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Great essays don't come from great experiences

Top college essays do not come from the best experiences on an applicant's résumé. They come from a
small moment that exposed a flaw, a tension, or a shift in how the writer thinks — and forced them to change
how they understand themselves. Everything below exists to help find that moment, and to rule out
everything that isn't it.

The instinct to avoid

"What was the biggest thing that happened to me?"

The instinct to build

"What small moment exposed a pattern in how I think?"

Most students start by trying to find a "good essay idea." This filter works in reverse: start with everything
you're considering, and eliminate anything that doesn't survive all ten rules. What's left is usually the real
topic.

Filter, don't brainstorm

Read the 10 rules in order — each one eliminates a category of weak topics before the next rule even
applies. Then use the worksheet in Section 2 to run your own candidate topics through the filter one at a time.
A topic that survives all ten rules is very likely strong; a topic that fails even one or two is worth reconsidering,
not defending.

The 10 Rules of Topic Selection

Start by eliminating 80% of your life

Most students try to "find a good essay idea." A sharper approach does the opposite: immediately discard
anything that is purely achievement-based (winning, ranking, awards), externally focused (sports games,
competitions, scores), already visible in the Activities section without deeper meaning, or explainable in under
two sentences without losing meaning.

The test
If the story can be summarized as "I did X and succeeded," it is not essay material.

Look for "internal conflict moments," not events

A viable topic contains at least one of the following. If none apply, the topic is weak:
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m A decision you were unsure about.

m A belief you later revised.

m A moment of discomfort you couldn't ignore.

m A mismatch between expectation and reality.

m A failure that changed behavior — not just disappointment.

m A realization that made a previous identity feel incomplete.

Look for identity tension, not experience
Strong essays usually reveal tension between two versions of the same person:
Who you were vs. who you are becoming.
How you see yourself vs. how others see you.
What you thought success meant vs. what it actually means.
What you're good at vs. what actually matters to you.
What you were trained to value vs. what you now value.

If a story doesn't create tension between two versions of the writer, it's worth discarding.

The "sports essay" rule — corrected

Sports are not disqualified. What's disqualified is the frame:
[0 "We won / lost / trained hard / overcame adversity"

What works — a moment where:

[0 Your identity in the sport cracked or changed.

[J You questioned your own motivation.

O Your role shifted — starter to bench, leader to follower.

0 You realized something uncomfortable about competition, ego, or discipline.
[J The sport exposed a flaw in your thinking, not your performance.

If the sport is interchangeable with any athlete's story, it's generic.

The admissions-officer replacement test

For every idea, ask one question:

The test

If | replaced myself with another high-achieving student, would the essay still work?

Yes Reject.
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Yes, with minor edits Still reject.

No Possible keeper.

The goal was never "interesting story." It's a non-replaceable perspective.

n The one-scene rule

Elite essays usually revolve around one primary scene, one moment of realization, or one shift in thinking. If a
story requires multiple years, multiple events, or multiple settings to make sense, it's usually unfocused —
narrow it to the single scene that carries the whole idea.

The "So What" filter — the most important rule

For every potential story, complete this sentence: "This matters because it changed how | think about
" If that sentence can't be completed with real specificity, the story isn't usable yet.

Weak "l learned perseverance."
Strong "| stopped equating effort with progress.”
"l realized | was pursuing validation instead of mastery."

"l understood | avoid situations where | might look average."

n Don't pick your "most important life event"

This is a trap even experienced consultants have to actively correct for.

Bad instinct "What was the biggest thing that happened to me?"

Better instinct "What small moment exposed a pattern in how I think?"

The best essays are usually built on:

Minor incidents.
Repeated behaviors.
Quiet realizations.

Internal contradictions.

n Look for repeat-behavior insight

Strong topics often come from noticing:
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A habit you didn't understand until later.

A recurring emotional reaction — avoidance, obsession, control, comparison.

A pattern in how you respond to pressure.

A repeated mistake that finally clicked.

Admissions officers consistently value self-awareness over the sheer size of the story.

The final filter — all six must pass

Only proceed with a topic if it meets every one of these:

m Contains a moment of internal shift.

m Is not already obvious from the Activities section.

m Cannot be told by another student with similar achievements.
m Has a clear contradiction or tension.

m Can be told in one focused narrative arc.

m Produces reflection that reveals a thinking style.

If any box fails, discard the topic immediately — don't try to rescue it with better writing. A weak topic
written beautifully is still a weak topic.

Run a Topic Through the Filter

Use this worksheet on every topic a student is considering — including ones they're confident about.
Confidence isn't evidence; passing the filter is.

Step 1 — State it in one sentence

Write the topic as "l did X" or "X happened to me." If nothing more can honestly be added, Rule 1 has already
eliminated it.

Step 2 — Find the internal conflict

Identify which of Rule 2's six conflict types is actually present. If none fit, stop here — there's no essay yet,
only an anecdote.

Step 3 — Name the tension

Write one sentence describing the identity tension from Rule 3 (who you were vs. becoming, self-perception
vs. others' perception, etc.).

Step 4 — Apply the replacement test

Ask Rule 5's question directly. If another high-achieving student's story would read the same way, the topic
needs a narrower, more personal angle — or needs to be dropped.
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Step 5 — Isolate the one scene

The Elite Topic Selection Filter

Identify the single scene (Rule 6) the whole essay will be built around. If it can't be narrowed to one scene,

narrow the topic further.

Step 6 — Complete the So What sentence

Finish "This matters because it changed how | think about " with real specificity (Rule 7). A vague

completion means the topic isn't ready to draft yet.

Step 7 — Score it against the final six

Check the topic against every box in Rule 10. All six must pass before drafting begins.

Quick-reference scorecard

Is it summarizable as "l did X and succeeded"? If yes
Does it contain an internal conflict moment? If yes
Does it reveal identity tension? If yes
Would it work for any high-achieving student? If yes
Does it need multiple years/events to make sense? If yes
Can the "So What" sentence be completed specifically? If yes

—

1

Discard
Discard
Discard
Discard
Discard

Keep exploring

A topic that survives every question above is very likely strong. One or two "discard" answers doesn't always
mean starting over — it often means the angle needs to narrow, per the reframes in Rules 4 and 6, before the

topic is ready to draft.

Top college essays do not come from the best experiences. They come from a small moment that exposed a
flaw, a tension, or a shift in how the writer thinks — and forced them to change how they understand

themselves. That's the whole filter, distilled.
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Essays that sound like one applicant — not a template.
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