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The last year of high school can be a heady time for seniors.

They have finally worked their way up to the top of the pecking order in their schools and now, with just seven months to go until graduation, they can see the light at the end of the tunnel. Even for those who plan to attend college next fall, much of the groundwork has already been laid. SATs are behind them and they have nearly completed the bulk of the coursework that admissions officers will consider.

But this is no time for a senior slump. With college application deadlines fast approaching, there's still work to be done. And that includes writing the oft-dreaded application essay - that personal statement that prospective students hope will convince colleges that there is more to them than can be gleaned from grades and test scores alone.

Even for an adept writer, the essay can seem daunting, especially for students who are already overwhelmed by day-to-day responsibilities and stressing about getting into college. They know they are in for some competition; the U.S. Department of Labor's Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that 2.7 million high school seniors - nearly 68 percent - will attend college next fall. And with the drop-dead date for applications fast approaching (early January for most) all of them are in the same boat - hoping that their application essay will help convince admissions staffs that they deserve one of the coveted slots.

But students may be placing entirely too much emphasis on the application essay, says Debra Shaver, director of admissions at Smith College in Northampton. In 2002, a study funded by the National Association of College Admission Counseling and published in the Journal Of College Admission showed that 42 percent of students surveyed rated the application essay as 'very important,' while only 36 percent of admissions officers gave it the same rating.

That overemphasis can paralyze students, Shaver says. While most will sit down and hash out an essay in their own words, others will be tempted to resort to dubious practices, like hiring an essay-writing service or committing outright plagiarism, in the hope that they will set themselves apart from the competition.

Cheaters easy to spot

Don't do it, says Shaver. The biggest mistake that students can make when applying to college is to plagiarize their essays, she says. The potential benefits are negligible at best and the consequences, if caught, dire. College admissions staff aren't easily fooled, she warns. Shaver, for example, has read more than 20,000 essays over the past 25 years, and is confident she can spot a bogus one.

'We look at an essay in the context of the whole application,' Shaver said. 'And when there are inconsistencies, that will pop for an admissions officer. It's one way to determine if the student got too much help.' Shaver says she always begins the process assuming that a student has submitted original work, but if she begins to suspect otherwise, she will investigate. In fact, Shaver says, this is the first year in her memory that Smith College has not turned away a prospective student for plagiarism.

'Admissions officers have read all the books and seen all the Web sites. We can enter phrases, paragraphs and sentences into a computer and up will pop an essay,' she cautioned. 'We are not stupid.' Rather than cheat, students should knuckle down early, write lots of drafts and let their own words speak for them, Shaver says. After all, 70 percent of those who apply to college get into their first-choice school, Shaver told a group of students and parents gathered last month at the college for an essay-writing workshop sponsored by the Hampshire County Smith Club. The vast majority of them, she points out, do not cheat.

But what happens to those who do, and then get caught? The college, Shaver says, will notify the student's high school guidance counselor, who in turn will see to it that the student sends a letter to every school to which he or she applied, admitting the plagiarism.

It's all so unnecessary, Shaver says. 'A great essay will not get you into a great college - a great transcript will.' If students would just put the essay into perspective, and give themselves plenty of time to work on it, Shaver suggests, they would realize that cheating is not worth the risk. Calm down, she advises, plan ahead and get to work.

Stressed and pressed

Still getting started can be hard for even the most self-motivated students, says Lucy Greenburg, owner of Odd Duck Essay Mentor in Leeds, who helps high school seniors with their essays - offering guidance in deciding on a topic as well as providing light editing. The essay can produce anxiety, Greenburg suggests, because it asks students to reveal something personal about themselves. That's a change from the usual high school assignments, she added.

But Northampton High School senior Dana Egan-Sherry, 17, says it's not so much the topic that has her stuck - it's finding the time. Egan-Sherry, who is planning to apply to as many as 10 colleges, already has a pretty full plate. She is taking three advanced placement classes this semester - in English, Spanish and chemistry - and a class in statistics (the high school doesn't offer an AP class in that). She belongs to two clubs at the school, is a member of the National Honor Society and holds down a job at Cooper's Corner in Florence, working three or four days a week, after school and on weekends.

Egan-Sherry says she has every intention of writing her own essay, but as deadlines approach - Nov. 1 for two scholarships and Dec. 1 for an early action bid at Rice University in Houston - she is having some trouble getting the ball rolling. And it's not just because she's busy; she's also a little hesitant, she admits, to make the emotional transition from high school to prospective college student.

'It's easy not to deal with the college thing right now and concentrate on school,' Egan-Sherry said. 'It's such a mental thing, applying to college. It represents growing up and leaving home. I want to enjoy my time here.'

Fortunately, she says, all the colleges and universities to which she will apply take the Common Application - a single application form, available online, that is accepted by nearly 300 institutions across the country. Founded over 30 years ago as a non-profit organization, based in Herndon, Va., the Common Application allows students to pick from the same five application essay questions. Like this one: 'Evaluate a significant experience, achievement, risk you have taken, or ethical dilemma you have faced and its impact on you.' Or this: '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.'

That means, says Egan-Sherry, she will only have to write one application essay, instead of 10. But even that effort, she suspects, will take many hours.

Leanna First-Arai, 17, has a busy schedule too, and says it has prevented her from spending much time on her essay. Nevertheless, she's confident that it will be done on time.

'It might be the week before it's due, but it won't be at the last minute,' said First-Arai, who is on the field hockey and swim teams at Northampton High School, where she is also president of a service club called Best Buddies. She works at two area restaurants, and takes piano lessons, advanced placement classes in English and Spanish and a religion course at Smith College. On top of all that, she is an intern at Jackson Street School in Northampton. 'I'm having a really busy year,' First-Arai said. 'But by the time I sit down and make myself do [the essay], I'm sure I'll have a really solid idea.'

How much wiggle room?

The essay, or 'personal statement' as it is called, is supposed to demonstrate the student's ability - in 250 to 500 words - to organize and express his or her thoughts, so that an institution can 'know you better as a person and as a student,' according to the instructions on the Common Application.

Students are required to certify on their applications that all information - including the personal essay - is their own work. But is there any ethical wiggle room here? Can a student, for example, ask for help in deciding on a topic or with grammar and punctuation? And if that's OK, who can they ask? Their parents? An English teacher? A consultant like Greenburg? Or, perhaps, one of the numerous online editing services like EssayEdge.com, which boasts a staff of '200 Harvard-educated editors' who will 'provide superior editing ... giving you an edge over hundreds of applicants with comparable academic credentials.'

It's a fine line that is not always easy to define, says Holly Davis, a writing consultant at the Jacobson Center for Writing, Teaching and Learning at Smith College, who spoke at last month's essay-writing workshop. But the bottom line, she says, is that while some editing help is OK, the bulk of the work must be done by the student.

Interpretations vary

Even that much permission for collaboration surprised Robie Grant of Hadley, who attended the workshop with her daughter, Zenobia Wingate, 17, a senior at Hopkins Academy in Hadley, who plans to study art in college next year.

'I'm not sure that's my comfort level,' said Grant, a freelance textbook editor. 'I was surprised that they wanted it to have any input [from others] at all.' While Grant says she might make a suggestions if something in her daughter's essay appears unorganized, or if the grammar isn't correct, she says she won't be any more involved than that.

Grant says she is not at all concerned about her daughter's work.

'She writes well and has a very distinctive voice,' Grant said. 'I will encourage her and alleviate some of the pressure by telling her to take one step at a time, but that's about as involved as I should be.'

Grant does wonder, though, if students who do their own writing are at a disadvantage if others submit professionally edited, or even written, essays.

'It is a concern, of course,' said Shaver, but she added that colleges won't make a decision based on an essay alone. 'We look at a student's development over a period of four years,' she said.

Wingate, 17, says though she is confident about her writing ability, she 'might' show her essay to her mother and will 'probably' show it to her English teacher. But while she will welcome their suggestions, she won't make any changes that don't suit her. 'I don't mind other people telling me [to change something], but I'm going to decide whether I want to make the changes. I won't make a change just because somebody told me to,' she said.

NHS senior First-Arai, who says it would be foolish to forgo some help, also plans to talk over her ideas with others, and thinks it's perfectly fine to have a parent or teacher edit her work.

'You can't do it entirely alone,' reasoned First-Arai, who says her father usually edits her school assignments for punctuation, sentences that are 'awkwardly worded' and overall content. 'You need the same support you would normally get,' she said. 'Why change that for a college application?'

As for Egan-Sherry, who says she too plans to seek minimal guidance from her parents and teachers, the line between honesty and dishonesty isn't all that nebulous.

'I'll know when it doesn't sound like me,' Egan-Sherry said. 'That's a line I won't cross.'

Kathleen Mellen can be reached at kmellen@gazettenet.com.
