How to write a good one (Parents, back off)
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Writing a college admission essay can be a major misery for many high school seniors, says Debra Shaver, director of admissions at Smith College in Northampton. But it doesn't have to be that way. The essay, she says, is just one of many tools used by college admissions staffs.

Its purpose is ''to convince people you don't know that we want you,'' said Shaver. ''It gives us a sense of your writing skills. Can you write a sentence?'' A paragraph? A phrase? Can you form a thesis, a clear argument and discuss it?''

But, she adds, admissions officers will only spend about five to seven minutes reading each essay. So how can students make sure they stand out?

First, Shaver advises, choose a topic that interests you - not your parents. ''Parents suck the life out of essays, so make sure it is written in your own voice.'' Also, make sure the essay is authentic. ''Beware of trying to impress us with what you think we want to hear,'' said Shaver, who also suggests adding little details that will make the essay interesting. And avoid the ''Big O,'' she cautioned. ''Don't over-share. I don't want to hear about your first sexual experience.''

Here are some more tips offered by Shaver and Holly Davis, a Smith College writing consultant, at last month's essay-writing workshop.

The first draft:

· Narrow your topic and try to be specific.

· Brainstorm - scribble down everything you can think of about your chosen topic. Pick out the good stuff and work it into a brief outline.

· Write a rough draft. Read it. Read it again - out loud.

· Ask yourself: Have I focused on the topic? Have I answered the question? Is it specific and detailed? Have I written in my own voice?

Polishing the essay:

· Eliminate the first sentence (or two) ... that allows the essay to ''start fast.''

· A good opening sentence will hook the reader. If you're bored, the reader will be bored.

· Be careful with sentimentality ... use it sparingly.

· Don't try to ''prove'' your intelligence by choosing a topic you think makes you sound smart.

· Don't be afraid to use your imagination and be unconventional. But don't be weird just for the sake of being weird.

· Be concise. Ask yourself: ''Have I avoided repetitiveness? Did I make my points directly, efficiently and without a lot of unnecessary padding?''

· Show, don't tell. Don't just list what you have done - detail it with action words.

· Ask a teacher, parent or friend to read your second draft. Ask them: ''Is it interesting from the word go? Does it sound like me? Was it fun to read?'' Listen to what they have to say, but don't let someone else rewrite the essay for you.

· Read what the application says about essay length, but don't just write to fill space.

Navigational hazards:

· Always proofread. Check for spelling errors. Spellcheck won't catch everything.

· Check your word choice by reading aloud. What looks good on paper may sound awkward.

· Make sure that if you are including the name of the college in the essay, it's the correct school. Wesleyan doesn't want to know you've always wanted to go to Smith.

· Don't try to inject humor if you're not funny. Be careful even if you are funny ... it often doesn't translate in writing.

The good news:

· Don't stress too much - write what you feel, do it well ... and we'll like you!
