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Essay Topic 
 
Please provide a statement of your reasons for wishing to engage in the 
study of law, setting forth any special qualifications you believe you 
have. 
 
Include in your personal statement any additional facts that you 
believe should have a bearing on your admission to law school. 
 
 
Vault Editor's Preface Comments:    
  
The essay definitely addresses the question asked.  If anything, however, it tries too hard 
to conform to the question.  Law schools do want to know why you want to go to law 
school.  Sure.  But they’re more concerned with understanding that you’re going to be a 
great law student, instead of being persuaded that you actually want to go to law school.  
A greater focus can be made on your past successes and the evidence of your ability to 
achieve, instead of spending so much time on explaining the development of your interest 
in law school. 
 
 
 
I am a competitor - I am not satisfied with mediocrity -  I demand of 
myself nothing less than my best effort at all times.  I am known for 
this. For many years, athletics provided me an opportunity to reap the 
benefits of my naturally competitive attitude, which fueled my 
assiduous labors to cultivate my raw talent.  As a three-sport athlete 
at an intensely competitive high school, I relished every moment on the 
baseball, football, or soccer field.  On every team, I earned a 
position of critical importance to the team, a visible position that 
was "demanding and unforgiving", and I excelled at each.  In baseball I 
played first base and batted clean-up, in football I punted and kicked, 
and in soccer I played goalkeeper.  Nevertheless, there is something 
special about being a member of a team and achieving a common goal.  
None of my teams ever won a state championship, but we came 
exasperatingly close-finishing with high national rankings in football 
and soccer. 
 
I was recruited by a number of universities; however, my dream of 
playing varsity athletics at a major university would never be 
realized.  I blew out my knee during my senior year.  Rehabilitating my 
knee was challenging, but I learned it could never endure the rigorous 
training necessitated by the Division I athletics.  Luckily, I found 
that club sports were a more low-impact option I  
could still enjoy.   Though I still delight in playing club soccer and 
golf, 
it's 
not the same competitive level I always loved.   

Comment [CP1]: These sub-sentences 
are not appropriately divided with 
“dashes”.  They are complete sentences in 
and of themselves.  Replace these dashes 
with periods.   

Comment [CP2]: This turn of phrase 
reads like it’s trying too hard.  
Athleticism may not always justify the 
term “arduous labors”.  If you’re going to 
refer to your athleticism with such strong 
terms, it’d be better to preface it with a 
description of how hard you worked, 
before instead claiming very hard work. 

Deleted: relinquished 

Comment [CP3]: A position’s 
visibility shouldn’t be an important 
component of its value to you.  Instead, 
that it was important and worthwhile 
should be enough.  It’s difficult to write 
about being a go-getter ambitious type 
without also admitting to some desire to 
be known and seen and valued.  But I 
think you should try to minimize that 
element of the essay.

Comment [CP4]: Why is this in 
quotations? It shouldn’t be unless you’re 
quoting something in particular.   

Comment [CP5]: I don’t know what 
this means.  Not everyone who reads your 
essay may be familiar with sports. 

Comment [CP6]: Try “frustratingly”.  
Exacerbating has a connotation of a 
annoyance through repetition. 

Deleted: after 

Comment [CP7]: This reads like you 
discovered you didn’t have it in you to 
compete at the Division I level.  Reword 
it to show that your doctors explained to 
you that your injury was so severe that 
you could no longer participate at that 
level. 

Deleted: competition 

Deleted:  that I used to 
love.



 
Naturally, parity exists between athletic competition and academic 
competition.  Academically, the Duke student body is competitive, but 
that competition manifests itself in a different, much more indirect 
way.  After a weak first semester performance by my own standards, I 
challenged myself to achieve a level of excellence similar to what I 
used to demand on the field.  I have made the Dean's List every 
semester since the first.  
 
Even as a freshman, I looked to my future career as an opportunity to 
build upon my academic talents and realize success in a competitive 
field  
At first, medicine caught my attention.  My experiences and 
conversations with orthopedic surgeons led me to begin college as a 
pre-med.  I landed a great summer job (one that I would resume each 
summer until junior year) in a toxicology lab with R.J. Reynolds 
Tobacco which gave me the opportunity to use my science background 
while supplementing my education in biology and genetics. 
 
I discovered that work in a laboratory means periods of intense 
concentration and effort when performing a test or procedure, followed 
by periods of ennui waiting for those tests or procedures to run their 
course.  One of my supervisors furnished me with company documents and 
externally written articles explaining the intricacies of the company's 
legal troubles, giving me something to read during the less exciting 
periods.  The purpose of the reading was to relate why the tests we 
were running on various tobacco products needed to be performed.  The 
effect of the documents was unintended, but substantial: I became 
absorbed in the legal arguments comprising the lawsuits against 
Reynolds.  I found myself researching various aspects of the cases in 
my spare time.  As a nonsmoker, I could appreciate many of the 
arguments for and against the tobacco industry.  The legal wrangling in 
these suits still captivates me. 
 
Having recognized the law as a major forum for intellectual 
competition, I realized that I finally found a substitute for the 
competitive void left by athletics.  As an aspiring lawyer, I have 
taken every opportunity to immerse myself in activities related to law.  
I joined Bench & Bar, the pre-legal society at Duke, and eventually 
became president of the club.  If you can believe it I even added a 
second major, Public Policy Studies (PPS), in addition to Economics, to 
refine my reasoning skills and expand my understanding of business, 
government, and public policy. 
 
The knowledge I have gained in my undergraduate majors should provide 
me with a valuable perspective in my legal studies.  Economics has 
proven a perfect complement to my innately analytical perspective, and 
my ongoing studies continue to whet my reasoning.  In my PPS major, 
every class features numerous writing assignments.  These writing 
assignments, referred to as 'memos' by the department, require the 
advocacy of a single viewpoint. This is something I accomplished with 
aplomb.  
 
Writing these memos,I learned successful advocacy is critically 
dependent upon analyzing all sides of an issue and concentrating on 
weaknesses or ambiguities in the opposition's argument while, at the 
same time, anticipating attacks against limitations in my chosen 

Comment [CP8]: This is not natural 
to all people.  I’d personalize this to 
yourself.  Say, “For me, …”  Don’t 
hesitate to talk about yourself, separate 
from the rest of the world.  Also, “parity” 
is a term to describe equality, not 
similarity.  Say instead “I find my 
competitive streak in both athleticism and 
academia” or something like that. 

Comment [CP9]: Explain that you 
were at Duke for undergrad before your 
mention of it here. 

Comment [CP10]: Different from 
what?  Different from their athletic 
competitiveness?  Also, you’re talking 
about Duke students here, instead of 
yourself.  Avoid this whenever possible.  

Comment [CP11]: You are implying 
a certain ability to apply yourself.  But 
don’t be afraid to just say it directly.  Say 
“When I want to succeed at something, I 
do it." 

Deleted: , freshman year.

Comment [CP12]: This sentence is a 
little haphazard.  I don’t think a future 
career is an “opportunity” to do well in 
school.  It’s a motivator to do well in 
school.  This sentence could be 
restructured to read something like “Even 
as a freshman in college, I understood 
that I needed to effectively compete in 

Deleted: of some nature. 

Deleted: Junior 

Deleted: that 

Deleted: afforded 

Deleted: learning 

Deleted: translates into

Comment [CP13]: I had to look up 
this word to know what it meant.  Try a 

Comment [CP14]: Delete this.  It 
doesn’t sound unbelievable. 

Comment [CP15]: The prior text 
made me assume you were a science 

Comment [CP16]: I don’t associate 
business with a topic much discussed in a 

Comment [CP17]: Your education 
experience does not appear particularly  

Deleted: unique 

Comment [CP18]: What ongoing 
studies?  Are you still enrolled in school?

Comment [CP19]: What do you 
mean by this?  I think you should delete 

Comment [CP20]: This is another 
thesaurus word you can do without.

Deleted: In w
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viewpoint.  Moreover, I have developed a passion for scrutinizing 
competing arguments and a profound appreciation for the art of crafting 
language into a convincing assertion. 
 
Through the Public Policy Department, I have also been able to gain 
valuable exposure to legal issues.   I was able to take a class 
focusing on the administration of justice, taught by a team of many 
lawyers, and intern with one of those lawyers during the summer 
following my junior year.   
 
As an intern, I examined the NC Supreme Court's exercise of appellate 
jurisdiction over the Court of Appeals in criminal cases, uncovering 
evidence that the Court is more available to the State's appeals than 
the defense's.  The internship experience fortified my desire to become 
a lawyer. 
 
My competitive nature and passion for meeting challenges fuel both my 
academic studies and professional aspirations.  I believe Duke's 
rigorous, but friendly academic environment will allow me to thrive as 
a law student, and its excellent national reputation will benefit me 
professionally. 
 
 
Vault Editor's Supplementary Paragraphs:   
 
The essay is written fine overall.  However, there are numerous instances 
of word choice that I have highlighted and suggested be changed.  The use 
of so many words uncommon in the vernacular seems a little out of place 
amongst a writing style that is more technical than poetic.  Your writing 
strength is your ability to be direct and formulaic.  Don’t try to inject 
flowery bits that don’t fit in with the rest of your prose.  Similarly, there are 
a number of instances where words are used incorrectly.  They might be 
appropriate according to a thesaurus (in that they’re synonyms), but their 
diction is incorrect.   
 
Your theme of competition is good, and you return to it throughout the 
essay.  I would suggest that you more closely tie your paragraphs to the 
theme.  Each distinct element of your essay should be tied together to one 
or two central themes.  The latter paragraphs seemed to stand alone, or 
refer to a less clearly-defined theme of “why I want to go to law school.”  
All this being said, you may want to rethink or rework your theme of 
competition.  Many of the top law schools try to purge themselves of their 
historically competitive atmosphere.  Yale doesn’t give grades.  NYU 
employs a generous curve, and their administrators routinely tout the 
collegial atmosphere of the place.  Competitiveness can be poison to the 
collaborative post-feminism model of modern education.  You could 
consider reworking your competitiveness story into a more “self-
competition” or “drive and motivation” narrative.  Your essay doesn’t seem 
to really focus on a need to do better than others, or a need to win.  Instead 
it just says the word “competitive” and relates that back to your athletic 
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Comment [CP21]: Try to break this 
into two sentences.  It’s too long.

Deleted: Vanderbilt's 



experiences.  You could pretty easily translate that into some other 
sentiment.  Note that I would suggest you not use the word “ambition,” 
because of its negative connotation.  “Drive” and “motivation” are similar 
words without the same negative association. 
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Page 2: [1] Comment [CP12] Colin Parent 10/1/2006 5:37:00 PM 
This sentence is a little haphazard.  I don’t think a future career is an “opportunity” to do well in school.  
It’s a motivator to do well in school.  This sentence could be restructured to read something like “Even as a 
freshman in college, I understood that I needed to effectively compete in academics to prepare myself for a 
future career.” 
 

Page 2: [2] Comment [CP13] Colin Parent 10/1/2006 5:42:00 PM 
I had to look up this word to know what it meant.  Try a synonym.   
 

Page 2: [3] Comment [CP15] Colin Parent 10/1/2006 5:44:00 PM 
The prior text made me assume you were a science major.  If you switched out of science, explain that.   
 

Page 2: [4] Comment [CP16] Colin Parent 10/1/2006 5:45:00 PM 
I don’t associate business with a topic much discussed in a public policy major. 
 

Page 2: [5] Comment [CP17] Colin Parent 10/1/2006 5:46:00 PM 
Your education experience does not appear particularly  unique for a law school applicant. 
 

Page 2: [6] Comment [CP19] Colin Parent 10/1/2006 5:47:00 PM 
What do you mean by this?  I think you should delete it.  Reasoning is not made more hungry, but it is 
instead sharpened.   
 

 


