Things Not to Put in a College Essay
by Van Thompson, Demand Media
Your college essay provides you with an opportunity to show a more personal side and to highlight achievements that aren't mentioned elsewhere in your application packet. Telling a compelling story that highlights your personality or explains a weakness can be part of an overall strategy that helps get your application accepted. Your essay, however, shouldn't skirt the norms of good taste, and there are some topics that are best to avoid.

Negativity

Many good college essays center around some conflict -- overcoming a disability, advocating for the rights of another person or bouncing back from academic challenges. But negativity should never be a part of your essay. Even a brief negative sentence such as, "Despite my teacher's failure to help me ..." can cause you to bomb the essay. Instead, take responsibility for your mistakes. This shows insight and maturity. And when there's a setback, show how you triumphed rather than spinning a tale of woe and suffering. Suffering won't get you into college, but the work ethic and positivity that helped you overcome adversity can.
Controversy

Steer clear of controversial political topics and assertions that could be misinterpreted. Even if you have a beautiful story of overcoming a drug addiction or turning your life around after jail, shy away from these topics. You don't know the political sensibilities or beliefs of the person reading your essay, and your success should not hinge on a person sharing your viewpoints. It's OK to argue in favor of specific approaches by, for example, emphasizing the value of art in schools or talking about how mental health care saves lives, but you should not assume the person reading your essay shares your assumptions.
Oversharing

Your essay should show your personal side, but it doesn't need to reveal everything. If you discuss a medical problem or disability, avoid getting into the nitty-gritty details of medical treatments. Don't add unnecessary asides about the fight you had with your mom or the conversations you had with your boyfriend. Instead, stick to the meat of the essay and leave the highly personal information for your friends.
Arrogance

Your college essay is supposed to highlight your talents and achievements, but going overboard can be a big mistake. Avoid seeming overly prideful or presenting yourself as flawless. This can be grating to admissions officers and can make you seem devoid of insight and self-awareness. Instead, focus on humility, how you've learned skills from other people, the ways in which your life has taught you valuable lessons and the strategies you've used to overcome weaknesses and setbacks.
Cliches

Some essay topics have been done to death. Avoid the cliched story of the big game, the life-changing volunteer experience or the educational summer at camp, unless you have a truly novel spin on these topics. If you're weaving a tale of triumph, avoid overstated setbacks. Your parent's divorce or your brother's struggle with ADHD might have been challenging for you, but they're unlikely to play well with admissions officers who've seen these topics over and over. The "biggest influence" or "hero" essay can make a big impact, but avoid focusing solely on the hero; instead, focus on the ways in which your hero has affected your own life, and take a new approach. If you're writing about Martin Luther King, for example, talking about how he made you more aware of racism is a cliche. Instead, you might want to emphasize how he changed the way you interacted with people in your personal life.

