
Tips and Guidance for the Essay Options on the Common Application 

Students will need to choose from the options below and write a response in 650 words or less. 

The prompts are designed to encourage reflection and introspection. If your essay doesn't include 

some self-analysis, you probably haven't fully succeeded in responding to the prompt. 

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.  

*If you are applying to a school that has its own prompt or you have found a scholarship that 

requires an essay, you may use it; just be sure to include the prompt with your essay. 

*If you would prefer to work on a cover letter to help you get a job, you may work on that as 

well.   

Some general tips and suggestions: 

-Choose your topic carefully.  Always select the option that will best highlight YOU and your 

personality.   



-Start by brainstorming.  Just get some ideas down on paper and worry later about organizing 

and adding detail. 

-Develop the essay in three sections.  Every essay requires an introduction, a body, and a 

conclusion.  Think of it as a beginning, a middle, and an end. 

-Make the essay personal.  Don’t generalize, preach, or write an essay that sounds like it could 

have been written by any applicant.  Focus on yourself so the readers can learn about you. 

-Stay focused.  Don’t try to cover too many ideas in one short essay.  Keep things simple and 

allow the essay to flow. 

-Show, don’t tell.  Avoid those statements that simply reveal a fact, such as “I am a go-getter.”  

Instead, provide examples of you demonstrating that trait.  Describe a time when you took 

initiative; that will offer proof of your personality traits. 

-Avoid overly formal or stuffy approaches.  The readers want to know about you, and your 

written voice should offer at least a glimpse into your personality.  Use your own voice and don’t 

be afraid to reveal emotion. 

-Be honest.  Don’t write what you think readers want to hear.  Answer the prompts honestly. 

-Get feedback and PROOFREAD.  Do not send in an essay that is littered with errors.  This 

will send an immediate message to the reader: that you don’t care, that you rushed, or that you 

are a poor writer.  And you should ALWAYS ask at least one other person to proofread your 

essay for you. 

 


