
Understanding the College Essay 
(Courtesy of Patrick McDermott, JCU Admissions) 

____________________________________________________________________________
__ 

● Why do colleges ask for an essay anyway? This is your opportunity to talk directly to the 
admission staff about why you are a good fit for their school. You become more than the application 
(which every applicant completes) and stand out as an individual.  

 
Various colleges will use the essay to: 

○ Assess your writing ability 
○ Confirm your grades in the context of your ability 
○ Get a glimpse of your personality 
○ Differentiate students. If all applicants have the same gpa/test scores, the essay is a way to 

separate out students 
○ Course placement: a bad essay = remedial English, a good essay = honors english 
○ Gauge “fit” of student and institution - are you writing about things that the college is good 

at and that you want to do (whether it’s in or out of the classroom) 
○ To award scholarships 

 
NOTE: Every college will do the above differently or not at all!  
 

● Do different types of schools use the essay differently?  
○ Highly selective schools 
○ Moderately selective schools 
○ Public institutions  

Types of Essays 
____________________________________________________________________________
__ 

● It’s all about you. Many colleges ask for an essay that boils down to, “Tell us about 
yourself.” The school just wants to know you better and see how you’ll introduce 
yourself.  

 
Example: How would you describe yourself? 

 
Tip: Focus on revealing your best qualities of who you are NOW; and avoid the urge to tell 
your entire life story! They want to see what you’ll be like on their campus, not about you as a child.  

____________________________________________________________________________
__ 

● It’s all about us. Some school essays focus on your choice of a school or career. 
They’re looking for information about your goals, and about how serious your 
commitment is to their school.  

 
Example: Why is our university a good college choice for you? 

 
Tip: Make sure you know your subject well. For example, if you say you want to attend “X” college 



to major in engineering, the school better have engineering!  
______________________________________________________________________________________
___ 

● The “Creative Questions. Some colleges evaluate you through your choice of some 
tangential item: a national issue, a famous person, what you would put in a time capsule, 
a photograph.  

 
Examples: 

● Do you believe there’s a generation gap? Describe the differences between your generation 
and others.  

● Tell us about your most disappointing academic failure.  
● You can invite three historical figures to your house for dinner. Whom would you invite? 

What would be the goal of your conversation? 
● Make a rational argument for a position on a topic you do not personally support.  
● Make a bold prediction about something in the year 2020 that no one else has made a bold 

prediction about.  
 

Tip: You have something to react to, a way to show yourself and write about your real views. Just 
don’t forget the importance of writing an informed essay.  

______________________________________________________________________________________
___ 

The biggest secret revealed 
 

● Regardless of the type of essay question above, they are all about you! And you need to 
make the essay about YOU!  

○ Consider completing (or at least starting) your application before you write your personal 
statement 

○ What are the trends in your academic record? Any holes, dips, or peaks that you need to 
explain and give context?  

○ Anticipate the inferences that admission readers will make about your academic profile.  
○ What is the best topic? You decide.  
○ Show us something in your essay that is not shown in the rest of your admission 

application.  
 

● What are we looking for?  
○ YOU! But also… 

■ Content 
■ Grammar 
■ Personality 
■ Context 

 
● Writing your essay and writing in college are different than in high school 

○ You are writing to an unknown audience. Be careful about politics or taking a stand on a 
controversial topic because you never know who’s reading it and what their beliefs are.  

○ The topic is more often decided by you.  
○ Your writing must be deeper . Analysis and reflection are essential.  



○ More is not better. Longer papers do not get better grades.  
○ Get right to the point early on. College admission staffs are reading thousands of essays. 

Let us be able to reread the first sentence and recall your story.  
 

● Remember that the overarching purpose of the admissions essay is to let a reader know 
what sort of person you really are.  

 
● Pitfalls to avoid: 

○ Do not use your essay to summarize activities and achievements you’ve already listed on 
the application. Tell us something you haven’t already told us elsewhere.  

○ Be original, but not gimmicky.  
○ Don’t lie or write what you think we want to hear. Be truthful or we are not admitting you .  

____________________________________________________________________________
__ 
Your writing should be focused on… 

● A stimulating idea  that… 
○ Focuses on a specific event or experience 
○ Presents an engaging picture of the action and people involved 
○ Contains specific details and dialogue 
○ Makes readers what to know what happens next 

● A logical organization  that… 
○ Includes a clear beginning that pulls readers into the essay 
○ Present ideas in an organized manner 
○ Uses transitions to link sentences and paragraphs 
○ Flows smoothly from one idea to the next 

● An engaging voice  that… 
○ Speaks knowledgeably and/or enthusiastically 
○ Shows that the writer is truly invested in the subject 
○ Contains specific nouns, vivid verbs, and colorful modifiers 

● Writing that is grammatically correct  where… 
○ Verb tense is parallel 
○ Nouns/pronouns/verbs agree 
○ Follows conventions of English (paragraph format) 

● Follows an attention to directions  where… 
○ Essay is between 250 and 650 words (between 500 and 650 preferred) 
○ Information that is found elsewhere on application is not repeated 
○ Essay follows 20/80 rule (20% direct response about prompts & 80% about YOU)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

Prompt Breakdown 
PROMPT #1: 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.  
 
This question is a really broad opportunity to talk about your background story. What has helped shape the 
person you are today? It can be something small or big. That said, it has to be specific to you and who you 
are and no one else. It is often the catch-all for those who want to write about a subject that doesn’t fit within 
the confines of the other four prompts.  
 
PROMPT #2: 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?  
 
A variation of the classic essay question: “What is your greatest weakness?” While the prompt is asking 
about failure, what admissions really wants to know is what did you learn from it? How did you turn it into a 
personal success? Try to keep your stories as positive as possible. Remember, these essays are not really 
about losing the election, missing the big game, and failing to meet your own academic expectations.  
 
PROMPT #3: Reflect of a time when you challenged a belief or idea. What prompted you 
to act? Would you make the same decision again?  
 
This is an ambitious question! It requires you to take a side on a topic and to speak passionately about 
beliefs and ideology. While this prompt can be incisive and deeply personal, it can also be controversial and 
divisive. Remember admission staff members are reading this; and you don’t know their beliefs and ideas.  
 
PROMPT #4: 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 of personal 
importance, no matter the scale. Explain its significance to you and what steps you took 
or could be taken to identify the solution.  
 
This is a great question for creative interpretation. What is a problem? It could be really anything for you to 
explore. Be careful not to be too idealistic or too simple in identifying a solution to a complex problem. The 
more ambitious a problem you select, the more you will need to explore it from various sides and 
perspectives.  
 
PROMPT #5: Discuss an accomplishment or event, formal or informal, that marked your 
transition from childhood to adulthood within your culture, community, or family.  
 



This essay offers lots of choices and flexibility, and an essay inspired by it can tackle anything from a formal 
even to a very small occurrence. Consider formal events like birthdays and weddings, to achievements like 
earning an award or receiving a promotion. More informal examples might include something as simple as 
meeting a special person in your life, taking a car ride, or eating a particularly meaningful meal. Small events 
can make for more personal, memorable essays.  


