
College Essay 101



Hello!
Mr. Ostling 
Post-High School 
Counselor 

You can find me at:
ostlingcm@Unit5.org
@futuretbd

University of IL Mock Admissions

A big thank 
you to those 
that helped 
form this 
presentation!



➜ Warmup up exercises
➜ Tips for writing your college essays
➜ Types of essays
➜ Actual time to begin brainstorming 

your essay

Agenda



What is a college essay? 

Takes on many forms: 
Common App essays
Scholarship Essays
Personal Statement
Personal Narrative

The desired end result will dictate the 
process!  



“I LOVE” 
You will have two minutes to think about 

things that you love.  Be as specific as 
possible!  Ie-Coke vs Ice cold coke in a can

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nxPJsuG_-jM


Fill out the questions about 
what objects are maybe 
more than just objects to 

you.  

Essence Objects 



Khan Academy

Tips on writing a great essay 

https://www.khanacademy.org/college-careers-more/college-admissions/applying-to-college/admissions-essays/v/writing-a-strong-college-admissions-essay


General Tips
★ Answer the question!  Seems simple right, but you would be surprised!  

○ Know your audience
○ Purpose of a U of I prompt vs a scholarship prompt

★ Be you!
○ Show your personality!   
○ If you are funny, be funny.  If you aren’t, don’t pretend to be.  
○ This is your essay….not your parents. 
○ Don’t forget to write about you! 

★ Stay away from Cliche
○ I could predict the vast majority of the essays I read.  Be unique! 

★ Worry more about how your essay reflects you and less about impressing the reader

 
  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B1tOqZUNebs


Montage
Create a new whole 
from separate 
fragments

Use your essence 
objects list! 

Connect things through 
themes

Two different types of structures

Narrative
“Cause and Effect”
Status Quo
Inciting Incident (new 
Status Quo)
Raising the Stakes
Turning Point/Moment of 
Truth
Final Act
New Status Quo



4 Types of Essays

Type A
Student has faced significant challenges 
and does know what he or she wants to 
study

Type B
Student has not faced significant 
challenges and does know what he or she 
wants to study

Type C
Student has faced significant challenges 
and does not know what he or she wants 
to study

Type D
Student has not faced significant 
challenges and does not know what he or 
she wants to study.  



Type A
Student has faced significant challenges and does know what he or she wants to 
study

How do the challenges from my past connect to my future career? 

*Through your actions, lessons, and values

Challenges-->Effects-->What I Did-->Values-->Career



Type B
Student has not faced significant challenges and does know what he or she wants 
to study

● Write your essay backward!  
● Lends itself to a montage style essay

Essential Values of a Great (career)-->How I’ve developed these values-->Insights



Type C
Student has faced significant challenges and does not know what he or she wants 
to study

Be a victor, not a victim. 

Describe your challenges, but don’t dwell on them. 

Emphasize what you did about your challenge and what you learned

Challenges-->Effects-->What I Did-->Values

Focus on your actions and values!!  Find the unpredictable values you gleaned from your 
challenge



Type D
Student has not faced significant challenges and does not know what he or she 
wants to study.

Find a focusing lens that allows you to discuss a wide range of values or qualities

Be patient, this is probably the hardest essay to write.  Possible starters: 
Focus on life lessons
A passion of yours
Self-discovery



Questions to ask yourself

Did I grab the 
reader's attention? 

Remember the 
admissions rep is 
reading essay after 
essay, don’t be 
another brick on the 
wall.  

Imagery
Begin with a 
problem that must 
be solved

How do I show the 
reader I’m smart? 

Again, the goal is 
showing off your wit, 
without it coming off 
forced.  

Ask great questions
Geeky Language
Show and Tell

How do I make my 
essay, like, deep? 

Add depth to your 
essay by adding 
emotion/feelings

Setting up a want vs 
need dynamic

Nemo
Want to find my son
Need to let go of my 
overprotective 
parenting



Common App Prompts

Covid Prompt: 
Community disruptions such as COVID-19 and natural disasters can have deep and long-lasting impacts. If 

you need it, this space is yours to describe those impacts. Colleges care about the effects on your health and 

well-being, safety, family circumstances, future plans, and education, including access to reliable technology 

and quiet study spaces.

● Do you wish to share anything on this topic? Y/N
● Please use this space to describe how these events have impacted you.

The question will be optional and will appear in the Additional Information section 

of the application.The response length will be limited to 250 words.

https://www.collegeessayadvisors.com/portfolio-items/2020-21-common-application-essay-prompts-guide/


Thank you for attending!  

Let’s start brainstorming! 

For my 
resources-https://sites.google.com/unit5.org/futuretbd

https://sites.google.com/unit5.org/futuretbd

