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Our Goals:

How important is the college essay?

What is the college looking for?

What topic should I choose?

How do I start?

Who should read my essay?





Loosen Up Activity

List three of your fears.

List 3 strongest childhood memories. Be 

specific.

List your 3 favorite places other than in your 

house. Again, be specific.



The Typical Essay

During the summer before my junior year of high 

school, I spent a weekend volunteering with the poor in 

post-Katrina Louisiana and realized that I am privileged. 

Most of what these people had had been ripped out 

from under them and life was very different there from 

my life in suburban Massachusetts. Amazingly, though, 

these people still seemed happy. I learned from this 

experience that money isn’t everything.



Formula for Distress

“I spent [choose one: a summer vacation/a 

weekend/three hours] volunteering with the 

poor in [Honduras/ Haiti/ Louisiana] and 

realized that [I am privileged/I enjoy helping 

others/people there are happy with so little].”



Tired Topics
The time I won the race, the championship, the Big 

Game

The death of….

The person I most respect

The object that best represents me

World Peace, Environmentalism, Civil Rights, 

Immigration…

The List

The “Un-Essay”



OK, then. 

What  IS the college 

looking for?



Common App Essay Prompts

Some students have a background, identity, interest, or talent that is so 

meaningful they believe their application would be incomplete without it. If this 

sounds like you, then please share your story.

The lessons we take from failure can be fundamental to later success. Recount 

an incident or time when you experienced failure. How did it affect you, and 

what did you learn from the experience?

Reflect on a time when you challenged a belief or idea. What prompted you to 

act? Would you make the same decision again?
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Common App Essay Prompts (cont.)

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. Explain its significance to you and what steps you took or 

could be taken to identify a solution.

Discuss an accomplishment, event, or realization that sparked a 

period of personal growth and a new understanding of yourself or 

others.
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Common App Essay Prompts (cont.)

Describe a topic, idea, or concept you find so 

engaging that it makes you lose all track of time.  

Why does it captivate you? What or who do you 

turn to when you want to learn more?

Share an essay on any topic of your choice. It can 

be one you've already written, one that responds to 

a different prompt, or one of your own design. 
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Through the Common App essay prompts, 

we want to give all applicants - regardless 

of background or access to counseling -

the opportunity to share their voice with 

colleges. 

Every applicant has a unique story. 

The essay helps bring that story to life,



What is the college looking 

for?

YOU*
not your transcript, not your resume, 

not something that will be included in a 

teacher recommendation ...Something 

only YOU can provide

*in less than 650 words



“No Formula” for Success

Who is this person?

Will this person contribute something of value to our campus?

Is this person reflective? a growing, thinking person? self-aware?

Can this person write?



Beginnings…



Essays that Worked (activity)

“At age 6, I remember…”

“I Live on the edge.”

https://apply.jhu.edu/application-process/essays-that-worked/

“Essays That Worked”

“In Pursuit of the Sublime”

“The 90-degree summer heat…”



Can I really write an essay like the ones we just read?



tips from your teachers

Be a noticer and a thinker.

Tell a story!

Think small.

Give your reader one great image,                                    one 

slice of your life, one moment to remember.

Allow yourself to be less than perfect.  It is good                   to 

see a person learning and growing from experience.

Pay attention to language.



The most compelling essays:

are more like stories than essays.

are stories that can only be told by 

one person, a person I would like to 

meet.

focus on something small.

have a voice that sounds like the real 

words of a real person living a real 

life.



The least interesting essays:

sound like a thousand others.

are about ideas or generalities.

take a long time to get to the point, if they 

ever get there.

seem like they are written by someone 

reading a thesaurus.

are actually a list of accomplishments 

disguised as an essay.



An exercise:

• Some students have a background, identity, interest, or talent that is so meaningful 

they believe their application would be incomplete without it. …

• The lessons we take from failure can be fundamental to later success. …

• Reflect on a time when you challenged a belief or idea. …

• Describe a problem you’ve solved or a problem you’d like to solve. …

• Discuss an accomplishment, event, or realization that sparked a period of personal 

growth and a new understanding of yourself or others.

• Describe a topic, idea, or concept you find so engaging that it makes you lose all track 

of time. …

• Share an essay on any topic of your choice. It can be one you've already written, one 

that responds to a different prompt, or one of your own design.

Identify one story you could 

tell for each of the Common 

App Prompts



One more exercise:

one picture

one moment

one gesture

one piece of dialogue

Now, identify one snapshot 

of that story.  That could be 

the focus of your essay.



Drafting 

Workshop



NOW WHAT?
Live thoughtfully. Relax. Be you.


