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Your college essay is an important part of the entire 

package you will submit to colleges to give a sense of 

who you are and what you might contribute to a campus 

community. It’s an opportunity for you to tell your story 

in your own words. What inspires you? What drives you? 

You may be asked to write multiple essays,  

including a Personal Statement and Supplemental Essays.  

Let’s dig in!
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How do I decide on my topic  
and choose a prompt?

How do I fit it all in?

Key Guidance

Relax about finding a “unique” essay 
topic for your Personal Statement. 
Common subjects, such as sports, 
family relationships or hobbies are 
absolutely legitimate areas for you to 
highlight. The topic could be anything. 
What the admissions committee cares 
about is what you might have learned 
from the experience, how it has 
affected you. They look for insight and 
self-awareness.  

Take some time to reflect on your 
personal experiences, values, and life 
goals. Allow yourself ample time to 

The limit for the Common App Personal 
Statement is 650 words, which is 
challenging, because you probably have 
a lot to say.  Remember,  you aren’t writing 
a complete autobiography. Instead, you 
are focusing on something that will give the 
admissions committee a revealing glimpse 
into one experience/relationship/concept 
that is significant to you.. Keeping within 
the 650 word count will probably require 
multiple drafts; create a first draft without 
regard for word count and edit it down 
from there. Allow time to draft, revise, seek 
feedback and finalize.

Actions 

Guidance 

Actions 

Guidance

brainstorm.  Once you have your desired 
topic in mind, choose one of the prompts 
that will allow you to focus on it. Tell your 
readers something special that they can’t 
see elsewhere in your application.

Remember, the Personal Statement 
and any Supplemental Essays required 
by particular colleges are a package, 
and you want to use the supplements to 
highlight different topics that you don’t 
cover in your Personal Statement. These 
different pieces should show facets of 
your life and your identity that you think 
are especially important.

An impactful essay captures your authentic voice and opens up a window  
into your life experience. It reveals something essential about your motivations, 
ideas and values. 

http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
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What writing style  
should I use?

What about Covid?

Key Guidance

The personal content of your story is 
more important than a sophisticated 
writing style. Cover the basics (correct 
spelling, grammar and composition) 
and then write in your own words.
An admissions reader knows that you 
are seventeen or eighteen years old, 
and they expect your writing to be in 
that voice.

Many applications will give you the 
opportunity to submit a short statement 
about the pandemic and the impact it has 
had on you. This optional element of your 
college application is an opportunity to 
reflect on the ways in which the pandemic 
has altered your high school experience. 
Admission committees are already well 
aware of missed opportunities, such as 
clubs, sports, and trips. You may have taken 
on a new project or commitment because 
of COVID, or you may have been especially 
hard-hit by the pandemic. All of this is 
appropriate content for this section.  

Actions 

Guidance 

Actions 

Guidance

Essential writing tips:

• Start by making a rough outline of your essay. What 
are the main points, and what examples will provide 
illustration?  

• Continue by writing a rough draft. Don’t worry about 
perfection, just get it down on paper. Remember, there 
is a reason a first draft is known as a “rough" draft. 
Once you’ve got words on the page you can mold your 
draft by tweaking and revising.  It’s normal for your 
essay to go through multiple drafts before it’s finished.  

• As you refine your essay, remember the importance 
of effective structure – it’s easier than you think. The 
opening of your essay invites the reader’s curiosity. 
The conclusion is where you’ll be making a lasting 
impression, so focus on what you learned and how 
an experience has changed you, or what you hope 
to accomplish in the future. Be sure to share specific 
examples throughout. 

• Solicit feedback from a parent, counselor, teacher 
or mentor.  Ask them what they learned about you in 
your essay. If they were to add a headline, what would 
it be? (Is that the headline you’d want for yourself?) 
Be open to comments. Even best-selling authors have 
readers review their work before it is published. It's all 
part of the process.

http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
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Trusted  
Companies: 

Prompt providing coaching and 
individualized feedback on your  
college essay(s)

Bestcolleges.com

The College Essay Guy providing free  
and paid resources related to college 
essay writing.

 

2021-22 Essay Prompts  
from the Major Application Platforms:

Coalition Application  

Common Application  

Common Black College Application  
for 62 HBCUs

Univeristy of California 

Apply Texas

Trusted  
Articles: 

How to Conquer the Admissions Essay

This is How You Write a College Essay

A sampling of compelling essays that worked,  
from a variety of institutions:

Connecticut  College 

Hamilton College

Johns Hopkins University 

Smith College (supplement) 

Tufts University

Resources

Our goal is to empower you with the right resources at 
the right time. College Guidance Network has carefully 
curated this list for you: 

http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
http://Prompt.com/CGN
https://www.bestcolleges.com/blog/expert-common-app-essay-tips/
https://www.collegeessayguy.com
https://www.coalitionforcollegeaccess.org/essays
https://www.commonapp.org/apply/essay-prompts
https://commonblackcollegeapp.com
https://commonblackcollegeapp.com
https://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/how-to-apply/applying-as-a-freshman/personal-insight-questions.html
https://www.applytexas.org/adappc/html/preview21/essay_preview.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/02/education/edlife/college-application-essay-admissions.html
https://www.usnews.com/education/best-colleges/articles/how-to-write-a-college-essay
https://www.conncoll.edu/admission/apply/essays-that-worked/
https://www.hamilton.edu/admission/apply/college-essays-that-worked
https://apply.jhu.edu/application-process/essays-that-worked/
https://www.smith.edu/news/student-applications
https://admissions.tufts.edu/apply/advice/past-essays/common-application-essays/
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Clarity: 
The quality of being clear. In the context of your college essays, 
it relates to keeping your message on-point. Don’t bury it 
beneath flowery language or complex sentences. Especially 
given the word count limits, try to be concise.

Contribution: 
In the context of your college essay, your contribution is how 
your presence at an event or activity impacted not only yourself, 
but others who were involved, as well. How was your own life 
impacted by your participation, and how would the experience 
have been different for other people, had you not been there?

Personal Statement: 
Your Personal Statement is your primary college essay—it is 
your main story about yourself to each of the colleges on your 
list. The limit for the Common Application’s Personal Statement 
is 650 words.

Supplemental Essay: 
Many schools, especially highly selective ones, will request 
additional essays to complement your Personal Statement. 
While the Personal Statement on the Common Application can 
be used for multiple application submissions, Supplemental 
Essays need to be different each time.

To be a successful college applicant, 

        it helps to know the lingo.

Helpful Terms

http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
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Advice to Parents

Your high-schooler has worked hard on their  
essay and is soliciting the help of the individual(s) 
who they feel will give them the feedback they need.

Stay out of the way, but be supportive. How do you do that?  
Simply let them know that you are there for them, should 
they need your help. Your teen may need anything from 
someone to discuss possible topics on the front end to a basic 
proof-reader at the very end.

If you or your teen is an English language learner, remember that 
complex sentences and over-the-top descriptions don’t matter 
as much as content and clarity, and telling a good story. What the 
admissions officer will remember is an honestly good story.

Leave it to your teen to decide what your role in this part of the 
application process will be. Honor your child. If they respond, “I got 
this”, then take them at their word.

Your role is more cheerleader than task-master.

Consider writing your OWN college essay. There’s no better way to understand 
what your teen is going through than to put yourself through the same thing. 
Think back to an event or experience that was especially impactful in your life, 
and try to write about it. If you’re really brave, share it with your student. 
 
You may learn something in the process, and your teen may learn  
a little bit more about you.

Advice for parents and those supporting the essay-writer:
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