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THE CORE PRINCIPLE

Two questions decide everything
Every strong college essay ultimately answers one of two questions. Weak essays answer the first one.
Strong essays answer the second.

The weak version

"What did I achieve?"

The strong version

"What kind of person am I becoming, and how do I see the world?"

That distinction is the difference between an essay that is merely well-written and one that is genuinely
memorable. Admissions officers already have a transcript, a résumé, and a list of activities. What they don't
have is access to how the applicant thinks. The essay is the only part of the application built to supply that —
which is why every rule below exists to protect it.

BEFORE YOU BRAINSTORM

How to use this guide

Read the 12 rules first — they set the filter for every topic you consider. Then work through the brainstorming
exercises in Section 2 before you draft a single sentence. Most weak essays aren't badly written; they're built
on the first topic that came to mind instead of the truest one. Section 3 covers structure and current Common
App logistics. Section 4 is the pre-submission checklist — use it on every draft, not just the final one.

SECTION 1

The 12 Rules of a Strong College Essay

1 Reveal something your application can't

Before writing, ask: if an admissions officer removed my essay, what would they not know about me? If the
honest answer is "nothing," choose a different topic. The essay should add a new dimension to the
application — not repeat the résumé in paragraph form.

2 Don't write about the biggest moment of your life

Counterintuitively, the strongest essays are often built on small, specific material rather than a single dramatic
peak:
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■  A five-minute conversation.

■  A routine you've repeated for years.

■  A strange obsession.

■  A family tradition.

■  An object you couldn't throw away.

■  A seemingly insignificant mistake.

Small moments often carry more evidence of character than major achievements do, because they weren't
performed for anyone — they're what a person does when no one is grading it.

3 Avoid resume essays

If the essay is primarily about winning a championship, becoming class president, starting a nonprofit, a
research success, or a perfect score, ask: what would an admissions officer learn here that they couldn't
already infer from the Activities section? If the answer is very little, the angle needs to change — not
necessarily the topic itself.

4 Never make the accomplishment the point

✕  Winning ✓  How you think

✕  Getting accepted ✓  What you notice

✕  Breaking the record ✓  How you've changed / the questions you ask

Admissions officers admit people, not accomplishments. The accomplishment can appear in the essay — it
just can't be the reason the essay exists.

5 Lead with curiosity, not credentials

The best essays make a reader think, "I've never met someone who looks at the world this way." Instead of
proving you're impressive, show how your mind actually works — what you notice, what you question, what
you can't let go of.

6 Reflection should outweigh storytelling

A rough benchmark for the balance of a personal statement:

Story 40–50%

Reflection 50–60%

If an essay spends 600 words explaining what happened and 50 words explaining why it mattered, it needs
revision — regardless of how well the story itself is told.
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7 Don't manufacture adversity

No essay requires trauma. Avoid inflating an ordinary problem into a life-changing event — readers who
review thousands of essays a year notice the exaggeration immediately, and it undercuts credibility. Genuine
growth, perspective, or intellectual development is more persuasive than manufactured drama, and it's easier
to write honestly.

8 Specificity creates originality

Generic "I learned perseverance."

Specific Describe the exact moment your perspective shifted — the sentence someone
said, the object in your hand, the detail you noticed first.

Precise, sensory, unrepeatable detail is what makes an essay memorable.

9 Avoid the "sports game" trap

Sports aren't a bad topic, but writing only about the championship, the comeback, the injury, or the winning
shot usually isn't enough — thousands of applicants have that same story. A stronger angle explores what
happened around the sport:

✓ Mentoring a younger teammate.

✓ Your changing relationship with competition.

✓ Identity after leaving the sport.

✓ Quiet routines nobody else sees.

✓ Redefining what success means to you.

The sport becomes the setting, not the story.

10 Make the reader infer your qualities

Never write "I'm resilient," "I'm hardworking," or "I'm compassionate." Write scenes that naturally demonstrate
those traits instead. Admissions officers trust evidence over labels — a claimed trait is forgettable; a
demonstrated one is convincing.

11 Leave some questions unanswered

Don't over-explain every lesson. Readers enjoy connecting the dots themselves, and subtlety often reads as
more mature than spelling out the moral in the final line.

12 Finish looking forward

Great endings don't simply summarize what was already said. They suggest who the writer is becoming.
Admissions officers aren't only admitting who an applicant is today — they're investing in who that person will
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become on campus, so the last lines should point outward, not just wrap up.

SECTION 2

Brainstorming Exercises That Surface Real Material
Most students can't out-think their way to a topic — the strongest material tends to surface through structured
recall, not a single "what should I write about?" session. Use two or three of the exercises below before
evaluating any topic against the 12 rules.

●  The List of 20

Set a timer for 10 minutes. List 20 small, specific moments from the last four years — not accomplishments,
just things that happened. A conversation, a habit, a disagreement, something you noticed on a commute.
Don't filter while listing. The best essay topics are usually items 12 through 20, after the obvious "resume"
answers are used up.

●  The Values Inventory

List 8–10 things you value (curiosity, fairness, precision, loyalty, independence, etc.). For each, write one
specific moment — not a general example — where that value showed up in an ordinary day. The moment,
not the value word, becomes the essay's material.

●  The Kitchen-Table Test

Describe a conversation or scene that happens at home, informally, that a stranger would never see. Family
dynamics, private jokes, and small domestic rituals often reveal identity more precisely than any formal
achievement.

●  The Question You Can't Drop

What's a question you find yourself returning to — in class, in the news, in your own head — without a tidy
answer? Essays built around genuine intellectual curiosity (not a resolved moral) tend to feel the most alive to
a reader.

●  The Object Exercise

Pick one physical object you've kept for reasons you can't fully explain. Write for 10 minutes on its history and
why it's still around. Objects are efficient essay engines because they force concrete, sensory detail instead
of abstraction.

●  The Outside-In Interview

Ask a friend, sibling, or teacher: "What's something you've noticed about how I think or act that I might not
notice myself?" Self-blind spots are often exactly what makes an essay feel distinctive, because the writer
would never have generated the observation alone.

Topics that are overused — and how to save them
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These topics aren't forbidden. They're simply read so often that the burden of proof for originality is higher. If
one of these is genuinely the student's story, the fix is almost always to narrow the focus to the specific,
unrepeatable angle inside it — not to abandon the topic.

The mission trip / volunteer abroad
essay

Reframe: narrow to one specific relationship or
misunderstanding, not the trip's itinerary or the
lesson in gratitude.

The grief essay written as a eulogy Reframe: focus on one concrete habit or ritual that
changed afterward, not a full account of the loss.

The injury-comeback essay Reframe: shift the focus to identity during the
sidelined period, not the return to the field.

The immigrant-journey essay told at
the family level

Reframe: root it in one specific, sensory scene rather
than a general narrative of struggle and success.

The "I moved schools/countries and
learned to adapt" essay

Reframe: anchor it in a single concrete incident from
the transition, not the transition as a whole.

The debate/Model UN "I learned to
see both sides" essay

Reframe: replace the general lesson with the exact
argument or moment that changed the writer's mind.

SECTION 3

Structure & Current Common App Logistics

Two structures that work

Narrative arc One scene, told mostly in chronological or near-chronological order, with
a turn and a reflective close. Best when a single moment carries the
whole idea.

Montage / collage Several short scenes tied together by one image, object, or idea rather
than a timeline. Best when the material is a pattern across time, not one
event.

Both structures fail for the same reason: too much scene, not enough reflection. Neither structure is
inherently stronger — the material should decide which one fits.

Common App essentials — 2026–27 cycle

Verified against current Common App guidance. Confirm final details on the applicant's own Common App
account, since college-specific requirements vary.
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— Personal statement word limit: 650 words maximum, 250 words minimum. The platform enforces this —
it will not accept a submission over 650 words.

— The seven personal statement prompts for 2026–27 are unchanged from the prior cycle (the set has
been stable since 2021–22).

— "Topic of your choice" is a valid seventh option — the essay can respond to a custom question rather
than one of the other six.

— The optional Additional Information section is capped at 300 words and should stay factual — it is not a
second personal essay.

— The personal statement is sent to every college on the applicant's Common App list; supplemental
essays are separate and set individually by each school.

The seven Common App prompts, in short

1. A background, identity, interest, or talent so meaningful the application would feel incomplete without it.

2. A time you faced a challenge, setback, or failure, and what you learned from it.

3. A time you questioned or challenged a belief or idea — what prompted your thinking, and what was the
outcome?

4. Something that made you grateful in a surprising way, and how that gratitude affected or motivated you.

5. An accomplishment, event, or realization that sparked personal growth or a new understanding of
yourself or others.

6. A topic, idea, or concept you find so engaging it makes you lose track of time — why does it captivate
you?

7. Topic of your choice — your own essay, on any subject.

Choice of prompt carries little weight on its own — admissions offices generally care far more about
execution than which number is checked. When a student is stuck between two prompts, "topic of your
choice" is a reasonable default that removes the decision from the critical path.

A note on supplemental ("Why us") essays

Supplemental prompts are worded intentionally and reward precision. The strongest "Why this school"
essays name a specific professor, program, research center, or campus tradition and connect it to something
concrete in the applicant's own record — not general praise about campus size, ranking, or location that
could apply to any comparable school.

SECTION 4

The Pre-Submission Checklist
Run every draft — not just the final one — against this list before it goes anywhere near a submission portal.
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■  Is this the essay only I could have written?

■  Does it reveal how I think, not just what I've done?

■  Is there at least one sentence no other applicant could honestly write?

■  Does it avoid repeating my résumé or Activities section?

■  Would someone reading this want to have a conversation with me?

■  Does it leave a lasting impression because of my perspective — not my accomplishments?

■  Does reflection outweigh storytelling (roughly 50–60% of the essay)?

■  Have I cut every sentence that states a trait instead of showing it?

■  Does the ending look forward instead of just summarizing?

■  Am I within 250–650 words, with no padding to hit the minimum?

Reader test

Hand the draft to someone who knows the applicant well and ask them to read it without the
name attached. If they can't identify the writer within the first two paragraphs, the essay is
still too generic — the voice hasn't taken over yet.

The strongest applicants don't write essays that answer "What did I achieve?" They answer "What kind of
person am I becoming, and how do I see the world?" That's the whole guide, distilled.
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