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APPLICATION ESSAYS
The personal essay, or personal statement, is important, representing a central part 
of your application. It is your opportunity to bring you—the person behind those 
academic credentials and extracurricular achievements—to life and demonstrate what 
you might bring to a college community. 

What should I write about?

Yourself! Your essay needs to reveal something meaningful to the colleges about you, 
your interests, how you relate to others, and/or how you think.  

How do I start?

Rather than starting with the specific personal essay prompts, identify what it is about 
yourself that you want the colleges to know, then decide how you will demonstrate that 
point. You can start by asking yourself thoughtful, self-reflective questions about your 
life that might best answer one or more of the suggested essay prompts. The answers to 
some of these questions may bring to mind a story or anecdote that you can bring to 
life through vivid details and this, in turn, will show the reader your goals, interests, 
values, and how you think. Your examples should be current, demonstrating who you 
are now. If you describe an event from when you were a child, you should explain how 
that shaped who you are today or what fascinates you today. College admissions 
readers want to know who you are now.

Some questions to get you thinking could be: what experiences in your life made you 
uncomfortable and how did you deal with them? Looking back, what experiences  
stand out the most? Why? Who has had the greatest influence on you and how and 
why? Have you ever had an experience that led to an epiphany that changed how you 
view yourself or the world? What dif f i culties have you faced and how have you 
overcome them? When have you been happiest, surprised, or moved? What did you 
learn? What academic or intellectual experiences have inspired you or changed how 
you view the world and/or your role within it?

Concentrate on one or two ideas at most to give the essay depth. It is more effective to 
elaborate on one key idea, rather than trying to communicate a list of your attributes 
or accomplishments. If you try to include too many different concepts, you risk 
diluting your message and creating a superficial impression. 

Give specif i c and current anecdotal examples of the points you are trying to make. Show, 
don’t tell!

Be sure that you answer the question to which you are responding, if you are 
responding to a more specific prompt rather than “Topic of Your Choice.” Keep your 
essay focused and give the reader a conclusion in a sentence or two which will 
emphasize an important thought or idea that creates a lasting impression of you.
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Work on your essay and then let it sit. This will give you a chance to re-read it with 
fresh eyes. Once you have developed it to the point where you are satisfied with it (and 
have proofread it), send it to us for comments. Our feedback will focus on clarification 
of content and style. Our counselors will provide the type of objective scrutiny you 
will receive from admissions committees. We will, however, ensure that your voice 
remains throughout and that you have the final word. It is your essay! 

What you should do in your personal essay: 

Share credit with others, while modestly showing how you contribute to group 
efforts. Other people, your school counselor or teachers, can tell admissions officers 
how great you are. Your topic does not need to be dramatic, grand, or humorous. It 
needs to be crisp, clear, and reveal who you are and how you think. If you are writing 
about how someone has influenced you, do not get lost in describing the person; 
focus more on how that person impacted you. Expression matters; proofread your 
work carefully.

Get your reader’s attention and get to your point. T  h  ere is no need to waste words on 
introductory or summary paragraphs. T  h  e college application essay is not a typical five-
paragraph essay, so do not describe what you are going to write about and then repeat 
it at the end. Your goal is to grab the reader’s attention and hold it. Be careful if writing 
about potentially controversial issues (politics, humor, religion, race, etc.) as you don’t 
know who will be reading your essay; it’s fine to express an opinion but it is also 
important to communicate tolerance for a diversity of opinions. Most applications 
will have a word limit, so every word matters. 

What you should not do: 

While you want your essay to be honest and true, you should never put anyone down 
or blame anyone else for your actions. Limit negative thoughts or images. Be careful 
not to exaggerate or compare yourself to others. Avoid superlatives. When talking 
about your accomplishments, use “we” at least as often as you use “I.” Avoid having 
your essay sound like a resume or a list of accomplishments; the goal is to enhance 
your reader’s understanding of who you are by providing some context and self-
reflection. Your accomplishments will appear elsewhere in your application in the 
Activities or Honors and Awards sections and repeating information is not advisable

Personal Essay Topics 

We always recommend writing on a topic that you feel highlights something specific 
about you that you want your admissions readers to know. If your chosen topic fits 
within the framework of one of the first six prompts offered on the Common 
Application, great; if not, then simply select #7 (“topic of your choice”). Here are the 
current prompts for the Common Application: 
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Recount a time when you faced a challenge, setback, or failure. How did it affect you, 
and what did you learn from the experience? 

h	Reflect on a time when you questioned or challenged a belief or idea. 

h   Reflect on something that someone has done for you that has made you happy or
thankful in a surprising way. How has this gratitude affected or motivated you?

h  	Discuss an accomplishment, event, or realization that sparked a period of personal 
growth and a new understanding of yourself or others.

h 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? 

h	S	hare 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. 

The Personal Essay has a 650-word limit. 

Colleges that do not accept the Common Application may offer different personal 
essay prompts. Regardless of what your topic is, your essay should shed some light 
on who you are as a person, what you value, or what makes you different. Keep in 
mind to whom you are writing, remembering they don’t know you, and help them 
more fully understand who you are as an applicant to their college or university.

Additional Information 

The Common Application also includes an Additional Information section. It is NOT 
to be used as an opportunity to add another essay and doing so can
be viewed negatively by admissions readers. It is specifically designed for you to add 
context as necessary, perhaps disclosing a learning difference, explaining a specific 
obstacle you and/or your family have faced that has had an impact on your 
academics, adding detail about an activity that doesn’t fit in the Activities section, or 
adding additional testing credentials that don’t fit in the spaces allocated. If there is no 
additional context to report, it is perfectly fine to leave this section blank. Other 
opportunities will open up in the application if you need to discuss a move from one 
secondary school to another or a disciplinary issue. The Common Application will also 
include an optional essay to describe how Covid-19 or other external events have 
affected you and/or your family.

      they believe their application would be incomplete without it. 
      If this sounds like you, then please share your story.

h		T h e lessons we take from obstacles we encounter can be fundamental to later success. 

? 

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

What prompted your thinking? What was the outcome?

meganstanley-air
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Essays in Supplements 
Common Application colleges often require you to complete a supplemental college-
specific component, which often includes an additional essay, a common topic being 
“Why are you interested in attending our college?” Some of these supplemental essays fall 
into other categories – “Describe an academic or intellectual interest,” “Discuss a 
community you are a member of” or “What is an extracurricular activity that is 
meaningful to you and why?” Don’t give these supplemental essays or other short 
questions short shrift; they are read just as closely as your main personal essay, if not more 
so. When writing about why you want to attend a particular college, be sure to include 
specific academic reasons – a particular course or program that appeals to you.

Here are a few examples of supplemental essay topics taken from actual college 
applications: 

h Tell us about something that is meaningful to you and why. (Stanford) 

h Everyone belongs to many different communities and/or groups defined by (among 
other things) shared geography, religion, ethnicity, income, cuisine,  interest, race, 
ideology, or intellectual heritage. Choose one of the communities to which you belong, 
and describe that community and your place within it. (University of Michigan)

h  You have a platform to create change. What is an action or policy you might propose 
to address an issue of social injustice in your school or local community, or on a national 
or global scale? (University of Richmond) 

h Reflecting on your involvement throughout high school or within the community, how 
have you engaged with one of Pitzer’s core values? (Pitzer)

Some colleges have distinctive essay prompts, which necessitate a unique approach; the 
best-known of these is the University of Chicago. Recent prompts included  
the following:

h   What if the moon were made of cheese? Or Neptune made of soap? Pick a celestial 
object, reimagine its material composition, and explore the implications. Feel free to 
explore the realms of physics, philosophy, fantasy...the sky is the limit!
—Inspired by Tate Flicker, Class of 2025

h  What’s so easy about pie?
—Inspired by Arjun Kalia, Class of 2025

h In Homer’s Iliad, Helen had a “face that launched a thousand ships.” A millihelen, 
then, measures the beauty needed to launch one ship. The Sagan unit is used to denote any 
large quantity (in place of “billions and billions”). A New York Minute measures the period 
of time between a traffic light turning green and the cab behind you honking. Invent a new 
unit of measurement. How is it derived? How is it used? What are its equivalents? 
—Inspired by Carina Kane, Class of 2024, and Ishaan Goel, Class of 2025
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How you react to prompts like these can tell you a lot about whether or not this college 
would be a good fit for you. If you find the prompts vexing or exasperating, then this 
college may not be a great fit; if you find them fun and even look forward to writing 
them, then this may be a perfect fit! 

You are likely to come across many prompts which ask some version of “how will you 
explore your specific interests on our campus?” If you cannot answer that question 
after thoroughly researching the college or university’s offerings and resources, then 
perhaps you should not be applying there. 

Following the Supreme Court’s decision to ban consideration of race from college 
applications, many colleges added essay prompts that encourage students to share 
aspects of their lived experience to add context to their applications. These aspects 
might include any challenges you or your family have faced, whether rooted in 
financial hardships, family upheavals, or significant family responsibilities.

In sum, engaging with a college’s application supplement is often a means of engaging 
with the college or university itself and you should pay close attention to whether that 
engagement is a good fit for you. 

“Optional” Essays 

If you are given the opportunity to write an optional essay, write it! Don’t waste an 
opportunity to tell the college more about yourself. Admissions officers want to know 
how maturely you think and what is most important to you. Every essay is an 
opportunity to connect with your readers and the more they feel they know you, the 
better chance you have of being accepted. The essays are where they hear directly 
from you.
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