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Introduction 
The essay portion of Ivy League applications represents a critical opportunity for students to 
distinguish themselves in an extremely competitive applicant pool. Unlike test scores and GPAs, 
essays provide a window into who you are beyond the numbers—your values, experiences, 
aspirations, and unique perspective. 
 
While each Ivy League institution poses different essay prompts reflecting their distinct 
institutional values, all seek authentic, thoughtful responses that reveal your intellectual vitality 
and personal growth. The following sample essays demonstrate effective approaches to various 
Ivy League prompts, showcasing strong hooks, meaningful personal narratives, and authentic 
voice without relying on philosophical abstractions. 

 

 
Sample Ivy League Essays 
 

Princeton University 
Prompt: Using a favorite quotation from an essay or book you have read in the last three years 
as a starting point, tell us about an event or experience that helped you define one of your 
values or changed how you approach the world. (250-650 words) 
 
“The truth will set you free, but first it will make you miserable.”  
I discovered James A. Garfield's words in a dusty anthology during my sophomore year, never 
anticipating how personally they would resonate just months later. 
 
My family's restaurant—a small Indian place we'd run for eleven years—was failing. I'd grown up 
between those tables, doing homework amid the aroma of cardamom and cumin, watching my 
parents greet regulars by name. But now, hushed conversations about finances replaced the 
usual laughter in our home. 
 
When Dad finally revealed we were three months from closing, my first instinct was denial. I 
created elaborate marketing plans, convinced we could save it. Each night, I'd research 
restaurant turnarounds until 2 AM, presenting my findings at breakfast. Mom would smile 
weakly, Dad would nod, but their eyes held a truth I refused to see. 
 
The misery Garfield warned about arrived one Sunday when I overheard Dad telling my uncle, 
'Maya still thinks we can save it. I don't have the heart to crush her hope.' 
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His words hit like ice water. I wasn't helping—I was forcing my parents to maintain a comforting 
fiction while they shouldered the real burden alone. 
 
That evening, I asked them to tell me everything: the competition from chain restaurants, the 
rising rent, the changing neighborhood demographics. For the first time, I listened without 
interrupting with solutions. 
 
The truth did make me miserable. Our restaurant—my childhood haven—wouldn't survive. But 
acknowledging reality transformed our final months of business. Instead of desperately chasing 
impossible outcomes, we focused on celebrating what the restaurant had meant to our 
community. We hosted a series of farewell dinners featuring my grandmother's recipes and 
invited longtime customers to share memories. 
 
On our final night, watching customers embrace my tearful parents, I understood Garfield's 
quote completely. Accepting the truth had indeed set us free—not from our circumstances, but 
from the exhaustion of denial. It allowed us to find meaning in our ending rather than just 
fighting against it. 
 
This experience fundamentally changed how I approach challenges. I now value clear-eyed 
assessment over comforting illusions. When my debate team faced elimination last year, I was 
the one who suggested we candidly evaluate our weaknesses rather than blame the judges. 
That honest conversation led to our strongest performances ever. 
 
The truth about our restaurant was painful, but it taught me that real hope isn't built on wishes 
or denial. It grows from seeing things as they are and finding your path forward anyway. That's 
the freedom Garfield promised—and it's become my most treasured value." 
 
Harvard University 
Prompt: Describe a problem you've solved or a problem you'd like to solve. It can be an 
intellectual challenge, a research query, an ethical dilemma—anything that is of personal 
importance, no matter the scale. (650 words) 
 
"The grocery store dumpster behind my apartment complex contained perfectly good food 
nearly every night. Meanwhile, the homeless shelter three blocks away struggled to provide 
adequate meals. This jarring contradiction became impossible to ignore during my junior year, 
and solving it became my mission. 
 
I first noticed the waste while taking out the trash one evening. A stack of boxed salads—all 
within their sell-by date—sat neatly atop bags of discarded produce. The next night, it was 
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day-old bread and pastries. As someone who grew up with a grandmother who lived through 
rationing during World War II, this wastefulness felt almost personal. 
 
My initial solution was simple: I'd collect the safe, unexpired food and deliver it to the shelter 
myself. But when I approached the store manager, her response was immediate: 'We can't 
donate it. If someone gets sick, we could be sued.' 
 
I researched food donation laws and discovered the Good Samaritan Food Donation Act, which 
protects donors from liability when giving food in good faith. Armed with printed information, I 
returned to the manager. She seemed interested but concerned about corporate policy. 
 
Rather than giving up, I decided to elevate the conversation. I identified the regional manager 
from the company website and crafted a detailed proposal. My pitch included liability protection 
information, a simple collection protocol, and photographs documenting the waste over two 
weeks. I emphasized both community goodwill and potential positive publicity. 
 
Two unanswered emails and several transferred phone calls later, I finally secured a 15-minute 
phone meeting. The conversation was cordial but ended with a polite explanation about 
"operational complexities" and "existing charitable partnerships"—corporate-speak for "no." 
 
This rejection forced me to reconsider my approach. Perhaps working within an established 
framework would be more effective than creating something new. I contacted our city's food 
bank and learned they had a structured grocery recovery program but lacked volunteer drivers 
for our area. 
 
My solution evolved: instead of creating a new connection, I would become the bridge between 
existing organizations. I recruited five classmates, secured my parents' minivan two nights 
weekly, and established a collection schedule coordinated with the store's closing procedures. 
The regional manager approved this arrangement because it operated through the food bank's 
established program with proper training and documentation. 
 
Our small team now recovers approximately 200 pounds of food weekly that would otherwise be 
wasted. The shelter receives consistent, quality donations, and the store has reduced disposal 
costs while gaining community goodwill—a genuine win for all involved. 
 
This experience taught me that solving problems rarely follows a straight line. My initial 
righteous indignation had to evolve into something more nuanced: understanding legitimate 
corporate concerns, recognizing existing resources, and finding my role within established 
systems rather than fighting against them. 
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I've applied this approach to other community challenges, including implementing a composting 
program in our school cafeteria by connecting existing resources rather than building from 
scratch. 
 
The most profound lesson, however, was personal. I discovered that meaningful change doesn't 
always require revolutionary new ideas. Sometimes it simply requires people willing to become 
connectors—identifying gaps between organizations and bridging them with persistent, 
practical effort. It's not glamorous work, but in those grocery deliveries, watching shelter staff 
transform discarded food into nourishing meals, I found something more valuable than 
recognition: the quiet satisfaction of a solution that works." 
 
Yale University 
Prompt: What is it about Yale that has led you to apply? (125 words) 
 
"During Yale's virtual information session, Professor Elizabeth Alexander discussed how her 
poetry seminar becomes a 'laboratory of ideas where students challenge and transform each 
other.' That single phrase crystallized why Yale is my intellectual home. 
 
As someone who's navigated between my immigrant parents' cultural values and American 
society, I've always existed in the space between different perspectives. Yale embodies this 
intersection through its distinctive residential college system and interdisciplinary approach. 
 
I'm drawn to the Ethnicity, Race & Migration major, where I can explore migration experiences 
through both statistical analysis and literature—combining my love for data and storytelling. 
Yale's tight-knit community, evidenced by the student-faculty dinners and collaborative 
atmosphere I witnessed during my campus visit, offers the perfect environment to develop my 
research on first-generation college students while building meaningful relationships that will 
challenge and transform me." 
 
Columbia University 
Prompt: List a few words or phrases that describe your ideal college community. (150 words or 
less) 
 
"Intellectually fearless but humble enough to change course when evidence demands it. 
Coffee-fueled debates that continue long after class ends, where students care more about 
discovering truth than winning arguments. 
 
Professors who view office hours as the beginning of a conversation, not an obligation. Cultural 
mosaic where a Lunar New Year celebration feels as essential as homecoming. Community 
where the engineering student can recite poetry and the literature major understands basic 

Prepared By: Topgrades Abroad | Whatsapp: +91-9571971147 | Email: apply@topgradesabroad.com 



 

coding. Collaboration that eclipses competition without sacrificing excellence. Space where my 
Pakistani heritage enriches discussions rather than marking me as 'different.'  
 
Research opportunities accessible to freshmen, not just seniors. Environment where 'I don't 
know' is the start of exploration, not an admission of failure. Campus that extends seamlessly 
into its surrounding community rather than walling itself off. Place where tradition provides 
foundation rather than limitation. Community that measures success not just by graduates' 
achievements, but by their impact on others." 
—------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
 
Common Mistakes to Avoid in Ivy League Essays 

 

1. Writing what you think they want to hear. Admission officers can spot inauthentic voices 
immediately. Your genuine perspective, even if imperfect, is more compelling than a 
manufactured persona. 
 

2. Focusing only on achievements. Your application already lists your accomplishments. 
Your essay should reveal the person behind those achievements—your motivations, 
growth, and character. 
 

3. Being too general. Specificity breathes life into your writing. Replace "I love biology" 
with the precise moment that sparked your passion for cellular regeneration. 
 

4. Overreaching with vocabulary. Using words beyond your comfort level creates an 
unnatural voice. Clear, precise language always trumps unnecessary complexity. 
 

5. Neglecting to show growth. Ivy League schools want students who can learn and evolve. 
Essays that demonstrate reflection and personal development stand out. 
 

6. Writing without structure. Even personal narratives need clear organization. Guide your 
reader with purpose through your story. 
 

7. Failing to answer the prompt. Creative approaches are welcome, but make sure you're 
actually addressing what was asked. 
 

8. Submitting first drafts. Powerful essays emerge through revision. Allow time for multiple 
drafts and feedback from trusted readers. 
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9. Missing the "so what?" factor. Always clarify why your story matters—how it shaped you 

and what it reveals about how you'll contribute to the campus community. 
 

10. Trying to cover too much. A focused exploration of one significant experience usually 
proves more effective than a surface-level tour of many. 
 

11. Repeating information from other application components. Your essay should 
complement, not duplicate, the rest of your application. 
 

12. Opening with quotes from famous people. Begin with your own voice unless the prompt 
specifically asks for a quotation. 

 
—----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

Expert Consultation Services 
Don't leave your Ivy League dreams to chance. With acceptance rates at historic lows 
(Harvard's 2024 acceptance rate was just 3.4%), your essays must be exceptional to stand out 
among thousands of qualified applicants. 
 
My personalized consultation includes: 

● In-depth brainstorming to identify your most compelling stories 
● Strategic alignment of your experiences with each school's distinct values 
● Structural guidance to maximize impact within strict word limits 
● Expert feedback through multiple revisions 
● Final polishing to ensure your authentic voice shines through 

 
Limited spots available for the upcoming application cycle. Schedule your initial consultation 
today and transform your application from competitive to compelling. 
 
Contact:  
Ivy Counsellor : Vijay Shekhawat 
Whatsapp : +91-9571971147 
Email  : vijay@topgradesabroad.com 
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