Five Steps Towards A Winning WFA/UFH Essay


Writing UFH (or WFA!) nominations isn’t hard, but it certainly isn’t easy.  We know that it’s difficult to say everything that you want to say in just a few measly words, and we know how much your nominee means to you.  Here are some ideas on how to spice up your nomination, get all of your ideas out there, and let the UFH committee know what a great nominee you have.


First: Brainstorm and Research – Everywhere! 


It seems silly to think that you need to do ‘research’ on your UFH or WFA nominee, but in reality, you want to provide the best information possible to the judging committees.  If you’re a student on the team, chances are that the person you are nominating may have been involved in FIRST before you showed up.  Here is a checklist to help you though these first steps.

1. Talk to other people about your nomination.  

If your nominee is a mentor, ask other mentors some questions about the nominee.  A teacher or other students might also have information.  Even if you think you know a lot about the nominee, you’ll be surprised what you can find out from others. Here’s what you want to ask:


· How long has the nominee been involved with FIRST?
· Has the nominee ever been involved with another team?

· Has the nominee ever worked with a regional committee?

· Does the nominee work for a sponsor of FIRST?

· Does the nominee ever volunteer for other FIRST involvement, or have they in the past?

· Has the nominee ever been involved with other aspects of FIRST?

· If you had one nice thing to say about the nominee, what would it be?

Don’t be afraid to include quotes from others in your nomination.  It only goes to show the committee that you’re not the only one who feels strongly about this nominee.  You also want to research your nominee a bit further.  If you aren’t getting clear answers from teammates, you may want to talk to others that the nominee interacts with – coworkers, former students, even their spouse.  Lots of people might have helpful information.
2. Research ChiefDelphi.  
You can find out if your nominee has a CD username by going to the Members section, and searching for their name.  If nothing pops up, try doing an advanced search with your team number.  This should give you all of the CD users that are associated with your team, and may help you to identify your nominee.  If they do have a username, check out some of their former posts.  You may find an inspirational quote from the nominee or a bit of advice they’ve given someone else.  Feel free to quote these and put them in your essay.
3. Look at other winning essays.


For UFH and WFA, winning nomination essays are not provided to the public.  However, you can review ChiefDelphi and find many winning WFA essays in the White Papers section.  Another suggestion is to check out the recipient essays for UFH, and look at who nominated them.  Unless the person who submitted the nomination chose to remain anonymous, their name should be listed at the bottom.  You can PM some of these individuals and see if they are willing to share their essays with you.



Second: Start Me Up


It’s not easy to just sit down and write.  However, by now you should have a clear purpose in mind, and at least a few things to say about the nominee.  Of course, make sure you follow the cardinal rule…
NEVER, never start writing in the actual submittal box for a nomination!

This goes for both UFH and WFA alike.  Even though you may be careful, you run the risk of accidentally submitting your first draft to the judging committees.  They’ll be looking for a refined, smooth-reading essay that’s been proofread, and you will rarely (if ever) get that on the first try.  

Instead, open up Notepad or Microsoft Word and start pecking away.  Always start with an outline, no matter how rough.  It can be something as easy as this:

· Jim Q. Public

· Intro

· Team Involvement

· Teammates

· FIRST Involvement

· Regional

· Company

· Conclusion

Once you’ve got something down and have finished up your research, try fleshing out your outline even further.  Figure out what material you have, what quotes you have, and work on extending it out to a point where you can start writing freely.  It should look something like this:

· Jim Q. Public

· Intro to who Jim is
· Team involvement

· What my teammates had to say

· Qualities he exemplifies on our team

· What he has taught us

· What we have passed on to others

· How this has affected us

· Overall FIRST involvement

· Regional committee member
· Volunteering for FIRST
· Regional 

· Local FLL qualifiers

· Brings in new FLL volunteers every year

· Works for company that sponsors our team

· Takes off work to do team activities

· Helps to fight for team funding

· Conclusion

· Why we think he deserves it

· End quote

You don’t need to start by writing your introduction, then your body, then your conclusion.  Work with the information you’ve got.  Don’t worry about how long it is, or what you may need to cut out later.  Just start writing, and keep writing until you’ve got everything down.


Third: Read It, Read It, Read It Out Loud



Once you’ve got what you think is the first draft written, the next step is to stand in front of the mirror and read it out loud.  Make sure you have a pen or highlighter handy, and make a mark next to each sentence that causes you to stumble.  Don’t just scan over it and assume it is okay – actually read it out loud.  Trust me, even the best writers out there make really dumb mistakes and catch it this way.  Also, make sure you read it all the way through without stopping, except to make a mark.  Otherwise, you’ll get so hung up trying to fix little things that you may miss other problems.  
(If you don’t have a printer or are in a hurry, such as at a team meeting, just read it out loud at the computer.  Use the highlighter tool to mark sentences that give you trouble, but again, don’t stop reading until you’ve finished.)
Once you’ve read through and got your marks down, check the word count.  The limit for WFA essays is 600 words, and UFH is the same.  Generally speaking, for an award or contest of this sort, the goal is to get as close as you can to the limit.  At this point in writing, you are probably well over the 600 word limit.  Even if you aren’t, it’s time to start narrowing things down, smoothing out those places that give you problems, and really making your essay top quality.  That means it’s time for my favorite part…



Fourth: Play Vampire


Okay, I guess if you aren’t familiar with grading papers, this can sound kind of scary and intimidating.  You may have heard your English teacher talk about ‘drawing blood’ from a stack of homework.  (It’s also been referred to as ‘axe murdering’… Eeeek!)  Well, in his/her case, it’s probably a bad thing – it refers to getting out the dreaded red pen and leaving marks all over the papers.  At the end of grading, some papers can look completely ‘cut up’ with lots of red showing, hence the ‘drawing blood’ remarks.  In your case, drawing blood is actually a GOOD thing.  No, really!  
One of the most crucial parts of handing in a good paper, essay, or submission is to Play Vampire first.  Even if your pen isn’t red, the work that you do in the editing phase is what makes your essay come to life.  You want as much blood from the paper as you can get (but don’t overdo it).  Here’s a list of recommended things that you can do to refine your UFH essay:

· Add or remove commas as necessary

· Make sure you haven’t used the same word too many times or too close together

· Find a similar key word on Thesaurus.com

· Think of different ways to describe the same thing or quality

· Reread several times until you don’t have any more marks

· Make sure there are no run-on sentences

· Spell-check, spell-check, spell-check, even if you are a good writer!

· Find a creative and unique introduction/conclusion that isn’t too far off-topic or vague
· Avoid making lists of accomplishments or awards

· Don’t go crazy with specifics – just give enough information, not too much

· Watch your word count!

By now, you’ve got a paper full of red marks.  Make your edits, write a second draft, and follow steps 3 & 4 again.  That means you’re almost done, and it’s time to finish up.



Fifth: Let Someone Else Play Vampire, Too



After all, there’s no use in having all the fun yourself, right?  Ask a friend, a fellow CD user, a teammate, your parents, or a mentor to review the essay too.  It’s short; it should only take a few minutes of their time.  

At this point, you’ve been staring at the essay for quite a while.  They might find different ways to word a sentence, find more stopping points or confusing sentences, and might be able to nit-pick your grammar.  The more people that review the essay, the better off you’ll be.  I recommend at least two proofreaders.  This way, if someone’s unsure about one change, you can consult someone else and find out what they think.

Once this is finished, type up the changes you want to make, and send it in.  There is a point where you can do too much to an essay, and you want to avoid that at all costs.  If you feel happy with your essay, submit it and go on with your day.  You did the best that you possibly could, and now it’s time for the judges to review your work.
Best wishes with your submission!

