
Writing the College Essay: 2014 

Advice – The best advice we, in guidance, can give when it comes to the college essay is 

remember this is the only time you get to speak up about yourself in the college application 

process. Your test scores, transcript, data sheet, and letters of recommendation are 

reflective of you and your accomplishments but they do not illustrate who you are as a 

person. The essay should do just that, tell us ‘who’ you are, what makes you unique, what 

is important to you, and/or what your educational and career goals are. Let your clear, 
articulate, edited voice be heard! 

 

Common Application Essay Prompts: 
 
The new Common Application, CA4, launched on August 1st, 2013. One of the biggest changes to the 

new Common App is the essay section. Gone are the six essay prompts from the past decade, and 
college applicants no longer have the Topic of Your Choice option. The essay is limited to 650 words. 

The new prompts are designed to encourage reflection and introspection. If your essay doesn't include 
some self-analysis, you haven't fully succeeded in responding to the prompt. 
Below are the five options with some general tips for each: 
 
Option #1: 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" is at the heart of this prompt. What is it that makes you you? The prompt gives you a lot of 
latitude for answering the question since you can write about your "background or story." Your 
"background" can be a broad environmental factor that contributed to your development such as 
growing up in a military family, living in an interesting place, or dealing with an unusual family 
situation. Your "story" could be an event or series of events that had a profound impact on your 
identity. However you approach the prompt, make sure you are inward looking and explain how and 
why your identity was influenced by your background or story. 

 
Option #2: Recount an incident or time when you experienced failure. How did it affect you, 
and what lessons did you learn? 
This prompt may seem to go against everything that you've learned on your path to college. It's far 
more comfortable in an application to celebrate successes and accomplishments than it is to discuss 
failure. At the same time, you'll impress the college admissions folks greatly if you can show your 

ability to learn from your failures and mistakes. Be sure to devote significant space to the second half 
of the question--what was your response to failure, and how did you learn and grow from the 
experience? Introspection and honesty is key with this prompt. 
 
Option #3: Reflect on a time when you challenged a belief or idea. What prompted you to 
act? Would you make the same decision again? 
Keep in mind how open-ended this prompt truly is. The "belief or idea" you explore could be your own, 

someone else's, or that of a group. The best essays will be honest as they explore the difficulty of 
working against the status quo or a firmly held belief, and the answer to the final question--would you 

make the same decision again--need not be "yes." Sometimes in retrospection we discover that the 
cost of an action was perhaps too great. However you approach this prompt, your essay needs to 
reveal one of your core personal values. If the belief you challenged doesn't give the admissions folks 
a window into your personality, then you haven't succeeded with this prompt. 
 

Option #4: Describe a place or environment where you are perfectly content. What do you 
do or experience there, and why is it meaningful to you? 
Here again the Common Application gives you a lot of options for approaching the question. A "place 
or environment" could be many things--a house, a classroom, a tree top, a church, a stadium, a 
stage, a family, a country, an imagined space, a book, an internal place, and so on. Think about where 
and when you are most content, and then analyze the source of that contentedness. Keep in mind 
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that the "why" at the end of the prompt is essential. This essay prompt, like all of the options, is 

asking you to be introspective and share with the admissions folks what it is that you value. 
 
Option #5: Discuss an accomplishment or event, formal or informal, that marked your 

transition from childhood to adulthood within your culture, community, or family. 
This is probably my least favorite of the prompts for the simple reason that a single event or 
accomplishment is rarely so transformative that one becomes an adult overnight. Maturity comes as 
the result of a long train of events and accomplishments (and failures). That said, this prompt is an 
excellent choice if you want to explore a single event or achievement that marked a clear milestone in 
your personal development. Be careful to avoid the "hero" essay -- admissions offices are often 
overrun with essays about the season-winning touchdown or brilliant performance in the school play. 

These can certainly be fine topics for an essay, but make sure your essay is analyzing your personal 
growth process, not bragging about an accomplishment. 
 
 
Some Final Thoughts:  
Whichever prompt you chose, make sure you are looking inward. What do you value? What has made 

you grow as a person? What makes you the unique individual the admissions folks will want to invite 
to join their campus community? The best essays spend significant time with self-analysis, and they 
don't spend a disproportionate amount of time merely describing a place or event. Analysis, not 
description, will reveal the critical thinking skills that are the hallmark of a promising college student. 
 
If you find yourself grumbling about the loss of the "Topic of Your Choice" option for the essay, keep 
in mind that all five of the new prompts allow for great flexibility and creativity. The folks at The 

Common Application have cast a wide net with these questions, and nearly anything you want to write 
about could fit under at least one of the options. 
  



Other prompts collected from many colleges over many years: 

1. What have you undertaken or done on your own in the last year or two that has nothing to 

do with academic work? (Northwestern) 

 

2. Imagine that you have the opportunity to travel back through time. At what point in history 

would you like to stop and why? (Swarthmore) 

 

3. What is the best advice you ever received? Why? And did you follow it? (University of 

Pennsylvania) 

 

4. Select a creative work -- a novel, a film, a poem, a musical piece, a painting or other work of 

art -- that has influenced the way you view the world and the way you view yourself. Discuss 

the work and its effect on you. (New York University) 

 

5. What do you think has been the most important social or political movement of the 

twentieth century? Do you share a personal identification with this cause? (Trinity College, CT) 

 

6. If you were to look back on your high school years, what advice would you give to someone 

beginning their high school career? (Simmons) 

 

7. It has been said [Andy Warhol] that “in the future everyone will be famous for fifteen 

minutes.” Describe your fifteen minutes. (New York University) 

 

8. What single adjective do you think would be most frequently used to describe you by those 

who know you best? Briefly explain. (Stanford) 

 

9. Describe an intellectual experience of the past two years that has given you great 

satisfaction. (Amherst) 

 

10. Create a question we haven’t asked and then provide the answer. (Something to that effect 

anyway. Dartmouth used this a few years ago. I had a student who posed the following 

question and wrote a seven-page response: “Write about a time when life threw you a curve 

and how you handled it.”) 

 

11. If you were to describe yourself by a quotation, what would the quote be? Explain your 

answer. (Dartmouth) 

 

12. Tell us about the neighborhood that you grew up in and how it helped shape you into the 



kind of person you are today. (Yale and the University of Chicago) 

 

13. You’ve just written a 300-page autobiography. Send us page 217. (University of 

Pennsylvania) 

 

14. If you could be a “fly on the wall” to observe any situation -- historical, personal, or 

otherwise -- describe what you would choose to observe and why. What would you hope to 

learn and how would it benefit you? (University of Pittsburgh/94) 

 

15. If we could only admit one more student to the University of Pittsburgh, why should it be 

you? (University of Pittsburgh/94) 

 

16. Describe a risk that you have taken and discuss its impact on your life. (Kalamazoo 

College/93) 

17. If you could spend a year with any real or fictional person in the past, present, or future, 

whom would you choose? Why? (Kalamazoo College/93) 

 

18. What invention would the world be better off without, and why? (Kalamazoo) 

 

19. Write you own essay question and answer it. (Kalamazoo College/93) 

 

20. If you had the power to change three things in your community or in the world, what would 

you change and why? (Middle East Technical University in Turkey/93, provided by an exchange 

student) 

 

21. If you had the gift of telepathy, the ability to read other people’s minds, would you use this 

gift or not? Explain. (Middle East Technical University/93) 

22. Tell us about one of the best conversations you’ve had. (Stanford/93) 

 

23. If you were to write a book, on what theme or subject matter would it be based, and why? 

(Stanford/93) 

 

24. Tell us how a particular book, play, film, piece of music, dance performance, scientific 

theory or experiment or work of art has influenced you. If you choose a novel, film or play, 

assume we know the plot. (Notre Dame/93) 

 

25. Select a technological innovation of this century and discuss its effects on your family, local 



community or nation. (Notre Dame/93) 

 

26. Read Annie Dillard’s An American Childhood. Choose one of her observations or ideas and 

write a creative, reflective or provocative essay. (Notre Dame/93) 

 

27. Read Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail.” Drawing upon personal 

experience, write a creative, reflective or provocative essay. (Notre Dame/93) 

 

28. Attach a small photograph of something important to you and explain its significance. 

(Stanford) 

 

29. Tell us about a conversation you’ve had that changed your perspective or was otherwise 

meaningful to you. (Stanford) 

 

30. Evaluate a significant experience or achievement that has special meaning to you. (Harvard) 

 

31. Tell one story about yourself that would best provide us, either directly or indirectly, with 

an insight into the kind of person you are. For example, the story can simply relate a personal 

experience, or a humorous anecdote; it can tell about an especially significant academic 

encounter or about an unusual test of character. The possibilities are unlimited (well, almost 

so). You choose. Just relax and write it. (Princeton) 

 

32. Sartre said “Hell is other people,” while Streisand sang, “People who need people are the 

luckiest people in the world.” With whom do you agree? (Amherst) 

 

33. If you could hold a conversation with someone (living or deceased) you consider significant, 

whom would you talk to and what would you talk about? Describe your conversation. 

(University of Oregon) 

 

34. Describe your hometown and how you are a product of this environment. (Puget Sound) 

 

35. You are on your dream vacation and have just finished shooting a roll of film. As you go to 

develop the film, the local merchant offers to make a postcard of one of your photos. Describe 

the photo, why you selected it and write a brief note to your friends back home. (Be sure to 

include where you are and what you have been doing there.) (University of the Pacific) 

 

36. Select any issue that is of importance to you and discuss your views. (New College of 

University of South Florida) 



 

37. Describe how a piece of art, a work of literature, or a dramatic presentation has had a 

significant impact on your intellectual development and your appreciation of the fine arts. 

(Santa Clara University) 

 

38. If you could go back and change one day in your life, what would you change and why? 

(Santa Clara University) 

 

39. Tell us about the most embarrassing moment of your life. (Santa Clara University) 

 

40. Seattle Pacific University seeks to admit students who will best succeed in and benefit from 

an environment where learning and Christian faith are integrated (although a profession of 

Christian faith is not required for admission). How would enrolling at SPU help you accomplish 

your educational and personal goals? (Seattle Pacific University) 

 

41. Why are you interested in attending Willamette? (Willamette) 

 

42. What are the responsibilities of an educated person? (University of Puget Sound) 

 

43. Explain how your experiences as a teenager significantly differ from those of your friends. 

Include comparisons. (University of Puget Sound) 

 

44. Who are the people who have done the most to influence your personal development and 

in what ways were they influential? (Carleton College) 

 

45. Ask and answer the one important question which you wish we had asked. (Carleton 

College) 

 

46. If you had a day to spend as you wish, how would you use your time? (Carleton College) 

 

47. At Colorado College, diversity is considered an integral component of every student’s liberal 

arts education. Discuss your division of “diversity” and the ways in which you expect it to affect 

your college experience. (Colorado College) 

 

48. Name one book you have read in the past year, describe your reason for considering this 

book significant and what you gained from reading it. (Lewis and Clark College) 

 

49. Describe your most important academic accomplishment or intellectual experience to date. 



We don’t want to know about test scores or course grades, rather we want to know about your 

creativity, your willingness to take intellectual risks or your affinity for scholarly endeavors. 

(MIT) 

 

50. Tell us about yourself. (University of California) 

 

51. Please provide information that you feel will give a more complete and accurate picture of 

yourself, e.g., background, personal philosophy or traits, goals, etc. Be sure to describe the 

influence of these factors. Please be concise and limit your response to one or two pages. 

(Pomona College) 

 


