woman wanted breasts. She had Jame
waiting on ber lite a slave, money dripping from her
Singertips and men diving into her being. Yet she wanted
breasts because the world wanted ker to kave a Bust. She
looked at the big black and whité glossy of herself arching on a
silken carpet and knew that the world would be satisfied
with her airbrush deception.

This woman is us. My family has been in existence for nearly
20 years now, and we are aging and losing our own breasts
and tight face - the giddy bappiness of a child's unconditional
love for his Jamily, the young Jamily's need for each other. Yet,
we are constantly pressured by society’s family icons into
compromising our change and age instead of accepting it.




| city.

B BILL MAXWELL

Importance of asense of place

A camera pans
. rlght showing a

cop pulling a bloody
“Raiders” jacket
.over a body on a
Los Angeles street.
- The reporter said

boy, like many o
ers before him, had
been gunned down
wssssssssssmesn  in “an ongoing turf
war” with a rival gang.

“Why would a kid die over a piece of
‘turf,’ another street in a city with hun-
dreds of similar streets, a mere place?”
1 thought. What's so special about such
places, causing thousands of young-
sters to die nationwide each year?

As 1 was about to become smug
about the matter, I remembered that
as a teen-ager in Fort Lauderdale, I,
too, belonged to a gang, the Allen
Apartment Boys, who also fought to
keep enemy groups out of our so-called
“territory.” ’

Although I was born in Allen’s Apart-
ments and publicly called those green
stucco buildings my territory, I never
felt as if I belonged there. After all, my
family didn't own the cramped apart-’
ment in which we lived or even the few.
plants in the rocky courtyard. Unlike
my peers, I didn't possess a “sense of
place” for the neighborhood. -

My affection was for another place,
a “real” place several hundred miles
north in Stuckey’s Still (Stuckey), the
African-American section of Mascotte,
a southern Lake County town of about
800 then. )

During the hot summer, while my
big-city buddies clubbed and knifed one
another, my mother sent me to
Stuckey to live with my grandparems.
She believed that country hvmg in-
stilled positive valu&s not found in the

- For me, th&se were times of con-

" scious renewal, two and a half months '

. of bemg a real child Romping and
_roammg the areas wooded hills and
'_catchmg crawdads in the cool brown

that the 14—yw—old .

creeks with my cousins, I was stripped.

of my urban persona — the tough-guy
swagger, the braggadocio, the unwill-
ingness to show a soft side, the deceit-
fulness, the selfishness, the automatic
urge to solve problems with my fists.

No matter what we did, I was over-
whelmed by a sense of place. More
than anything else, I remember the
big, grassless yards hoed and swept
clean with brooms made of dogwood or
fennel. :

My grandparent’s yard, as bare as
an old man’s head, was an extension of
the house. The walkway was lined with
colored bottles. Car tires and rims, syr-
up cans and tin tubs served as planters
for irises, petumas, begonias and
Zinnias.

Everythmg encirled the hand-
cranked pump. The washhouse and
blackened washpot stood to the left un-
der a chinaberry tree. A crude stone
barbecue grill sat under the live oak
where my grandgfather’s pet racoon
lived. The vegetable garden was to the
right of the washhouse. My grandmoth-
er dumped the waste water on the
plants.

Most evemngs atter supper, family
members spanning three generations
gathered on the front porch or around a
bonfire in my grandparent’s yard. For
me, a refugee from the city’s mean
streets, these were safe nights. The over-
all-clad men, tired from hard field work,
“kicked back” and “shot the bulL” The
women, dressed in organdy and ging-
ham, yelled at children and swatted
mosquitoes with palmetto fans.

Sometimes the men would boil pea-
nuts. I loved to suck the salted shells.
Like the other children, I learned to
chew the entire nut, swallowing the
meat and spitting out the shell. A few of
the men would pass a jar of 'shine
among them. At evening's end, my
grandparents and I went into the house
and listened to the radio for an hour.

Later, I would crawl into bed, the

‘smell of smoke in my skin and on my

hair. I sensed none of the alienation I
felt in Fort Lauderdale. Instmd of si-

rens and horns, cnckets frogs and an
occasional dog's bark punctuated the
night’s silence. On Saturday and Thurs-
day nights at about 10, the freight train
rumbled on the tracks about 200 yards
from our front door. Its whistle filled
with me a strange longing. I felt as if I
were outside of my body, traveling to
places where no one could hurt me,
celebrating with kindly people who
laughed and embraced one another. 1
fell asleep in this sweet reverie.

Mornings were always treats as the
aroma of brewing coffee, bacon or sau-
sage wafted through the cracks in my
bedroom walls. I would rush to the ta-
ble where I would eat at least three hot
biscuits soaked grandmother’s butter
and grandfather’s cane syrup. .

Even then, I knew that I was hvmg
something special. Years later, howev-
er, after reading Southern author
Eudora Welty, I comprehended the full
meaning of Stuckey. I understood that
my mother, by sending me to the coun-

try for the summer, knew the impor--

tance of place in her son’s survival
In her essay “Place in Fiction,” Wel-

_ ty wrote: “It is by knowing where you

stand that you grow able to judge
where you are. Place absorbs our earli-
est notice and attention, it bestows on
us our original awareness; and our crit-
ical powers spring up from the study of
it and the growth of experience inside
it. It perseveres in bringing us back to
earth when we fly too high. It never
really stops informing us, for it is forev-
er astir, alive, changing, reflecting, like
the mind of man itself. One place com-
prehended can make us understand
other places better.”

Today, after being saturated with
news of kids killing other kids in our
cities, I still go to Stuckey. Why do I go
there? The same reason that I attend
church: to renew my faith in human-
kind, to reaffirm my place in a uni-
verse that I'm trying to understand, to
confirm my existence.

Columnist Bill Maxwell writes for The
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