
 

Jodie (Johns Hopkins, Common Essay Prompt) 

Having explored the myths from ancient Greece, Rome, and Egypt, my curiosity was piqued in eighth grade by a simple 

legend from Japanese lore. If you fold one thousand paper cranes, the gods will grant you one wish. I took it as a 

challenge. My previous forays into origami had ended poorly, but I was so excited to begin my quest that this detail 

seemed inconsequential. My art teacher loaned me a piece of origami paper and, armed with an online tutorial, my 

quest began. Like an early prototype of the airplane, I ascended towards my dreams for a glorious moment before nose-

diving into the ground. The first crane was a disastrous failure of wrinkly lines and torn paper. Too embarrassed to ask 

for another, I turned to my stack of Post-it notes. By the third attempt, I ended up with a sticky pink paper crane. 

Holding that delicate bird, I was flooded with triumph and elation. 

The first two hundred cranes were all crafted from Post-it notes. Armed with a pack of highlighters, I decorated each 

piece of paper individually. I folded cranes at home, between classes, and in the car. My fingers were permanently sticky 

from the glue I scraped off every square. Slowly, my collection grew: first ten, then fifty, then one hundred. Before the 

task could become monotonous, I started experimenting. How small was it possible for a crane to be? Smaller than a 

golf ball? Smaller than a dime? Small enough to sit on the end of a pencil? Any size was attainable. I could make a crane 

smaller than almost any arbitrary form of measurement. Soon I could finish a crane in fifty seconds or with my eyes 

closed. Anything square and foldable became my medium. Paper towels, candy wrappers, and aluminum foil joined my 

vibrant menagerie of carefully folded paper. I was unstoppable; that wish was as good as mine. 

By six hundred cranes, the increasing demands of high school academics caused my pace to slow. I despaired. I wouldn’t 

let this be another ambitious project that I couldn’t finish. 

My cranes mattered to me. As an outlet for expression, they served as a way to defuse frustration and sadness, and a 

source of pride and joy. Their creation allows me to bring beauty to the world and to find a sense of order in the bustle 

and chaos of life. There is a lot of beauty to be found in tiny things. I’m reminded that little gestures have a lot of 

meaning. I have given away cranes to my friends as a pick-me-up on bad days, and I have made cranes to commemorate 

people, such as the dark green crane I made the day my grandmother died. They are a symbol of hope to remind me 

what I have accomplished. 

So, I pushed myself to keep working and to keep folding one crane at a time. My determination paid off, and in the 

summer after sophomore year, my passion was reinvigorated. One month before the end of junior year, I folded my 

thousandth paper crane. As I leaned over the open drawer brimming with origami pieces in a multitude of sizes and 

colors, I felt a rush of satisfaction and triumph. Not only was 1,000 cranes an achievement in its own right, but I proved 

to myself that I can finish what I start. 

The world is filled with big numbers. College tuition, monthly rent, and car prices deal in the many thousands. Those 

figures are incomprehensible to someone who has never interacted with anything so large, and I wanted to understand 

them. A thousand will never simply be a number to me: it is hundreds upon hundreds of hand-folded cranes combined 

with years of effort. 

So what did I wish for? It turns out, I didn’t need the wish. I learned I have the power to make things happen for myself. 

  



 

Daniel Bekai (Tufts, Common Essay Prompt) 
People who have grown up with siblings might laugh at the idea that I consider being an only child an essential part of 

my identity. But just as a relationship with a brother or sister can be deeply formative, so can the absence of these 

relationships. For me, this absence has been a powerful stimulus to my imagination and my growth as a person. 

When people discover I am an only child, they often react with some sympathy, as if growing up alone meant growing 

up lonely. It's certainly true that I spent a lot of time alone; even though I had close friends in elementary school, I hung 

out with them mostly on weekends. But I never felt lonely. As a young child, I loved to get lost in different projects of my 

own--whether it was building rudimentary circuits and illuminating LED lights with my “DeluxeElectronics Lab,” or 

improving my origami technique with my “Fold-a-Day” calendar. In these activities, I needed no conversation partner, no 

playmate, because the act of creation itself became my friend, challenging me to keep improving upon my skills. But I 

didn't always need wires and bulbs and paper to keep me interested; over time, I learned to find satisfaction in the 

simple act of daydreaming. 

I treat such “daydreaming” very seriously. For me, daydreaming is a powerful tool for my creativity. Almost all of my 

ideas--whether they concern building a robot, writing a student council speech, or solving a problem--originate in my 

daydreams. One thing that perhaps sets me apart from the stereotypical “daydreamer” is that I have the ability to put 

my daydreams to use in real life. During my sophomore year of high school, I was watching two of my friends arm 

wrestle, and I began to daydream about arm wrestling. Arm wrestling is a peculiar sport, in that it's always one-on-one; 

there are no variations with more than two players. I began to wonder if there was a way to have two people arm 

wrestle against another two people. My daydream then underwent a critical metamorphosis, from the realm of ideas to 

the realm of execution. That summer, I built a model for a double arm wrestling machine on Google Sketchup, and then, 

with the help of a professional welder, turned the model into a reality. Later that year, I organized the first ever two-on-

two arm wrestling tournament in my school's history (and probably the world's too). As an added bonus, all the money I 

raised from the double arm wrestling tournament was donated to the people of Nepal, who suffered an earthquake a 

few weeks prior to the tournament. 

Growing up as an only child, learning to entertain myself with nothing but ideas, problems, and some rudimentary 

materials, has taught me the importance of listening to one's own thoughts. This is especially important nowadays, as 

we live in a world full of screens and sounds competing for our attention. As a result, it is all too easy to tune out the 

more subtle frequency of our imaginations, the inner frontier. Many people have what the writer Verlyn Klinkenborg 

called “a fear of the dark, cavernous place called the mind,” but there is nothing to fear there. In fact, there is much to 

learn. I am grateful, as an only child, to have had the chance to grow comfortable in that solitary space. 

  



 

Grace (MIT) 

Prompt: We know you lead a busy life, full of activities, many of which are required of you. Tell us about something you 

do for the pleasure of it. (100 words or fewer) 

I love putting on makeup. There is something extraordinarily satisfying about choosing different colors and textures 
to put on my face exactly how I please. 

In addition to daily swoops of eyeliner, I also enjoy technical special effects makeup. For the horror-themed dress 
up day during homecoming last year, I woke up at 5 a.m. to put on a “creepy doll” makeup look of my own design, 
created entirely out of liquid latex, toilet paper, eyeshadow, and fake blood. 

Whether terrifying or not, makeup is a relaxing and creative way for me to express myself. 

Prompt: At MIT, we seek to develop in each member of our community the ability and passion to work collaboratively 

for the betterment of humankind. How have you improved the lives of others in your community? (This could be one 

person or many, at school or at home, in your neighborhood or your state, etc.) (200-250 words) 

Matsuyo wrapped her aged hands around mine. She had been uncommunicative and unable to feed herself for 
some time. Slowly, she began mouthing along as I sang “Aki-no-yuuhi,” a traditional Japanese melody. This simple song 
about foliage in the setting sun had finally broken through the fog of her dementia. 

The care managers told me that, from then on, Matsuyo became more alert and began feeding herself again. I am 
so thankful that I could break down this barrier with my Japanese and music abilities. 

Matsuyo is one of the residents living at Sunrise Senior Living: I have spent over 400 hours volunteering there. My 
responsibilities at Sunrise include spending one-on-one time with residents and leading group activities such as exercise, 
current events, meditation, flower arrangement, sing-alongs, baking, and gardening. I also began a weekly “Summer Arts 
and Crafts with Grace” activity and taught crocheting, sculpting, painting, and jewelry making. I sometimes give violin 
concerts as well. The residents and staff at Sunrise got to know me so well that Sunrise offered me a job (which I 
unfortunately could not take), and one of the residents, Mama T, refers to me as her granddaughter. 

Volunteering has made me appreciate that members of my community are indeed my family, and family members 
look out for and support each other. Not only was I given the opportunity to enrich these residents’ lives, but they also 
in turn greatly enriched mine, in the infinitely rewarding moments involving something as simple as a Japanese melody. 

Tell us about the most significant challenge you’ve faced or something important that didn’t go according to plan. 

How did you manage the situation? (200-250 words) 

Theatergoers watching my high school’s spring musical “Anything Goes” may have noticed one eager and aptly-
named Angel Grace smiling from under her blonde 30s wig and tap dancing her way through the entire show. However, 
they were oblivious to the physical and mental exhaustion this energetic performer endured to achieve that place 
onstage. 

I was born with hyperpronated ankles which causes chronic foot pain. After fruitless physical therapy sessions, my 
doctors recommended surgery. Not one to miss any school, I elected to have both surgeries the summer before my 
junior year, only fourteen days apart. 

Thus, I spent my entire summer on the couch, nauseous, frustrated, and elevating both ankles above heart level at 
all times. When school started, I was just starting to use crutches to move around clumsily. 

A few weeks after the beginning of school, our choreographer started weekly after-school tap workshops in 
preparation for “Anything Goes” in the spring. Immediately, I made up my mind to go. While everyone clicked out their 
time steps and shuffle off to buffaloes, I sat in a chair in my ace bandages and orthopedic shoes, frustrated, humiliated, 
and trying to mimic their movements. I was a complete novice, but slowly, slowly, I learned how to tap. 

After an entire semester of hard work, the “Anything Goes” cast list was posted, and I received a featured tap role. 
Throughout the show, Angel Grace’s heels clicked the stage with well-practiced precision, her upturned face glowing 
with elation and triumph.  



 

Joe (Hamilton College) 
Attempting to juke people like an NFL running back, I slithered my way through the tunnel to the A-Train on 42nd Street 

during rush hour. I often try to block out the hectic surroundings by isolating myself in music, but I can never seem to get 

out of the real life time-lapse. In photography, a time-lapse is a technique at which the frame rate is lower than that 

used to view the sequence, thus, when the sequence is played at normal speed, it gives the effect that time is moving 

faster, or lapsing. In a Manhattan subway tunnel, a real life time-lapse gives the illusion that thousands are moving 

around you in one single moment. Luckily, that afternoon, the frame rate was higher than the actual visual sequence. 

The crowd shoved their way toward the platform as the screeching train echoed through the underpass. The doors 

opened and I pushed my way toward the already full train. After five seconds, I began to worry, fearing that the door 

would close and I would be stuck longer in the blistering, underground cave. The tall, brunette girl in front of me inched 

her way over the gap between the rusted train and the yellow platform, but one misstep turned my time-lapse upside 

down. 

In slow motion, one vertebra at a time, she fell through the gap toward the tracks as the train doors closed. I slipped my 

hands out of my skinny jeans and reached under her arms as her head neared the platform. I hoisted her up and the 

sensor doors reopened as we entered the train. I threw my headphones around my shoulders, clumsily turned down my 

embarrassing music, and asked if she was okay. My pause had lasted for all of about two seconds. No one on the train 

noticed, not even her mom. 

This isn’t a heroic tale or a love story, although I felt like it was at the moment. I felt like I had done something much 

bigger than me, and I also felt like this beautiful girl and I would naturally connect over what just happened. But this 

wasn’t the case. Instead, I checked on her, smiled, and around 10 seconds after my “lifesaving” moment, immediately 

isolated myself back into the music. I couldn’t bring out my inner-confidence. I simply stood there thinking of something 

to say, only to be left mute. 

It’s easy to say what you want to do, but nearly impossible to bring yourself to do all those things. Life is about taking 

risks, not about conforming and hiding behind invisible walls. I tend not to struggle with personal adventure; I’ve jumped 

off 50-foot cliffs and rode the biggest roller coaster dozens of times; however, I do fear being judged and messing up 

when stepping toward the plate. Life’s too short to live with regret though. My life wasn’t dramatically transposed 

during this incident, but the things I didn’t do are a constant reminder to stomp on the shortlist of opportunities I’m 

given. For that girl, she was a vertebra away from not having another chance. When that moment comes for me, I don’t 

want to have any regrets. I look back at this brief moment with such rue because I feel that my time-lapse was flipped 

for a reason, yet I couldn’t grasp the opportunity. 

The music was a place to buy myself more time, a place to quickly think about the next move. But the top-half of the 

sandglass was empty and the girl got off at the next stop, roughly 30 seconds later. My eyes were fixed on her as she left 

the train and headed for the stairs. The train began to move when she glanced through the window and mouthed the 

words, “Thank you.” 


