
 
 
Building up an academic record that makes you a suitable candidate for a good university in 
America is difficult enough. Just to make things a little more 'interesting', colleges set essay 
questions for you to tackle as part of the application process. Some fairly recent examples are 
printed below: 
 

Common Application 

o Evaluate a significant experience or achievement that has special meaning to you. 
o Indicate a person who has had a significant influence on you and describe that influence. 
o Discuss some issue of personal, local, national or international concern and its importance to 

you. 
o Describe a character in fiction, a historical figure, or a creative work (as in art, music, science, 

etc.) that has had an influence on you, and explain that influence. 

Johns Hopkins University 

o If you could have any question answered, what would it be and why? 
o If you were elected President of the United States, what would you change first and why? 

 
University of Pennsylvania 

o If you were given the opportunity to spend an evening with any one person, living or deceased, 
or fictional, whom would you choose and why? 

o You have just completed your 300-page autobiography. Please submit page 217. 
o Please cite and discuss a quotation, phrase or statement that has had an influence on your life. 
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Bryn Mawr 

o Science and technology seem to give with one hand even as they take away with the other; we 
receive benefits that previous generations hardly dared to hope for, but all to often at the cost 
of dangers they never had to fear. Use your own acquaintance with modern advantages and 
disadvantages. 

 
University of Chicago 

o Tell us about a formative encounter in your life, with a book, a teacher, an idea or theory, a 
work of art, stories heard from your grandmother, a film, a painting or even a hospital stay. 

o Write about a pilgrimage you have made or dream of making. Feel welcome to stretch the 
meaning of the word "pilgrimage" in your essay. 

Brown University 

o We ask you take this opportunity to tell us something about yourself that would help us get a 
sense of who you are, how you think, and what issues and ideas interest you most. Your 
statement should be done in your own handwriting. 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

o Tell us about an opinion you have had to defend, or an incident in your life, which placed you in 
conflict with the beliefs of a majority of people and explain how this affected your value 
system. 

Cornell University 

o Think about something you never did in high school but wish you had done. Now imagine your 
time at Cornell. Propose taking up something daring and new, and describe how it might affect 
your life. 

New York University 

o Identity and culture are clearly intertwined. How has your experience of culture influenced the 
development of your own personal identity? 

o Describe a situation where your values and beliefs were challenged. How did you react? 
o Select a creative work - a novel, film, a poem, a musical piece, a painting, or other work of art 

that has influenced the way you view the world and the way you view yourself. Discuss the 
work and its effect on you. 

 
 



College of William and Mary 

o In his song, "Growing Up" from the album Greetings from Ashbury Park, Bruce Springsteen 
sings, "when they said 'sit down', I stood up". Discuss a time in your life when you "stood up". 

Stanford University 

o Jot a note to your future college room-mate relating a personal experience that reveals 
something about you. 

o Sharing intellectual interests is an important aspect of university life. Describe an experience or 
idea that you find intellectually exciting and explain why. 

 
University of Virginia 

o Look out any window in your house. Given the opportunity, what would you change about what 
you see. 

o What is your favourite word and why? 

 


