
Essay Questions 2011-2012

Common Application

Short Answer: Please briefly elaborate on one of your extracurricular activities or work 
experiences in the space below or on an attached sheet (150 words or fewer). 

Personal Essay: Please write an essay (250 words minimum) on a topic of your choice or 
on one of the options listed below, and attach it to your application before submission. 
Please indicate your topic by checking the appropriate box. This personal essay helps us 
become acquainted with you as a person and student, apart from courses, grades, test 
scores, and other objective data. It will also demonstrate your ability to organize your 
thoughts and express yourself. NOTE: Your Common Application essay should be the 
same for all colleges. Do not customize it in any way for individual colleges. Colleges that 
want customized essay responses will ask for them on a supplement form.

• Evaluate a significant experience, achievement, risk you have taken, or ethical 
dilemma you have faced and its impact on you.

• Discuss some issue of personal, local, national, or international concern and its 
importance to you.

• Indicate a person who has had a significant influence on you, and describe that 
influence.

• 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.

• A range of academic interests, personal perspectives, and life experiences adds 
much to the educational mix. Given your personal background, describe an 
experience that illustrates what you would bring to the diversity in a college 
community or an encounter that demonstrated the importance of diversity to you.

• Topic of your choice

University of Michigan Supplemental Essays 
Common Application PLUS:

Essay #1 (Required for all applicants. Approximately 250 words.)
Everyone belongs to many different communities and/or groups defined by (among other 
things) shared geography, religion, ethnicity, income, cuisine, interest, race, ideology, or 
intellectual heritage. Choose one of the communities to which you belong, and describe 
that community and your place within it.

Essay #2 (Required for all applicants. 500 words maximum.)
Describe the unique qualities that attract you to the specific undergraduate College or 
School (including preferred admission and dual degree programs) to which you are 
applying at the University of Michigan. How would that curriculum support your interests?

University of Florida (Not Common App.)
In the space provided, please write a concise narrative in which you describe a meaningful 



event, experience or accomplishment in your life and how it will affect your college 
experience or your contribution to the UF campus community. You may want to reflect on 
your ideas about student responsibility, academic integrity, campus citizenship or a call to 
service

University of Pennsylvania (Common App. Plus)
Considering both the specific undergraduate school to which you are applying and the 
unique aspects of the University of Pennsylvania, what do you hope to learn from and 
contribute to the Penn community? (Please answer in one page, approximately 500 
words.)

Optional short essay (approximately 150 words): introduce yourself to Penn. Our aim is to 
better understand how your identity, talents, and background guide your day-to-day 
experiences.

Cornell University
Describe your intellectual interests, their evolution, and what makes them exciting to you. 
Tell us how you will utilize the academic programs in the College of Arts and Sciences to 
further explore your interests, intended major, or field of study.

Emory University
What are the unique qualities of Emory University, and the specific school(s) to which you 
are applying (Emory College of Arts and Sciences, Oxford College, or both), that make you 
want to become part of Emory University? In what ways do you hope to take advantage of 
the qualities you have identified?

What is your favorite ride at the amusement park? How does this reflect your approach to 
life?

University of Central Florida (Not Common App.)
If there has been some obstacle or "bump in the road," in your academic or personal life, 
please explain the circumstances.

How has your family history, culture or environment influenced who you are?

Why did you choose to apply to UCF?

What qualities or unique characteristics do you possess that would allow you to contribute 
to the UCF community?



Florida State University
For almost one hundred years, the Latin words, "Vires, Artes, Mores" have been the 
guiding philosophy behind Florida State University. Vires signifies strength of all kinds - 
moral, physical, and intellectual; Artes alludes to the beauty of intellectual pursuits as 
exemplified in skill, craft, or art; and Mores refers to character, custom, or tradition. 
Describe how one or more of the values embodied in these concepts are reflected in your 
life.

University of Chicago (Common App. Plus)
2011-12 essay questions:

ESSAY OPTION 1.
“What does Play-Doh™ have to do with Plato?” – The 2011 University of Chicago 
Scavenger Hunt List
Every May, the University of Chicago hosts the world’s largest scavenger hunt. As part of 
this year’s hunt, students raced to find the shortest path between two seemingly unrelated 
things by traveling through Wikipedia articles.
Wikipedia is so passé. Without the help of everyone’s favorite collaborative internet 
encyclopedia, show us your own unique path from Play-Doh™ to Plato.
Inspired by Ayla Amon, AB’10, Daniel Citron, AB’09, and Benjamin Umans, AB’10

ESSAY OPTION 2.
Observation, Hypothesis, Experiment, Analysis, Conclusion; since the 17th century, the 
scientific method has been the generally accepted way to investigate, explore, and acquire 
new knowledge. The actual process of intellectual discovery, however, is rarely so simple 
or objective. The human mind often leaps from observation to conclusion with ease, 
rushes headlong into hypothesis-less experiments, or dwells on the analysis, refusing to 
conclude.
Tell us about your non-scientific method. (Diagrams, graphs, and/or visual aids allowed 
within your essay.)
Inspired by Megen Cowett, AB’11

ESSAY OPTION 3.
Spanish poet Antonio Machado wrote, “Between living and dreaming there is a third thing. 
Guess it.” Give us your guess.
Inspired by Jill Hampshire, AB’08

ESSAY OPTION 4.
While working at the Raytheon Company, Percy Spencer noticed that standing in front of a 
magnetron (used to generate microwave radio signals) caused a chocolate bar in his 
pocket to melt. He then placed a bowl of corn in front of the device, and soon it was 
popping all over the room. A couple of years later, Raytheon was selling the first 
commercial microwave oven.
Write about a time you found something you weren’t looking for.
Inspired by Ashwin Acharya, an entering student from Hunter College High School, NY



ESSAY OPTION 5.
In the spirit of adventurous inquiry, pose a question of your own. If your prompt is original 
and thoughtful, then you should have little trouble writing a great essay. Draw on your best 
qualities as a writer, thinker, visionary, social critic, sage, citizen of the world, or future 
citizen of the University of Chicago; take a little risk, and have fun.

ESSAY OPTION 6.
Don’t write about reverse psychology.


