
 

Tips for Writing your College Application Essay 

 
The College Essay is not like any essay you’ve ever written.  You are asked to tell a story, but not just any story, your 
story.  Only you can write this story because it is your own; it is personal.  Open your heart.  Be honest.  You are not 
writing this for a grade.  
 
The college essay is important for two major reasons: 

1. It enables the college admissions officer to evaluate your communication skills. Through your essay they 
can assess the clarity of your thinking and your ability to convey your thoughts in written form. 

2. It helps the admissions office to learn more about you as a person, beyond what grades and test scores 
convey. A well-written essay can speak worlds about your attitudes, feelings, personal qualities, 
imagination, and creativity.  For the admissions staff, it adds another important piece to the puzzle 
because it distinguishes you as an individual, different from any other student who is applying. 

The first challenge is picking a topic.  Any topic can work or fail.  Beware of starting too big; start small then get bigger.  
Take the reader into, through, and beyond YOUR story. 

The second challenge is to begin the writing process…   
Forget grammar,  
Forget spelling,  
Forget what your teacher told you about not starting too many sentences with “I”   
When you write, it is important to get your story out.  The idea is what matters most at the beginning.  

Brainstorm by writing a list of 5 of your activities, talents, passions.   
Then write 5 adjectives that describe you.  
Then write 5 events that changed you.   
Within these lists you may be able to find a topic.  
 
You can improve the way the essay is written through revision.  Yes, revision! You should write many drafts of this essay.  
It can always get better.  Make every word powerful.  Every sentence matters. 

Once you’ve completed a rough draft of your essay ask your English teacher or counselor to edit it for you. We 
recommend 2-3 adult edits.  

Adapted from: Jenni Pfeiffer, The George Washington University, Senior Assistant Director of Admissions 

 
 

 
Sample Essays: https://apply.jhu.edu/application-process/essays-that-worked/ 

 
 
 

https://apply.jhu.edu/application-process/essays-that-worked/


The College Application Essay  
 

In just a few short months you will be a senior! The essay prompts below are from the Common Application, 
the Coalition application, and Morgan State.  Even if your college does not accept the Common Application or 
the Coalition application, it is likely the essay questions will be similar.  Also, these topics are similar to the 
topics you may write about to apply for scholarships.  

 
2020-2021 Common Application Essay Prompts (250-650 words) 

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. Describe a problem you've solved or a problem you'd like to solve. It can be an intellectual challenge, a 
research query, an ethical dilemma - anything that is of personal importance, no matter the scale. Explain 
its significance to you and what steps you took or could be taken to identify a solution.  

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.  

 
 

2020 – 2021:  Coalition Application Prompts (300-550 words) 
1. Tell a story from your life, describing an experience that either demonstrates your character or helped to 

shape it 
2. Describe a time when you made a meaningful contribution to others in which the greater good was your 

focus. Discuss the challenges and rewards of making your contribution. 
3. Has there been a time when you’ve had a long-cherished or accepted belief challenged? How did you 

respond? How did the challenge affect your beliefs? 
4. What is the hardest part of being a teenager now? What’s the best part?  What advice would you give to a 

younger sibling or friend (assuming they would listen to you)? 
5. Submit an essay of your choice.  
 
 

Morgan State University Application Prompts 
1. What is the hardest part of being a teenager or young adult today? 
2. What matters to you and why? 
3. How do you plan to positively impact society with your degree from Morgan state University? 


