
What Makes It Great?

Writing College Essays



What to Include:

- A catchy opening sentence, or “hook”
- ⅓ story, ⅔ the lesson or outcome of the 

story
- Information that isn’t already in other 

parts of your college application
- The truth!



To Dos and some Not To Dos

- Write about yourself
- Story will be true, 

but add some drama
- Don’t be afraid to be 

vulnerable and open
- Use humor
- Engage the reader 

using all 5 senses
- Proofread! 

- Stories about sports 
injuries

- COVID
- Stories about other 

people
- Talk about the 

“challenge” but not the 
effects

- List achievements
- Use cliches

DO
DON’T



Essay Example #1



Essay Example #1



Share your thoughts

 on this essay…



Essay Example #2



Essay Example #2



2022-23 Common App Essay 

prompts
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.

2. The lessons we take from obstacles we encounter can be fundamental to later success. 
Recount a time when you faced a challenge, setback, or failure. How did it affect you, and 
what did you learn from the experience?

3. Reflect on a time when you questioned or challenged a belief or idea. What prompted your 
thinking? What was the outcome?

4. Reflect on something that someone has done for you that has made you happy or thankful 
in a surprising way. How has this gratitude affected or motivated you?

5. Discuss an accomplishment, event, or realization that sparked a period of personal growth 
and a new understanding of yourself or others.

6. Describe a topic, idea, or concept you find so engaging that it makes you lose all track of 
time. Why does it captivate you? What or who do you turn to when you want to learn 
more?

7. Share an essay on any topic of your choice. It can be one you've already written, one that 
responds to a different prompt, or one of your own design.





How to find your story…

- Values
- One still frame of an entire movie 
- What pivotal moment has impacted your life or 

trajectory
- What makes you unique
- Cultural traditions or experiences
- Events or situations that taught you a life lesson
- Difficult or challenging times
- ‘aha!’ moments



Some essay topic ideas:

- A story from your childhood
- Your relationship with a person you admire
- A story from a time when you traveled to another city 

or country
- If you were not born in Illinois, the story of where you 

grew up, when or why you moved, the transition, etc.
- What you have gained or learned from being a part of 

a club, sports team, your job, etc.
- A loss





Supplemental 

essays
Examples: 

★ The Major essay: “Why are you interested in the 
major you indicated as your first-choice major?”

★ The “Why Us” essay: “Tell us why you want to 
attend (insert college here).

★ The “Community/Diversity” essay: “A hallmark 
of the (insert college here) experience is being 
able to learn and live in a community with a wide 
range of perspectives. How do you or would you 
learn from and contribute to diverse, 
collaborative communities?”



Any questions? 



-You can email a rough draft for review to: 

Ms. Holmes: sholmes@maine207.org

-Check out “the College essay guy” on 

youtube!  

-For access to the essay writing workbook:

bit.ly/3NHXjCz Code: k6hxdod

mailto:sholmes@maine207.org
http://bit.ly/3NHXjCz

