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College Essay 
The writing prompts for the CommonApp have changed. Below are the new instructions and prompts taken directly from the CommonApp website. Keep in mind, you may be asked to make changes to this essay; however, it should be as close to finished as possible.

Instructions:

The essay demonstrates your ability to write clearly and concisely on a selected topic and helps you distinguish yourself in your own voice. What do you want the readers of your application to know about you apart from courses, grades, and test scores? Choose the option that best helps you answer that question and write an essay of no more than 650 words, using the prompt to inspire and structure your response. Remember: 650 words is your limit, not your goal. Use the full range if you need it, but don't feel obligated to do so. 

(The application won't accept a response shorter than 250 words.)

 •Some students have a background or story that is so central to their identity that they believe their application would be incomplete without it. If this sounds like you, then please share your story.

 •Recount an incident or time when you experienced failure. How did it affect you, and what lessons did you learn?

 •Reflect on a time when you challenged a belief or idea. What prompted you to act? Would you make the same decision again?

 •Describe a place or environment where you are perfectly content. What do you do or experience there, and why is it meaningful to you?

•Discuss an accomplishment or event, formal or informal, that marked your transition from childhood to adulthood within your culture, community, or family. [Topics taken from The Common Application, Inc. (2009)]

Essay requirements:
· Typed in a 12 pt readable font (NO exceptions)
· Double spaced, with NO extra spaces between paragraphs
· PROOFREAD!
See website for due dates.

Late papers will be penalized 5 points per day

Common App Essay

Basic Facts:

· 5 new essay prompts 

· Choose 1 of 5 

· Analyze and Evaluate- that experience, that event, that accomplishment in light of the definition of the question

· Maximum of 650 words, not your goal!

· Topic of Choice eliminated

The Background Story. 

Some students have a background or story that is so central to their identity that they believe their application would be incomplete without it. If this sounds like you, then please share your story. 

Identity:  However you address this prompt, you are being asked about your identity. You are asked to address the fundamental nature of how you see yourself as a person.  Who are you?  What are you?  What makes you, well, you?  Admissions officers want to be able to say, “hey, I understand who this kid is and where he came from, because the kid understands this about himself and is able to communicate it in a clear, compelling fashion.” So, this essay must address your identity, however you define it. 

Background:  College admissions people know that some people have an interesting background that is the source of their identity.  This background can be cultural, ethnic, familial, medical, physical, economic, or just about any other set of circumstances that defines who you are as a person. 

Story:  Some students have a story that helps define who they are.  A story, by definition, is a narrative, an account of events in one’s life that may help to shape your identity.  A background is something that is not really fixed in time: it’s a circumstance.  A story, on the other hand, exists in time, and has a beginning, middle, and end.  Do you have a story that helps to explain the way you see yourself, that has helped to form you as a person?  If so, this is the story at the core of this prompt. 

Learning from failure:

Recount an incident or time when you experienced failure. How did it affect you, and what lessons did you learn? 

Incident or time:  You are being asked for a specific event in time. Thus you will again tell a story to your reader.  It should be a very succinct story, but it should have a beginning, middle, and an end.  You want to give enough detail that your reader can follow the narrative, but not so long that you get boring—or worse, go over the word count limit. 

Affect:  What was the impact of this failure?  How did it make others see you?  How did you see yourself after this incident?  Be reflective. Examine your emotions.  Did it make you angry, embarrassed, disappointed, secretly thrilled, or downright sad?  What was the immediate impact of your failure?  This is perhaps the hardest part of answering this prompt:  you have to go into that mess of feelings that you’ve tried to put behind you.  But the admissions office is asking you to share, so share you must. 

Lessons:  This seems obvious, but these lessons can be hard to articulate.  So begin with a list:  how many things can you pinpoint that you learned from this mistake?  Think about how you can learn things at different times, too. Sometimes we learn things from failure immediately. Other lessons take longer to sink in.  Again, you have to be analytical.  I recommend that you come up with three solid lessons for this essay. The ultimate direction of this essay should be positive and optimistic.  You should not worry too much about the nature of the mistake:  we’ve all made them, and admissions officers, frankly, have seen them all.  The point of this is to allow you to demonstrate your maturity, your humility, and your ability to turn a bad experience into a good one. 

Belief or Idea:

Reflect on a time when you challenged a belief or idea. What prompted you to act? Would you make the same decision again? 

The pivot of this essay is some belief or idea that matters to you.  Beliefs and ideas are abstractions—principles that inform your behavior and set your own standards for the behavior of others.  So no matter what else this prompt addresses, at its core must be some ethical or moral value that you hold. A time.  This word implies a chronology; therefore, you will be required to recount a story. This narrative has a beginning, a middle, and an end.  We are looking for a specific incident or occurrence that you can relate in a very succinct, very dense manner. 

Challenged.  Your idea or belief must have been tested in some way for this essay to work.  It’s not enough to hold an idea:  you are being asked to relate an incident in which you had to defend this principle. 

Act.  This is a critical word in this prompt:  it asks for the action you took in response to the challenge.  What concrete steps did you take to defend your idea or belief?  For some students, it may actually be that the student took no action…but later regretted it.  Nevertheless, the prompt implies that some action was necessary for you to uphold your belief.  What was that action? 

Prompted.  This may not seem like an important word, but it is related to the word “time.”  The assumption here is that some particular event or happening was the tipping point in your defense of the idea or belief.  This returns us back to the story you are being asked to construct.  What was the pivotal moment that propelled you to act? 

The final question of the prompt is also important, even though no single word stands out in the sentence.  This question is to make you evaluate your action in defense of your belief.  How would you assess your decision, as well as your action?  What were the positive outcomes from this incident, and what may have been the more negative aspects?  

Place or Environment:

Describe a place or environment where you are perfectly content. What do you do or experience there, and why is it meaningful to you?

Unlike most of the other prompts that ask you about items fixed in time (an incident, an event, an occurrence), this prompt is anchored in space.  A place or environment has a particular geography.  It has a location. Generally this prompt will work best if you can identify a very specific location.  But sometimes a more general environment might do quite nicely. More than one student will likely take a metaphorical tack on this prompt, identifying an abstract space or place around which they will build an essay. But a place or environment is fixed in space. 

Describe. Again, this is a word that is quite different from the other prompts in which you are asked to tell a story. Here, we want a description of the place you have identified. Again, the more specific the place, the more detailed description you might be able to provide. But just as you want a story to be interesting and vivid, you also want to paint a picture of this place that helps your reader to see it in her mind’s eye. Do or experience. Again, this prompt is not looking for a particular instance or event upon which you can construct a story or narrative. Instead, this prompt assumes that your relationship with this place is not fixed at one particular moment; rather, the prompt assumes that you return to this place again and again, and that you engage in particular activities or experience particular sensations or emotions.  So just as you need to describe the place, you also need to describe yourself moving about and interacting with that space. 

Content. This is the core of the prompt:  contentment.  And what is contentment? Aha!  This is the core of the core:  you have to define—for yourself—what contentment means for you. Fortunately, you don’t have to write a philosophical treatise on the qualities of happiness. But you do have to explain what you mean by contentment within the context of this place.  Why do you continue to return to this place? What benefits—material, spiritual, intellectual, social, and whatnot—do you derive from this particular place or environment. Don’t limit yourself to just one aspect of your contentment in this place:  break it down. As you brainstorm this prompt, see if you can come up with three solid aspects of your contentment in this place or environment. 

Meaningful.  This word is related to contentment. This place, if you have chosen it correctly, has some sort of intrinsic meaning to you. It may not have much meaning at all for other people. But for you, this place or environment is a source of satisfaction, of ease, or of spiritual tranquility. It will not be enough to say that the place is meaningful:  you need to come up with why it is meaningful. 

Transition Childhood to Adulthood

Discuss an accomplishment or event, formal or informal, that marked your transition from childhood to adulthood within your culture, community, or family. 

The prompt is asking you to talk about a change from one state of being to another.  Thus like most of the other prompts, you are fixing your essay in time.  You are identifying something that marks the moment in which that change occurred. 

Childhood to adulthood. The entire process of going off to college marks your entry to adulthood, in some sense. But colleges are not looking to admit emotional toddlers. They want to populate their campus with young adults. Thus they are assuming that you already have made the transition to adulthood, at least in many important respects. So in what ways are you now an adult? Conversely, in what ways are you no longer a child? 

Accomplishment or event. In some ways these two words go together, but in some ways they are quite different. An accomplishment is some feat that you performed that would mark the transition.  An event might be something that just happened to you, without any particular action or agency on your part. Either way, you are being asked to describe and discuss the “think” that marked your transition. What was the catalyst that moved you from one state of being to the other? 

Culture, community, or family. This part of the prompt asks you to further elaborate on the ways in which others now consider you to be an adult. In whose eyes are you now no longer a child? Who expects more from you, now that you have made this transition to adulthood? The reality is that some people probably still see you as a child. Heck, you might also still see yourself as a child sometimes. But in the context of this prompt, we assume that you have made strides toward adulthood. Who now regards you as and adult, and why? Because it is it fixed on a transition that takes place in time, you are being asked to relate a story. You want to recount this accomplishment or event that marks the transition, so you must construct a compelling narrative with a beginning, middle, and end. However, it is not enough to tell the story.
What Makes a Good College Essay?
A good college essay doesn’t brag about all of the accomplishments you’ve compiled while in high school--that’s what the rest of the application is for. A good college essay shows the college that you’re more than an SAT score and a GPA--that you have personality and spunk. Let your college essay distinguish yourself from others. Be risky. Make it hard for the college admissions counselors to ignore your creativity, your genius, your essay.

The Question:
You can’t start writing an essay until you know what you’re writing about. Some colleges will give you a topic that is very precise, such as:

"Indicate a person who has had a significant influence on you, and describe that influence" (Common Application).

“On the edge of ancient maps, “Here there be Monsters” was written. What is written on the edge of your map” (Kenyon College).

With questions like this, it is important to consider the question being asked and how you want to address the question. One of the biggest mistakes one can make with these questions is to immediately begin writing. This is a fatal mistake. Brainstorm. Think of what you want to say with your essay before you begin writing.

Sometimes a college will ask you to write an essay on a topic of your choice. The advantage is that it allows your creative juices to flood your writing, but the drawback is that creating a topic worth writing about can be difficult and frustrating. With these questions, it is even more important to plan your essay ahead. What would make a good essay? What essay can I write that will make me look most appealing to this college? Pre-writing is the most important part of the essay-writing process.

But how do I pre-write?
Many people say pre-writing is more easily done with pen and paper than on a computer. Do whatever works for you. The important thing is to think of a variety of possible topics to write about. Whether you are answering a direct question or writing about a topic of your choice, consider several different ways you can answer the question. Choose a few of these ideas and develop them just a bit. Whichever one you feel will make you stand out the most and you feel you are capable of writing is the angle you will take. Make sure you select something you feel comfortable writing. If you feel the topic is something you will hate writing, your writing will turn out poorly. Have fun with the topic. If you enjoy writing it, it will be a more enjoyable read.

Once you’ve selected how you’re going to answer the question, break down your essay into what you will say in different sections. Keep in mind the word or character limitations. Decide how you will convey the response you want to convey. How will your essay be presented? Take the Common Application question from above. Will you introduce a person that has had influence on you, briefly discuss his or her background, describe in detail his impact on you and wrap up with an anecdote? Or will you chronologically describe the person’s relationship with you and how it altered how you view things? Or something totally different? The point is, you need to get this organization on paper before you begin writing. Use this pre-write as a map once you begin writing. You will surely alter your plan a bit, but it will be the most important tool in completing your essay.

I’ve written my name on Microsoft Word, now what?
Stare blankly at your computer screen. Check Facebook. Play with your fingernails. Repeat. Wrong. It is easy to get stuck at this stage. Your essay should be pretty thoroughly planned out by now, but the final product isn’t nearly complete. Use your map and write your essay the way your pre-write guides you to. While writing, be clever, but natural. Don’t cover your essay with similes like a pristine white snow envelops a Christmas morning. It is important to sound casual. Keep the college counselor’s attention, but don’t sacrifice your voice. Overdoing literary devices or using ridiculous words you found on thesaurus.com won’t impress the reader; it will only leave him feeling like he’s reading an essay written by a fake version of yourself. Don’t go to lengths to make yourself someone you aren’t; it is easy to see through this. Beyond that, simply write to the best of your ability. Take your time to get the message across that you want. If you ever reach a mental roadblock, just check your map, it should help you find a route to success.

My essay’s complete! Send it in, right?
Nope. Read it again. Did you notice you misspelled ‘mispell’ (there are two s’s)? Or that your transitions are awkward and confusing? Fix your essay. Read it again. Once your essay looks good and you’re ready to show the college counselors exactly what you’re made of, it’s time to let others throw in their two cents. Show it to a parent, a friend, or a teacher. Let a couple of people read it for the sake of clarity. And when your buddy tells you that your wording is confusing, don’t get mad at him, simply go back over your essay. If you think he’s right, fix it. If not, leave it how you had it. It is your essay. 

Once your edits are made, read it over one more time. Then, just one more time. And maybe one last time. Then send it in to your college with pride. Well done.

Remember...
· Carefully evaluate the question

· Choose the approach that will make for the best essay

· Take your time laying out your essay

· Pre-writing is your most important tool

· Be clever and creative in your writing

· Review your work and ask others to read it

· Most importantly, stand out! Force the college counselors to remember your name

(http://notafraidtodream.hubpages.com/hub/How-to-Write-a-College-Essay-The-Unique-Art)
