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Six hundred fifty words to change your life. 

With only that much to work \\ith, Scheherazade, the storytelling Arabian princess of "One Thousand 
and One Nights; · would have been done before 10 on the first night, e,·en if she weighed each word 
as carefully as a high school senior tl)ing to get into the college of her dreams. Those high school 
hopefuls don't face execution by a tyrannical king if their stories fall short, but to them their fate is 
just as dire when completing the all-important personal statement for the Common Application. Will 
their 650 words or fewer gain them admission to their No. I choice, leading to the perfect job and the 



life they'\'e always imagined'? Or will their hopes be dashed by faceless admissions officers who 
somehow can't see that they are indeed "the perfeC't match"? 

The Common Application is well-known lo most high school seniors. It's a convenient clearinghouse 
that lets them apply to over 600 schools via a single onlinc file of essays, recommendations and 
records. It is also an elephant of a meal, impossible to complete in a single sitting. Applicants should 
visit early and often to assemble their materials over time, and tailor bids to selected schools. A 

foundational part of the package, of course, is the personal essay. While several prompts arc 

available to choose from for 2016-17, the Common App folks themselves say that nearly half of the 
more than 800,000 kids who used it last year chose this generic prompt: "Some students have a 

background, identity, interest, or talent that is so meaningful they believe their application would be 
incomplete without it. If this sounds like you, then please share yom story." 

Don't be daunted by the numbers. Even if they're not one in half a million, students can up their odd.s 
by wowing admissions readers with an essay that pops. And, while there are 1,001 articles, 
consultants and writing tutors out there who claim they can make it happen, the average student can 
stand out by following a few simple guidelines as illustrated in the drafts that follow. Bottom line: A 
kid doesn't have to spend big bucks or write like Shakespeare to get into college. Like the legendary 
Arabian princess who saved her life doing it night after night, they just have to tell a good story. 

The essay that follows was written by a current senior at a Washington-area high school. She is a 

strong student in the top quarter of her class who is planning to apply to a range of schools, including 
George Mason and Notre Dame. The first draft was her best attempt before any coaching. The second 

one was the product after about an hour of discussion with me, a high school English teacher and a 
writing consultant. My comments are in italics. 

rir.\ 1 c llM r 

(632 words) 

Science and religion have been battling it out for centuries, or so many seem to think. 

Between the notorious arrest of Galileo in 1633 and the frequently debated theory of e\'olution, many 
have come to the conclusion that religion in general, but specifically the Catholic Church, is opposed 

to the idea of science. 

First impressions: (A) The author can write p1·ethJ 1vell, 1vithout 
errors in spelling or gramn1ar. (B) Am I reading an 
inh·oduction to a research paper about Galileo or a personal 
essay? 

In the summer of 201s, I attended the Physics of Atomic Nuclei program at Notre Dame, a Catholic 
college. I was one of the only Catholics in the camp, and one fellow camper in particular had a lot of 
amazing questions about what the Church says concerning this or that scientific discovery. I was 

shocked. I had never been asked these questions before, and, though granted some of them were 
extremely deep, I was slightly disturbed to find that I could not answer some of them. This prompted 



me to further explore the relationship between the Church and science. It was also at this point I 
realized there must be a great number of people in the world who have these same questions but whu 
arc not in a comfortable position to ask them. 

I love tlte clal'ihJ ancl direchiess. In the nextfew lines, I see 1.vltal 
the essay is about: the conflict the Wl'iter feels behveen her 
interest in science and he,· religiousfaith. She has the most 
iniportant ingredientfor a 1•eally sh·ong essay - so1nething to 
say. Woe to tlte essay that doesn't. 

Or worse still, because of all the conflicts that are highlighted upon, they have settled down with the 
conclusion that the two cannot at all coexist. This could in fact lead to problems that impact 
humanity as a whole. lf people felt they had to make a choice, they would end up sacrificing either 
the service of a brilliant mind or the service of a charitable soul. Mankind would be negatively 
impacted either way. My hope for the world is to get answers to these people along with the 
understanding that the Church and the scientific community do not completely disagree, but in fact 
have supported and worked with each other for centuries. 

Okay, noiv I'm bored, not because the ideas are unimportant, 
but because it is too absh'act. What this writer needs is a story 
to tell. 

Both science and my faith have become inseparable from the definition of who I am. Having been 
immersed in the values, teachings, and practices of the Catholic faith from the day I was born, I have 
become formed morally as a person and well-informed of Catholic teaching as an intellectual. My 
faith is a relationship with God that has continued to keep me loving and learning in both the good 
times and the bad. Also from a young age, I displayed an interest in science. This quickly developed 
into a more specific love for the study of space, which eventually led me to astrophysics and 
cosmology. I have always loved learning about and seeing the wondrous complexity of the natural 
world. 

Nice.first sentence, showing a reasonable degree of 
inh'ospection, especially Jo,· a high school student. Tlte sentence 
promises me that the pa,-agraph to come 1vill explo,·e both her 
interest in science and her faith. But she quickly confuses n1e by 
not addressing them in that order. 

Personally, I want these two extremely important pieces of myself to be in harmony with each other 
and even possibly comhined into the form of a career. In a more outward sense though, I want to 



l':>:lend this sense of rnexi!:it <:'nrc to other pt'oplt'. Nol only would this give a great deal of mankind a 
st' nsc of unity and peal'C on a lll'rsonal lt'\'l'l , ii would prt•vent tragic lussl'S on hoth sides. 

U,n, okay. Hoiv do you 111ake n career out of such clifferent 
things? When I ask her later, the sh1dent has a cool answer: 
Turns out, the pope has an in-house ash·o11on1er! 

I hcliew tlw solution for this issue should stem from finding the sources of the most cornrnon 

misconecptions. Perhaps darifications or additional explanations need to be made re~ar<ling 
statements made by both the Church and members of the scientific community. The next step would 
be addressing these misconceptions in a way that is accessible to the entire public. This may take the 
form of an onli1w setting where anyone can send in questions anonymously. This may create the 
need for individuals well versed in both science and Catholicism to be available to answer said 
questions accurately. The rest of this effort may come with time and the large amount of it needed to 
change any stereotype. All in all , the world should know the true relationship between these two 
major circles of thought, it may benefit us all. 

Blah, blah. 1'111 comatose now. Finally, I just ask her: lVhat is an 
exantple of how a scientific-ntinded person of faith addresses 
such misconceptions? Forhlnately, she has an ansiver that 
becomes the opening of the neiv draft. Without it, the essay 
would have been aft.op. 

(619 words) 

I am seated at a long hardwood table in the magnificent South Dining Hall of the 

University of Notre Dame. As a rising junior among other hungry high schoolers, I cannot help but 
think this looks like a scene out of Harry Potter. A scrawny, blond boy of fifteen sits across from me 
wearing a Star Trek tee shirt. Sam is one of the kids I recognize from the camp I am attending, 
"Physics of Atomic Nuclei." Over burgers, light conversation about the decomposition of radioactive 
isotopes in bananas is made heavy by the mention of a certain characteristic of the institution: its 
Catholicism. Someone comments how interesting it is that a school like this would hold a space 
camp. I offer that it is not so strange, and Sam pipes up. 

Now that makes me ivant to keep reading. Why? It's the 
beginning of a sto1·y! A few key mechanics help it work: 



first-verson narration, present tense, both e.Yternal details and 
internal thoughts are included. And, best of all, it- has voice. 

·'Yeah, but doesn't the Catholic Church ha\'e, like, a lot of problems with rect•nt scienci,'?" l !is l(JrH.' 
was not attacking or offensi\'e; he was genuinely curious. Through the discussion that foll(Jwe<l, I 
realized I was one of the only Catholics 011 this half of the table, and maybe even in the entire camp. 

Dialogue is another key feature. A linefi·onz her skeptical but 
open-111incledfi·iend is enough to take us into the scene. 

I \\'as shocked. Though I had attended Catholic school since Kindergarten and had held similar 
discussions, they had never reached the same intellectual depth, and I had never been the only one of 
my background there to answer. I realized I did not have enough information to fully answer some of 
his questions, like one about the Catholic Church's stance on the theory of evolution. 

It was also at this point I realized there are a lot of people who have these same questions but are not 
in a comfmiable position to discuss them. Or worse still, have accepted that religion and science 
cannot coexist. 

The reason I want to go to college is to find answers to these questions for myself and to share them 
with others. I believe, and want to help others see, that the Church and science are not incompatible, 
but simply offer two different and equally legitimate ways of looking at the world. 

Okay, maybe all the abstractions aren't gone. But she's 
grounding it here and p1·oviding a reason to admit her to 
college: She ivants answers and is willing to engage with people 
ivho might not share he1· views. 

Both my faith and science are inseparable from the definition of who I am. Having been immersed in 
the values, teachings, and practices of the Catholic faith from the day I was born, I ha\'e become 
morally formed as a person. Also from a young age, I displayed an interest in science. This quickly 
developed into a more specific love for the study of space, which eventually led me to astrophysics 
and cosmology. Personally, I want these two extremely important pieces of myself to be in harmony 
with each other and even possibly combined into a career. 

Fixed the parallel consh·uction issue. 

I'm pretty sure my dream job would be working as an astronomer for the Pope (yes, there is, in fact. 
an observatory at the Vatican!). 



I also want to lwlp other l1l'Ople understand that they can remain true to the Church and still be 

members of the scientific community. I believe identifying and addressing the most common 

ques tions is a good way to help convey this idea. 

Taught 1ne something he1·e. And just one exclan1ation point's 
1vorth of optin1isn1 speaks volumes about her sincerity. 

Which is why I found myself explaining to Sam, my buddy from space camp, that the Catholic 

Church is not Fundamentalist. This means the Church recognizes and cherishes the spiritual 
significance of the creation story, but does not take it word for word. This also means there is room 

for the literal story, which may very well include evolution and all the discoveries made regarding the 

natural world . 

The dialogue that started the essay ivas throwing a ball; this is 
catching it. Retu1·ning to the lunchroom conversation at the end 
of the essay provides unihJ and illustrates her efforts to build 
bridges behveen science and religion. 

''Come on, Sam," l said, somewhere along the way, "It's not rocket science!" My new friend smiled at 

me, and I smiled back, realizing that we had both moved a little further down the path toward 
understanding not just the cosmos, but each other. 

Cute ending, shows a sense of humor and ends the story on a 
satisfying note. 

Emmet Rosenfeld teaches at T.C. Williams High School in Alexandria, Va. 


