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Discovering Your College Essay
Student Workbook
1. Learning from Sample Essays
SAMPLE ESSAY 1: _________________________________________________________
What did you learn about this student as a person?
_________________________________________________________________________________________
What was this essay REALLY about? _________________________________________________________________________________________
What would this student contribute to a college campus?
_________________________________________________________________________________________
SAMPLE ESSAY 2 (optional): ___________________________________________
What did you learn about this student as a person?
_________________________________________________________________________________________
What was this essay REALLY about? 
_________________________________________________________________________________________
What would this student contribute to a college campus?
_________________________________________________________________________________________

Of the 2-3 students you’ve read about, which one are you most excited about? Why?
_________________________________________________________________________________________
What did you notice about successful college essays?
_______________________________________________________________________________________________
2. Finding the 'Small Moments'
Brainstorm up to 10 moments that taught you something or reveal who you are.
1. _________________________________________________
2. _________________________________________________
3. _________________________________________________
4. _________________________________________________
5. _________________________________________________
6. _________________________________________________
7. _________________________________________________
8. _________________________________________________
9. _________________________________________________
10. _________________________________________________
3. The 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.
2. Recount a time you faced a challenge, setback, or failure. How did it affect you, and what did you learn?
3. Reflect on a time you questioned or challenged a belief or idea.
4. Reflect on something someone has done for you that made you happy or thankful in a surprising way.
5. Discuss an accomplishment, event, or realization that sparked personal growth.
6. Describe a topic, idea, or concept you find so engaging that you lose all track of time.
7. Share an essay on any topic of your choice.
4. Unpack the Prompts
[bookmark: _headingh.varmy4el05db]Prompt 1 (Identity/Background)
Who are your people?
What communities shaped you?
[bookmark: _headingh.kxqx3gfxc5nz]Prompt 2 (Challenge)
What's something difficult you've overcome?
How did you grow?
[bookmark: _headingh.as9ad4vrl6ip]Prompt 3 (Questioning a Belief)
What belief did you question and why? 
How did your perspective change?
[bookmark: _headingh.6n7wqacugseq]Prompt 4 (Gratitude)
Who has helped you?
What act of kindness changed you?
[bookmark: _headingh.3osjlwtc8dw]Prompt 5 (Growth)
When did you begin seeing yourself differently?
How did you grow?
[bookmark: _headingh.5hpp0qwos71q]Prompt 6 (Passion)
What activity makes you forget to check your phone?
What could you happily spend hours learning about?
[bookmark: _headingh.6jvqhfp11m5t]Prompt 7 (Anything)
If someone should know just one story about you, what would it be?
5. What Do I Want Colleges to Know About Me?
[bookmark: _headingh.bcg9lu732dfm]What do I hope colleges learn about me?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
[bookmark: _headingh.8njvyitd588e]What part(s) of me isn't/aren’t already visible elsewhere in my application?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
[bookmark: _headingh.7auyx2q4uu3m]When someone finishes reading my essay, what do I hope they remember about me?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
6. Values & Qualities
Circle or highlight the values/qualities you hope your essay demonstrates:
Curiosity • Kindness • Leadership • Humor • Creativity • Resilience • Gratitude • Determination • Compassion • Independence • Adaptability • Integrity • Courage • Perspective
How might one of your possible topics reveal those values?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________

7. Narrow It Down
From all that you’ve brainstormed, formulate your top three topics.
My Top Three Topics
1. _________________________________________________
2. _________________________________________________
3. _________________________________________________
8. From Topic to Meaning
Remember: The topic is only the vehicle. The essay is really about what it reveals about you. List your three topics below and reflect on what they really will be about. 
	Possible Topic
	What is it REALLY about?

	
	

	
	

	
	




 The topic I will draft first:
____________________________________________________________
9. Reflect
Why does this topic matter to me?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
10. My Action Plan
Target date for my first draft:
____________________________________________________________
Who will give me feedback?: 
____________________________________________________________
Reminders:
• Think small.
• Reflect more than you summarize. 
• Write first. Edit later.
• Let your authentic voice shine.

Today’s Checklist: 
☐ I identified at least three possible essay topics.
☐ I know which Common App prompt(s) fit.
☐ I know what I want colleges to learn about me.
☐ I have one topic I'm excited to explore.
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