
College Essay Guide
Brainstorm, plan, draft, revise, and polish an authentic personal essay.

1. What Makes an Effective Essay?
A strong personal essay gives the reader a specific experience, perspective, or story and uses it to reveal something
meaningful about the writer. You do not need an extraordinary story; an ordinary moment can be powerful when the reflection
is specific and honest.

A strong essay should:

• Use concrete details.

• Let your natural voice come through.

• Focus on reflection, not only events.

• Show how the experience affected your thinking.

• Avoid clichés and writing what you think colleges want to hear.

2. Brainstorm
Possible starting points: a person who shaped you, an object with meaning, a challenge, a responsibility, a passion, a mistake,
a place, a tradition, a surprising moment, or something you see differently now.

Possible topics:

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The topic I want to explore:

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Why does this matter to me?

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Story Planner
Element My Notes

Opening moment/image

What happened?

Specific details



Element My Notes

What was I thinking?

What changed?

What did I learn?

Why does it matter now?

4. Revision Checklist
■ The essay answers the prompt

■ The topic is genuinely personal

■ The writing sounds like me

■ The opening is engaging

■ The essay stays focused

■ There are specific details

■ Reflection goes beyond a simple lesson

■ The ending feels earned

■ Grammar and punctuation are checked

■ Word limit is followed

■ Feedback did not erase my voice

5. Final Notes
What do I want a reader to understand about me after reading this?

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Last changes I want to make:

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________



