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Hi, Parents! 
 
Brad here, CEO of Prompt – the leading provider of college admissions essay support. We               
support thousands of students each year with every part of the essay process. We offer live                
coaching calls that help students get started with brainstorming, and we provide detailed             
feedback on all drafts and types of essays. 
 
The purpose of this guide is to help you help your student with their college essays. We’ve                 
emphasized the Common App Essay, though you’ll find that these skills will work across many               
of the essays your students need to write. We’ll cover four big ideas: 
 

1. The ideal timeline for getting the essay done – page 2  
2. What colleges are looking for in the essay – page 4 
3. How to get your student started, from idea generation to outline to first draft – page 8 
4. How to provide feedback on your own, get feedback from someone else, and help your               

student revise effectively – page 21 
 
With this guide, you’ll be able to help your student write an essay that they (and you) will be                   
confident in. The entire process should take about four hours spread across one week. I know,                
four hours seems like nothing, but here’s a secret we’ve learned from working with tens of                
thousands of students: The college essay is simple. It doesn’t need to be beautiful. It doesn’t                
need to be creative. It doesn’t need to be witty. It doesn’t need every word to be perfect. It just                    
needs to do one thing: 
 
PROVE your student will be SUCCESSFUL in college and beyond. 
 
Without further ado, let’s get into the content. You’ve got this. Your student’s got this.  
 
Oh, and one more thing – if you have any questions about this guide or working with your                  
student, feel free to call a Prompt Writing Coach at +1-844-577-6678, email team@prompt.com,             
or use the chat button in the bottom right corner of the Prompt.com webpage. 
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The Ideal Timeline for Getting the Essay Done 
As mentioned, your student should aim to spend about 4 hours working on their Common App                
Essay over the course of a week. Here’s how you and your student should think about their                 
essay. 
 

1. Brainstorm Content – Day 1, 45 minutes. You can use the tools you find in this guide,                 
or you can use Prompt’s Application Plan for free by creating an account at Prompt.com               
and clicking on the “Content” menu. 
 

2. Create an Outline – Day 2, 30 minutes. You’ll select the brainstormed content that you’ll               
use in the essay, and you’ll write a simple outline. 
 

3. Write the First Draft – Day 2, 30 minutes. The first draft can be very rough. Chances                 
are that the student will need to make significant changes, so word count can be ignored                
and grammar doesn’t need to be perfect. 
 

4. Revise the Essay – Day 4, 75 minutes. Before spending any time revising the essay,               
the student should get detailed feedback on it (at least 45 minutes of someone’s time).               
Once the student has the feedback, the student should invest significant time here             
improving the essay. Try not to get feedback from too many people; conflicting opinions              
are often not helpful, especially when the person providing the feedback may not             
understand what colleges are looking for in the essays. 
 

5. Revise the Essay Again – Day 6, 30 minutes. Get feedback from the same person who                
provided feedback on the first draft. Try to get this feedback within 48 hours. The focus                
should now be more on clarifying details and making sentence-level improvements. 
 

6. Revise the Essay One Final Time – Day 8, 30 minutes. Get feedback from the same                
person who provided feedback on the previous drafts. The focus will be on final              
refinements at the sentence level. The student should read the essay multiple times out              
loud to spot any final issues with it, and they should run it through a spelling/grammar                
check and a word count. 
 

7. It’s done! Put the essay to the side; you likely won’t gain significant value from               
continuing to refine it. You can now take a well earned break or move on to the shorter                  
essays. 
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The most critical parts of this timeline are: (1) spending time identifying content and creating an                
outline BEFORE writing the first draft, (2) getting feedback from people who understand what              
colleges are looking for and who can devote time and attention to giving thorough feedback, and                
(3) spending enough time revising the essay between draft 1 and draft 2. 
 
The good news is that you’ll be well equipped to work with your student on their essays after                  
going through the rest of this guide. You may not be an “expert” yet, but you will know enough to                    
get your student to a solid essay you’ll all feel confident in. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Guide Continues on the Next Page 
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What Colleges are Looking for in the Essay 
Colleges are looking for one thing in these admissions essays: proof that your student will be                
successful in college and beyond. The best way to prove that someone will be successful is                
simply to demonstrate their experiences related to the five critical traits colleges look for: 

1. Drive – Pushing yourself to succeed no matter how long the odds; going through difficult               
situations and coming out a better person. 

2. Intellectual Curiosity – Learning just for the fun of it (i.e. in your free time) to gain a                  
deeper understanding of the subjects/topics you’re interested in. 

3. Initiative – Not willing to accept the status quo; entrepreneurial; always thinking of ways              
to improve whatever you are working on; updating old ways of doing things. 

4. Contribution – Making your community, school, organizations, and/or peers better          
through your involvement and actions. 

5. Diversity of Experiences – Having different life experiences and different ways of            
thinking about the world; adding unique perspectives to the student body. 

Your student won’t need to cover all five of these traits in their essay or application, just their                  
two to three strengths. After reading the essay, your reader should be able to easily identify                
which traits your student possesses. Here’s why these traits work in college applications: 
 

1. Drive – Students who persevere through challenging situations are more likely to do well              
in their classes, graduate on time, and excel in their careers. Students will be regularly               
challenged in college (and in life!), and colleges love students who will keep pushing to               
become successful no matter how difficult something gets. 

2. Intellectual Curiosity – Students who love to learn about a certain topic or subject are               
more likely to do well in their classes and contribute positively to their future field(s).               
Curious people are unlikely to limit themselves to schoolwork; they are always yearning             
to learn more and actively pursuing new knowledge outside of the classroom. This is a               
great trait in college and in life. 

3. Initiative – Students who are thinking about ways to improve systems and challenge the              
status quo are more likely to contribute positively in college – in the classroom, in clubs,                
and even in social activities. 

4. Contribution – Students who have an interest in helping their peers, organizations, and             
community are ideal to have on a college campus and within a future company. 

5. Diversity of Experiences – People are formed by their experiences, leading them to             
pursue interests and careers related to these experiences. As such, colleges are looking             
for people who are likely to bring different perspectives and are therefore likely to              
contribute to the campus community (and the world) in different ways. 
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The relative strength of your student’s experiences will help set them apart from other students.               
For example, a student who spends hours outside of class each week further deepening their               
knowledge on climate change will be more compelling than a student who is interested in               
climate change but only learns about it in class. The same student who spends hours per week                 
deepening their knowledge on climate change will be more compelling if they’ve taken action in               
their community, e.g. implementing a neighborhood recycling program, finding ways to decrease            
their school’s greenhouse gas emissions, etc. 
 
Style 
We’ve now covered the “content” part of what a college is looking for in an essay, so what about                   
the writing style? Since communicating the traits (i.e. the content) is more important than the               
actual words being written, the goals for the student’s prose should always be CLARITY,              
readability, and flow. 
 
In other words, the essay doesn’t need to have beautiful, descriptive language. It doesn’t need               
to use metaphors or analogies or fancy framing devices. It doesn’t need to be creative or                
thought-provoking. It doesn’t even need to use “big” vocabulary words, and every word doesn’t              
need to be perfect. Instead, your student should focus on the following: 
 

1. Clarity – The reader should have a fairly clear sense of where the essay is heading from                 
within the first 3-5 sentences of the essay. Then, the reader needs to easily be able to                 
understand what they’re reading at each point in the essay. Your student doesn’t want              
the reader to have to “think hard” to determine the purpose of the essay. Your student                
doesn’t want the reader left wondering “how is this relevant?” or “I wonder what else               
happened here?” 

2. Readability and Flow – Your student’s admissions readers will spend only 1-2 minutes             
reading a Common App Essay. As such, the essay needs to be easy to read. Short,                
simple sentences written in a conversational tone is the best way to impress your reader               
and make it easy to find the information they need. Your student should avoid choppy               
sentences and overly formal language. 

 
By focusing on clarity and readability, your student will come across as intelligent, and you won’t                
be leaving the reader’s understanding of the essay to chance. You’ll be guiding your reader’s               
thoughts through the essay, and you’ll keep them thinking “let’s accept this student” from the               
beginning to the end. When we cover the revision process later in this guide, we’ll focus more                 
on how to achieve strong clarity and readability. 
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Who Reads the Essays 
At this point, you might be wondering who actually reads the essays and how admissions offices                
evaluate essays. Like all things admissions, the answer is “it depends,” but here are some               
general facts that apply to a majority of schools. 
 

● The reading process – An admissions officer may read over 100 applications per day.              
Typically, they’ll start by looking at test scores and GPA before moving onto the activities               
list or resume. Then they’ll read the essays, often starting with the Common App essay.               
Finally, they’ll read the recommendations and interview notes (if applicable). While           
they’re reading the application, they’ll often jot down notes about what they learned             
about the student. These notes will form the crux of an argument for acceptance. 
 

● Who is reading the essays – There are two types of people who may be reading your                 
essays – admissions officers and admissions readers. 

○ Admissions officers are hired by the school to do everything from attending            
recruiting events and interacting with potential applicants to reading applications.          
You may have an admissions officer assigned to your region – get to know that               
person, as they may be one of the people reading the application. Admissions             
officers are often in their 20s and may be recent graduates of the school. 

○ Larger schools and networks like the University of California system may use            
admissions readers due to the volume of applications they receive. Admissions           
readers are part-time and follow a process specified by the admissions           
departments. 
 

● What they’re looking for – Many admissions departments have a scoring matrix, with             
academics on one axis (e.g. GPA, test scores) and personal factors on the other axis               
(essays, recommendations, interviews). A strong score on academics or personal factors           
can outweigh a less exciting score in the other category. As such, essays are a critical                
component. Colleges are looking for three main things: (1) proof you will be successful in               
college and beyond, (2) proof you are a good fit for the school and vice versa, and (3) a                   
sense that you will likely say yes if you are accepted. 
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So, what does this mean for your student? 
 

● Write for your audience – The person reading your essays will only spend a few               
minutes on them. Reading over 100 applications per day is mentally taxing, so students              
need to be very clear and concise in their essays. The beginning of the essay needs to                 
be compelling enough to make the reader want to keep reading. Then, the rest of the                
essay needs to clearly convey the points the student is trying to make; you don’t want                
the reader to wonder “how is this relevant?” and get off track. 
 

● Tip: When reading your student’s essay, pretend you are an admissions officer.            
Read the essay(s) quickly and then write down a one- to two-sentence summary,             
focusing on what you learned about the student (e.g. their values or personality traits). 

 
 

 

 
 

 
The Guide Continues on the Next Page 
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How to Get Your Student Started 
Getting your student to start their first draft is often the hardest part of the process. We’ve found                  
that the #1 reason why students procrastinate is a lack of confidence. Students struggle with               
“knowing where to start” when they aren’t sure what to write about or whether their writing                
abilities are strong. Thankfully, there are a few good ways to increase your student’s              
confidence. 
 

I. Debunk the Myth of Needing to Be a “Great Writer” – Students often feel that they                
need to be overly creative by using elaborate metaphors, including vivid imagery, or             
telling a long story. The example essays that students find online only exacerbate this              
problem, since they tend to be very “creative” and successfully combine great writing             
with great content about a student’s experiences. However, the vast majority of            
students who get into colleges (even the most highly selective schools in the world) are               
just writing a “solid essay.” In other words, it’s all about the content, clarity, and               
readability – not the beauty of a student’s prose. Debunking this myth will help your               
student get the first draft done and prepare them to receive detailed feedback on it. 
 

II. Do an Application Plan to Identify Compelling Content – Once your student is feeling              
confident and ready to start, you can go through the detailed list in the next pages of this                  
guide with your student OR create a free account at Prompt.com and click on              
“Application Plan” under the content menu. When your student understands what a            
college will find compelling about them, they’ll do better in brainstorming content they             
can use in their essay. Below is a brief overview of what that application plan will look                 
like; the full plan in the next section will go into much more detail. 

1. Identify your student’s 2-3 most compelling traits. 
2. Brainstorm 3-6 experiences that reflect these traits. 
3. Write down their future goals and ambitions (optional). 
4. Select the 1-2 best experiences to use in the Common App Essay (the             

others can be saved for other essays). 
5. Select the Common App Essay prompt that best fits your student’s topic. 
6. Create an outline using either the “Journey” or “Montage” structure (again,           

we’ll cover what this means below). 
7. Write a very rough first draft in 30 minutes. 
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If your student is still struggling to get started after you’ve followed these steps, we suggest                
setting up a live, one-on-one coaching call with a Prompt Essay Coach to help your student                
identify what to write about. These 50-minute calls leave students with a compelling topic, a               
clear outline, and an efficient action plan to help them continue developing the essay on their                
own. The calls also bolster students’ confidence and leave them feeling confident and             
empowered! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Guide Continues on the Next Page 
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1. Identify the 2-3 Most Compelling Traits 
Start by going through the five main traits with your student. The 2 to 3 traits that the student                   
scores the highest on will be the primary focus of their brainstorming. Note: you’ll likely find it                 
easier to do these exercises by using the free application plan on the Prompt.com website               
under the content menu. 
 
Drive – Driven students push themselves to succeed no matter how long the odds. Driven               
students have been through difficult situations and come out a better person. 
  
Choose the answer that best fits you. 

❏ I always find myself going above and beyond what is expected. I welcome challenges,              
and I routinely find a way to succeed. I consider my drive a defining feature of my being. 

❏ I often go above and beyond what is expected, but I do not consider it my defining                 
feature. 

❏ I find myself surpassing other people’s expectations in some things, but I am generally              
okay with just getting by in most things. 

❏ I typically just find a way to get by. 
  
 
Intellectual Curiosity – Curious students spend their free time learning for the fun of it.               
Oftentimes, students will go above and beyond their coursework to gain a deeper understanding              
of subjects/topics that interest them. 
  
Choose the answer that best fits you. 

❏ I have a subject/topic(s) I am fascinated by and get excited when pursuing it. I spend a                 
significant amount of my free time improving my knowledge or skills, and I seek out               
opportunities to engage others on these topics. 

❏ I occasionally spend some of my free time improving my knowledge or skills related to               
subject/topic(s) I find interesting. 

❏ I have subjects/topics I enjoy more than others, but I do not actively improve my               
knowledge or skills on them in my free time outside of class or clubs. 

❏ I don’t really have particular subjects/topics that I’m drawn to or that I want to learn more                 
about beyond what I need to do to get by. 
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Initiative – Students with initiative are not willing to accept the status quo but rather work to                 
challenge it, improve it, and generate outcomes. 
  
Choose the answer that best fits you. 

❏ I am always thinking of and acting on ways to improve the things I’m part of. If I were not                    
involved, things would be drastically different; I can point to multiple concrete ways that I               
made these things better. 

❏ I have a few experiences where I had an idea to improve something, acted on it, and                 
made it better. 

❏ I have an experience or two where I made something better, but it doesn’t feel significant                
to me (i.e. it could have happened without me). 

❏ I generally do not look for ways to improve things I am a part of. The status quo is fine by                     
me. 

  
 
Contribution – Students who contribute make their schools, communities, organizations, and/or           
peers better places as a result of their involvement. The college’s community will likely be better                
with these students, and these students are likely to contribute positively to the world after               
graduation. 
  
Choose the answer that best fits you. 

❏ I find myself in a leadership role in most groups (schools, communities, organizations,             
social circles, etc.) that I am a part of. Other group members consider me a key                
contributor, and things would be vastly different in the group if I weren’t there. I               
consistently think of others and strive to help the people around me. 

❏ I am a leader in one or a few groups that I am a part of. I might not be the only big                       
contributor, but without me, the group wouldn’t be the same. 

❏ I am a member of several groups. I do what is asked of me, but if I were not there, the                     
groups would be fairly similar to what they are now. 

❏ I may or may not be a member of some groups, but I am not actively involved in                  
contributing to them. 
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Diversity of Experiences – Students with diversity, broadly defined, have different life            
experiences and ways of thinking about the world. These students will add unique perspectives              
to the student body and their chosen communities upon graduation. 
  
Choose the answer that best fits you. 

❏ I have one or more experiences that define my identity and set me apart from many                
other applicants in terms of my family background, community, culture, interests, skills,            
etc. These experiences have helped shape my future ambitions and would add a unique              
perspective to the college community. 

❏ I have an experience or identity that sets me apart from some other applicants. This               
experience has influenced my perspective of myself and others, and it relates to my              
ambitions at least somewhat. 

❏ My experiences are similar to other applicants’, but I feel that I’ve been affected by them                
differently (i.e. I view the world a bit differently than someone who may have gone               
through a similar experience). 

❏ My experiences and perspectives are similar to many other applicants’. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Guide Continues on the Next Page 
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2. Brainstorm 3-6 Experiences 
Once your student identifies their 2-3 most compelling traits, you’ll want to go through each               
applicable set of brainstorming questions below. Your student doesn’t need to respond to every              
question – just the ones that quickly spark an answer. They should try to identify 3-6 unique                 
experiences in total, depending on how many supplement essays they have to write. 
 
Note: Some topics are so common to admissions readers that they’ve become very             
uncompelling. These topics include athletics (unless the main focus is on significant            
volunteering or coaching), recovery from injuries, service trips to other countries, childhood            
experiences, family vacations, music albums that changed your life, playing video games, and             
moving cities/transferring schools. We strongly caution against making any of these topics your             
main experience. 
 

Drive 

● What is the most significant challenge you’ve faced and the steps you took to overcome               
it? How did the experience change you? 

● What is your greatest skill? What actions did you take to develop or grow this skill? 
● Describe a time when you refused to take no for an answer. What was the situation?                

What actions did you take? Were you right? What did you learn about yourself? 
● Describe a time where someone didn’t believe in you, and you proved them wrong. What               

was the situation? What actions did you take? What did you learn about yourself? 
● Have you faced any educational barriers (e.g. a learning disability, limited academic            

resources, etc)? If so, what personal characteristics or skills did you call on to overcome               
these barriers? How has this experience shaped who you are today?  

Intellectual Curiosity 

● What is a subject or topic you pursue just for the fun of it? 
● What do you find yourself doing or learning in your free time? (Tip: avoid video games,                

hanging out with friends, watching TV, and other “passive” experiences.) 
● What’s a time when you found yourself deeply immersed in a topic? What did you learn?                

How did it change how you think about the world, yourself, or others? 
● How would you describe your creative side? You might be artistic, or you might              

demonstrate creativity through a unique approach to solving a problem. 
● Think about an academic subject that inspires you or gets you excited. How have you               

furthered your interest inside and/or outside of the classroom? 
● Think about a topic or issue that inspires you or gets you excited (not necessarily               

school-related). How do you further your interest in it? 
● If you are a maker, what do you make? How have your creations evolved over time? 
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● If you could choose to take any class, what would be the subject? Who would teach it?                 

What would you hope to learn? 
● What is a topic that you can talk about forever without losing interest? 

Initiative 

● Describe a time where you had to lead. What did you do, and what was the impact? 
● Describe a time you saw a problem that needed to be solved. What actions did you take                 

to you solve it?  What impact did your actions have? 
● Describe a time you saw a situation you did not agree with. What actions did you take to                  

remedy it? What impact did your actions have? 
● Describe a time you set a goal. What actions did you take to achieve this goal? What                 

impact did your actions have? 
● Describe a time where you saw something happening you didn’t agree with. What             

actions did you take to resolve the situation? What impact did your actions have? 

Contribution 
● What is a community (family, school, neighborhood, etc.) where you feel at home? What              

is your role in that community? How have you changed it for the better? 
● What have you done to make your school or community a better place? 
● Think about your favorite organization, club, or extracurricular. How would it be different             

if you weren’t there? In other words, how have you impacted the organization? 
● Describe a time where your leadership positively influenced others, helped resolve           

disputes, or contributed to group efforts. 
● What was a time when you made one or more people’s lives better? 
● What is something you frequently do in your community that others will miss when you               

are in college? 

 Diversity of Experiences 
● What have you done or experienced in your life that is different from other applicants?               

How have these experiences affected who you are? 
● What is your greatest talent or skill? Why is it meaningful to you? 
● How do you define your heritage, background, culture, or upbringing? How has this             

shaped who you are today? 
● What is a value you hold dear that sets you apart from your peers who are attending                 

college? How did you develop this value? 
● What makes you different from your peers? If you asked them, what would they say               

makes you unique? 
● What are you deeply passionate about that no one else seems to care about? 
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3. Write Down Any Future Ambitions - Optional 
Including your student’s future ambitions in their Common App Essay can help provide the              
readers with a clear narrative arc. Knowing the student’s ambitions helps readers understand             
why the topic of the essay is meaningful to the student (e.g. the experience changed what the                 
student plans to do with their life). It also helps readers picture the student in the future, both on                   
campus and in their career. 
 
Note: Including future ambitions in the essay is recommended but also entirely optional. If your               
student doesn’t have a lot of details or conviction about their future plans yet – or if those plans                   
don’t really relate to their experiences and traits, then you might not want to mention them. 
  
The student should consider the following questions as they think about their future ambitions. 

● Do you know what you want to major in? If so, what is it? Why? 
● What do you hope to do after you graduate? Note – this can either be related or                 

unrelated to your major. It can be a specific career you intend to pursue OR it can be as                   
general as “helping others” or “creating things” or “solving complex problems.” 

● What are the types of things you enjoy doing today that you hope to continue doing in                 
the future? Which of these do you expect to be part of the career you’ll ultimately                
pursue? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Guide Continues on the Next Page 
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4. Select 1-2 Experiences 
Next, your student will take their list of experiences and go through each of the following                
questions. The experience that answers the largest number of these questions will likely make              
for the best content for the Common App Essay (and similar essays such as the Coalition App                 
Essay or Apply Texas Essay). Your student may find that multiple experiences score highly,              
which is great! They may be able to integrate multiple experiences into their essay if they can                 
find a way to relate the experiences to each other, or they might save some of these                 
experiences for other important essays. 

1.     Which experiences relate to your goals and ambitions? 

2. Which experiences changed who you are as a person or played a critical role in shaping                 
what you care about (i.e. your values)? 

3.     Which experiences led you to demonstrate your most important values and traits? 

4. Which experiences resulted in you learning something about yourself that then caused you              
to take different actions in your life than you otherwise may have taken? (e.g. you learned you                 
enjoy helping other people, so you started tutoring freshmen) Note: This is a very important               
question, so weigh it heavily when you’re deciding on which experiences to write about. 

5. Which experiences are related to a topic, organization, or activity that always gets you               
excited OR that you feel is particularly meaningful to who you are? 

 

 

 

 

The Guide Continues on the Next Page 
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5. Select the Common App prompt 
It’s finally time to select the Common App essay prompt! Because these prompts are broad               
enough to work for almost any possible experience, your student doesn’t need to look at the                
prompt at all until this point. It’s always best to brainstorm your content first and then choose the                  
best match among the prompts once you’ve settled on your topic. 
 
A few notes: Our favorite Common App prompts are #5, a Time of Personal Growth, and #6,                 
Intellectual Curiosity. #5 is the most popular prompt (23.6% of students), followed by two other               
solid prompts: #7, a Topic of Your Choice (22.5%), and #1, Background and Identity (21.4%).               
We do not recommend choosing #3, Challenging a Belief, or #4, a Problem You’d Like to Solve,                 
unless your student feels they can answer all the elements of the prompt thoroughly. 

The Common App is 650 words, but your student shouldn’t worry about word count when writing                
their first draft. 

  
2019 Common App Prompts 

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. (recommended) 

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? (a solid choice) 

3. Reflect on a time when you questioned or challenged a belief or idea. What prompted your                 
thinking? What was the outcome? (NOT recommended) 

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. (NOT recommended) 

5. Discuss an accomplishment, event, or realization that sparked a period of personal growth              
and a new understanding of yourself or others. (recommended) 

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?                   
(recommended) 
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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. (a solid choice) 
 
We recommend using essay prompts 1, 5, and 6 because they make it simpler to write an essay                  
that proves you will be successful in college and beyond. Prompt 1 is very versatile and can                 
showcase any of the five traits – particularly Drive and Diversity of Experiences. Prompt 5 lends                
itself to Drive, Initiative, or Contribution. Prompt 6 allows you to highlight Intellectual Curiosity. 
 
Prompts 3 and 4 can be a struggle to write well. With these prompts, students often select a                  
topic that doesn’t center on themselves (e.g. they write about climate change or economic              
inequality), or else they select an experience that may reflect poorly on them or that didn’t                
ultimately change them very much. This doesn’t mean your student shouldn’t write one of these               
prompts; it just means that they need to be extra careful and ensure that their topic really                 
showcases their traits well. You don’t score any extra points with admissions officers by writing               
a less common prompt. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Guide Continues on the Next Page 
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6. Create an Outline Using Either the Journey or Montage Structure 
Your student has their content selected, and we know they’re probably excited to dive in.               
However, it will benefit you to first spend just a bit more time developing an outline for their                  
essay. An outline will help them ensure they’re answering the critical questions in their draft, and                
we find it usually saves at least one draft (students who use an outline typically need 2 drafts                  
before they have a final version versus 3-4 drafts for students who do not use an outline). 

There are two primary types of outline structures for the Common App Essay: the Journey and                
the Montage. The student should aim to use the Journey structure if their experience involves a                
clear progression of personal growth – i.e. there’s a clear difference between who the student               
was BEFORE the experience and AFTER the experience. Most students will use the Journey              
structure. However, the Montage structure can work very well if the student instead is showing               
how they used one important trait or developed one significant passion across several distinct              
experiences. 

 

The Journey Structure 

The Journey structure helps demonstrate a time of personal growth and shows how the student               
was one person BEFORE their experience and a different person AFTER the experience. The              
most critical part of this essay structure is the “After” part. If your student is unable to fit their                   
experience to the below outline, they should consider using the Montage structure to organize              
their material instead. 

Note: A time of personal growth can cover days, weeks, months, or years. Just make sure the                 
most important parts occurred within the student’s high school years. Essays that focus on a               
childhood or middle school experience are rarely compelling to admissions readers! 

Intro: Offer a brief, vivid opening scene that shows you in some active moment from the middle                 
of the story. This is how you’ll hook the reader and begin on a strong note. At the end of this                     
paragraph, you might give a brief “preview” sentence like “If you’d asked me a year ago, I never                  
would have guessed I’d be ____” to help the reader see where the essay is going. 

Before: Here, briefly describe who you were before you experienced this personal growth. This              
will help form a contrast between who you were and who you are now. 

Together, the Intro + Before sections should constitute about 1/3 of the total length of the essay.                 
It’s important to be fairly brief here to save room for the more important parts! 
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During: Next, you’ll give the details covering what happened and the actions you took during               
your time of personal growth. This is where you can show the process of changing, overcoming                
an obstacle, learning, and growing. 

The During section of your essay should be about 1/3 of the total essay length 

After (i.e. The New You): Then, you’ll show who you are as a result of your experience and                  
how you’ve been impacted in other parts of your life. 

● What did you learn about yourself and what values did you develop or strengthen from                
this experience? How did this affect other parts of your life? This is the most critical part                 
of your essay – prove to your reader that you changed! 

●  What new actions did you take as a result of this growth?  

The After part of your essay should be about 1/3 of the total essay length 

Conclusion: Lastly, you can sum up the most important points of the essay. If you have a clear                  
sense of your future plans and goals, you can briefly forecast how these experiences will help                
you in the future (optional). 

The Conclusion part of your essay will be fairly brief -- usually 3-4 sentences is plenty! 

 

The Montage Structure 

For this alternate structure, your student will develop a theme for their essay. Ideally, this theme                
should connect all of the experiences they’ll include in their essay. 

Intro: Create a brief opening scene as in the “Journey” structure and either directly state or                
indirectly allude to the main theme of the essay. 

Middle: For each experience/example, you can outline what happened (e.g. the situation and             
the actions you took). Then, you’ll show what you learned about yourself or a skill you gained                 
from the experience. 

Note: A good strategy is to spend one paragraph per experience. Try to spend 2-4 sentences                
describing each experience/anecdote (i.e. be very concise!) and leave the rest of the paragraph              
for reflection about how you’ve grown, changed, and improved as a result of the experience. 

End: Wrap up by explaining why the theme is meaningful to you and (optionally) provide a look                 
to your future ambitions. 
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7. Write a Very Rough First Draft in 30 Minutes 
It’s time to write! Your student should set a timer for 30 minutes, put their phone out of reach,                   
and turn off the internet so they aren’t distracted. Then, your student should take their outline                
and work for 30 minutes to turn their notes into full paragraphs. After 30 minutes, your student                 
should have a very rough version of their first draft. It’s okay if it’s over the word count, has                   
grammatical mistakes, or isn’t very smooth yet. The key is to get the first draft down on paper so                   
you can give it to someone else for feedback. 
 
Do these things: 

● Use a conversational tone. Your writing style should convey your personality and            
doesn't need to be overly formal. Feel free to use first person (e.g. I, me, my),                
contractions (e.g. I’ve, can’t, it’s), dialogue and quotation marks (especially in the            
opening scene), and even occasional sentence fragments. Make it sound like your own             
voice! 

● Use simple sentences. Your reader will read your essay in 1-2 minutes. Using overly              
complex language will slow them down or even prevent them from getting your             
message! 

○ Keep your first sentence under 10 words. Shortness and crispness will draw in             
your reader. 

● Be direct. Don't make your reader work to understand what you are saying. 
● Be specific. Try to avoid making generalities about your experience or broad statements             

about your main topic (e.g. “I believe it’s important to work hard to achieve your dreams”                
or “This challenge was very impactful for me”). Instead, use specific details from your life               
to get your points across. 

● Answer the prompt. Many prompts have several questions within them. These           
questions serve as a guide for the type of content that will make the essay compelling.                
Be sure you're answering all of the questions. 

● Anticipate your reader's questions. Questions will pop into your reader's mind as they             
go through your essay. For instance, they’ll be looking for clarifying details and important              
background information to understand your story fully. A good trick is to read your essay               
out loud after you've drafted it (or have someone else read it), spot the questions, and                
answer them. 

● Get creative with your structure. You don't need to abide by any "rules" for how long a                 
paragraph needs to be or how many paragraphs you need to use. The sample structures               
above are guidelines that you may ultimately depart from to convey your unique story! 
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Don’t do these things: 

● Use too much descriptive language. You've got a limited word count, so try to be               
concise and find efficient details to provide your reader with just enough info to help you                
make your point. 

● Use long, meandering phrases. Avoiding this kind of writing helps with directness and             
clarity. For instance, instead of saying “On my robotics team in my junior year of high                
school I was responsible for helping with the organizing and the promotion of             
tournaments to get more people involved,” say “I helped organize and promote            
tournaments for my junior year robotics team.” 

● Use overly fancy vocabulary words. If you needed to look it up before using it, then                
you probably shouldn't use it in your essay. It’s not important to find formal synonyms for                
your thoughts, and you don’t want to make your reader "work" to understand your essay.               
Simple, clear prose is the hallmark of a skilled writer. 

● Use superlative adjectives. General superlatives like “very,” “great,” “amazing,” etc.,          
add little value to the reader's understanding of you. Instead, use descriptive adjectives             
that add more context to what you are saying (e.g. “secretive,” “blue,” “box-shaped”). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Guide Continues on the Next Page 
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How to Provide Feedback, Get Feedback, and Revise Essays 
The most important part of the essay process is for your student to get great feedback on their                  
essays and to spend time revising their essays. At Prompt, we spend 45-50 minutes providing               
feedback on the first draft of a Common App Essay. We find that spending less than 45-50                 
minutes leads to feedback that (1) isn’t comprehensive enough to identify all of the issues the                
student needs to resolve, and (2) isn’t actionable enough for the student to understand exactly               
how to improve the next draft. 
 
In this section, you’ll learn how you can provide feedback on your student’s essays. In addition,                
we’ll discuss how to select someone to provide feedback on your student’s essays if you don’t                
feel comfortable doing it yourself or you want an outside perspective. Finally, we’ll wrap up with                
a discussion on how your student should think about revising their essays. 

How to Provide Feedback on an Essay 
Providing feedback is a difficult and time-consuming process. At Prompt, we accept less than              
7% of applicants to our network of Essay Coaches. The number one thing these applicants               
have in common is that they’ve spent years thinking critically about other people’s writing –               
often in careers as professional writers, editors, scholars, professors, and playwrights. Providing            
smart, helpful feedback on written work is a skill that’s hard to learn without significant practice.                
However, we’ve offered some tips here to show you how to help your student with their essay. 
 

● First Draft – To start out, you’ll focus your feedback on content and structure; you won’t                
make sentence-level suggestions or grammatical edits. This is because most students           
will need to do a significant rewrite of their first draft. For a Common App Essay, you’ll                 
want to spend 45-50 minutes offering detailed suggestions to help the student cut             
uncompelling content, add new information, and reorganize their existing material. 

● Second Draft – Here, the content and structure should mostly be in place, so you’ll start                
to focus your feedback more at the sentence level. However, you’ll still be identifying              
areas where content and structure can be refined and improved upon as needed. For a               
Common App Essay, you’ll spend 40-45 minutes condensing wordy descriptions,          
strengthening transitions, filling in clarifying details, etc. 

● Third Draft – Lastly, you’ll focus on sentence-level issues while prioritizing clarity,            
readability, and flow. You’ll also check for any remaining grammatical errors and            
awkward wording. You’ll spend 30 minutes doing this for a Common App Essay. 

 
Once your student is finished implementing the feedback on their third draft, they should be in a                 
good place where they’ll only need to read over it themselves a few times before it’s ready for                  
submission. Now, let’s take a more detailed look at how to provide feedback on a first draft. 
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Providing Feedback on First Drafts 
When providing feedback on a first draft, there are three primary questions you need to answer: 
 

1. What did I learn about the student? (e.g. strengths, ambitions, traits, interests) 
Write 1-3 sentences on what you walked away understanding about the student. Focus             
on how you would describe the student (e.g. values, personality traits, strengths) 

 
2. How could the content be more compelling? 

Does the content provide a clear sense of what makes the student unique, what the               
student values, and what sets the student apart from their peers? What didn’t you learn               
from reading the essay that you wanted to learn? Here are a few of the most common                 
types of questions students don’t answer: 

a.  Who were you before this experience? 
b. What did you learn from this experience? (i.e. how did it change you?) 

c. What have you done recently that is a direct result of this experience? 
d. How does this experience relate to your future ambitions? 

 
3. Is the essay well structured? How can its organization be improved? 

a. Do you stumble or get stuck in any parts when you read it through? Are there any                 
sections that feel like they move slowly or take too long? 

b. Do you have a sense of where the essay is heading at each point in the essay?                 
(i.e. are there any parts that leave you thinking “How this is relevant?”) 

c. Does the introduction “hook” you into wanting to learn more? 
d. Are there any questions that need to be answered or missing details that need to               

be filled in? Are there any details that seem unnecessary? 
 

We recommend giving your answers to all these questions in a written summary before the draft                
so your student reads them prior to reading any of your comments on the essay itself. Then, try                  
to only use 5-10 comments in the text of the essay. Focus these in-text comments more on                 
content and structure (e.g. where to cut, where to expand, where to rearrange) versus              
sentence-level suggestions. The vast majority of students will need to undergo a significant             
rewrite of their essay in order to implement the feedback. Here’s a link to an example of what                  
good feedback on a first draft of a Common App Essay looks like. 
 
 

Providing Feedback on Later Drafts 
When providing feedback on later drafts of an essay, you’ll want to narrow the focus of your                 
feedback to prioritize clarity, readability, flow, and grammar. 
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First, you’ll take a look at the feedback you previously provided to see if it was implemented                 
appropriately. If it wasn’t implemented well, you’ll need to make a choice to push harder for your                 
student to make the changes or to let it go. Oftentimes, you’ll find your student made a good                  
effort at making the changes but now needs to further refine the content and structure to make                 
their points clearer. You’ll use a similar approach around identifying gaps in content and              
structure as you did in the first draft, but most of your feedback will be given in comments within                   
the essay itself (versus a longer summary before the essay). 
 
Next, you’ll focus more on sentence-level feedback. In particular, you’re looking for sentences             
that read awkwardly, are difficult to understand, or need more clarity around the point your               
student is trying to make. In these situations, you can use track changes, but we recommend                
using comments that explain the suggestion. You may even provide an example for your              
student to work from.  
 
You’ll need to be careful with being too “heavy-handed” with your sentence-level comments; the              
essay needs to be your student’s work and in your student’s voice. As such, try to provide                 
comments that your student needs to think about and implement themselves (versus just             
clicking “accept changes”). Keep in mind that not every word or sentence needs to be perfect.                
The essay just needs to be authentic and use your student’s experiences to prove they will be                 
successful in college and beyond. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Guide Continues on the Next Page 
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How to Get Feedback on Your Student’s Essay 
We find students make four main mistakes when they’re getting feedback on their essay: 

1. They ask people who don’t have a deep understanding of what colleges are             
looking for. There are a lot of myths surrounding how to write college essays, and these                
myths are perpetuated by your student’s peers and sometimes by their teachers. As             
discussed, colleges aren’t looking for a beautiful piece of writing that tells the student’s              
life story; they’re looking for the traits and values the student possesses and proof the               
student will be successful in college and beyond. Asking the wrong people for feedback              
can actively make your student’s essay worse. 

2. They ask too many people. Everybody has a different opinion on how to improve an               
essay. Guess what? The only things that matter are your confidence, your content, and              
your clarity and readability. Getting too many conflicting opinions will leave you without a              
clear path of what to do, and it will often waste your time. 

3. They just ask what the person “thinks” about the essay. If your student does ask               
someone for feedback, they should ask the person to respond to a specific set of               
questions so that the person reading the essay has an idea of what to look for. You can                  
use the same starter set of questions that you’ll use to review your student’s first drafts: 

a. What did I learn about the student? (e.g. personality traits, values, strengths) 
b. How could the content be more compelling? (i.e. what didn’t you learn that you              

wanted to learn?) 
c. Is the essay well structured? How could it be improved? 

4. The person they ask doesn’t have enough time. As mentioned, it takes 45-50 minutes              
to provide high-quality feedback on the first draft of an essay. If the person your student                
asks doesn’t have enough time to devote to the essay, your student may be left thinking                
their essay is better or worse than it really is, or they may struggle with figuring out how                  
to implement the feedback. 

 
It’s hard to find good people that have enough time to provide quality feedback on an essay. As                  
such, it can often be up to you, the parent, to learn this material (especially around what                 
colleges are looking for) and spend hours providing feedback on your student’s essays. If you               
do seek outside help (e.g. a teacher or counselor), be cognizant of the amount of time that                 
person is able to devote to providing feedback on a given draft and try to determine how well the                   
person understands what colleges are looking for in college essays. Overall, we find it’s best to                
have one or at most two trusted resources (other than yourself) to work with your student on                 
their essays. Prompt spend hours meticulously vetting each of our more than 150 Essay              
Coaches to ensure we consistently provide high-quality feedback that helps your student get             
their essay done while being confident in it. 
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Revision Philosophy 
Revising a first draft can be nearly as difficult as completing the first draft. This is because there                  
typically are substantial improvements to make between the first and second draft, and students              
often feel attached to – or locked in by – what they’ve already written. 
 
Typically, a student will have a significant amount of content to cut and a lot of additional                 
content to add into the essay. Often, the student will need to restructure their essay to make it                  
flow better. These changes are usually so significant that it’s often faster and better to just                
rewrite the whole essay using a process that writers call “radical revision.” 
 
The theory of “radical revision” is simple: When you need to make significant changes to a piece                 
of writing, the content will be clearer, smoother, and more readable if you rewrite the entire                
section than if you try to make lots of adjustments within the sentences you’ve already got. This                 
is because phrases tend to flow more smoothly and naturally when you’re speaking or writing               
them as part of a series of complete sentences. Once you’ve shoehorned new content into old                
sentences, it takes substantial effort to make the writing flow nicely again – more effort than it                 
would take to just rewrite it. The key is to start with a plan for the rewrite; your student should                    
have an updated outline and a good understanding of what worked before and what they need                
to add. You’ll find that your student will naturally keep the good parts of the essay and remove                  
the less compelling parts when writing the new draft. Give it a try! 
 
Timing – Your student should aim to get feedback back within 48 hours after finishing your                
draft. This helps keep the essay fresh in their mind. Once your student receives their feedback,                
they should look at it right away and get working on the changes. The more days that go by                   
between drafts, the more time your student will spend working on their next draft. 
 
Number of Drafts – Your student should complete their Common App Essay within three drafts               
and their supplements in one to two drafts each. We know this sounds too short, but we see                  
these numbers all the time at Prompt. This is why it’s critical to work with a knowledgeable                 
person who can devote enough time to providing feedback on each draft – whether that person                
is you, your student’s teacher or counselor, or a writing coach from Prompt. 
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Wrapping Up 
I hope you enjoyed Prompt’s guide on helping your student with their Common Application              
Essay. As I mentioned, much of the content on getting your student started with their essay can                 
be found for free at Prompt.com under the Application Plan in the content menu. For your                
student’s supplement essays, you can follow many of these same strategies. For many of the               
more common types of supplements, your student can also access additional guides on             
Prompt.com when you purchase at least one essay review credit. 
 
If you have any questions about this guide or working with your student, feel free to call a                  
Prompt Writing Coach at +1-844-577-6678, email team@prompt.com, or use the chat button in             
the bottom right corner of the Prompt.com webpage. Happy writing! 
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