
How to Start a College Essay

Your college essay is your chance to showcase who you are! 

Starting strong can make all the difference, but it can be difficult to know where to begin.

Let’s break it down, starting with the initial essay prompt.

Brainstorm
To get the ideas flowing, jot down some of your skills, passions, goals, and 
unique experiences. What activities make you lose track of time? What topics 
can you talk about for hours? Where do you want to be five years from now?

Outline
Now that you’ve got some ideas, make a quick outline of your essay. Decide 
what you want to write about in each paragraph, and divide each paragraph 
into subtopics.

My College Essay

1.

2.

3.

Understand the Prompt
It’s important to know exactly what your writing prompt is asking you to write 
about. What sort of topics should you start thinking about, and which topics 
wouldn’t fit this particular prompt?

Create a Hook
Once you have your outline, it’s time to create an engaging hook to captivate 
your audience. This could be a compelling question, a surprising fact or 
statistic, or even a vivid personal anecdote.

!
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Anatomy of a College Essay

My grandmother, a master of crochet, taught me the magic of creation. As her 
nimble fingers transformed yarn into intricate patterns, I saw how dedication and 
precision could yield something beautiful and unique. This lesson transcended the 
craft itself. It became a guiding principle, shaping my approach to learning and life.

In school, I wasn't just drawn to the final product, the "A" on a test or the 
completed project. I was captivated by the process, the meticulous steps involved 
in understanding a concept or mastering a skill. Whether dissecting a frog in 
biology, analyzing Shakespearean sonnets, or debugging code in computer 
science, I found joy in the meticulous work required.

This dedication extends beyond academics. As captain of the debate team, I 
spend hours researching arguments, anticipating rebuttals, and collaborating with 
my teammates. The thrill of victory is sweet, but the journey—the late nights, the 
brainstorming sessions, the constant refinement of our strategy—is where I truly 
thrive.

Like crochet, life requires careful choices and deliberate actions. Each "stitch," 
every class, every extracurricular, every interaction – contributes to the overall 
tapestry. My grandmother's lessons taught me patience, perseverance, and the 
importance of paying attention to detail. These qualities, combined with my 
intellectual curiosity and collaborative spirit, have prepared me to embrace the 
challenges and opportunities that await me in college. I'm eager to contribute 
my own unique thread to the vibrant fabric of college life.

Introduction

Body

Conclusion

Compelling hook
The anecdote about the grandmother and crocheting 
immediately grabs the reader's attention. It's personal, 
evocative, and sets the stage for the essay's theme.

Enthusiasm for college
The concluding sentence conveys genuine 
excitement about the opportunities college offers 
and your desire to contribute to the community.

Specific examples
Instead of simply stating "I'm hardworking," 
the essay shows this through specific examples.

Specific achievements
Mentioning a specific achievement provides 
concrete evidence of leadership and commitment.

Connect to personal growth
This shows self-awareness and an ability to reflect.
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Developing Your College Essay

Now that you know how to get started and what a college essay looks like, it’s time to write 
your own!

Here are five things to keep in mind as you develop and refine your essay:

1. Focus on a key moment or theme
It can be tempting to go on and on about your entire life story, detailing every 
event and accomplishment. However, you only have so many words (usually 
350-600), so you need to make every word count. Just focus on one or two 
specific experiences or themes from your life and explore them in depth.

2. Be authentic and personal
Admissions officers want to get to know the real you, not some over-the-top 
idealized version of you. This is your chance to let your true personality shine 
through! The easiest way to come across as relatable is to just be yourself and 
don’t exaggerate the details.

3. Connect with your audience
Keep in mind what the college admissions officers at your school of choice are 
looking for. Are you applying to nursing school? Mention nursing experiences
in your essay. If you’re headed to an engineering school, highlight some 
projects you’ve built. When you’re in tune with your audience, you demonstrate 
a genuine interest in that school and show that you’d be a valuable addition.

4. Review, proofread, and edit
Once you’ve finished writing, take some time to really pore over your essay and 
check for grammar, spelling, and punctuation errors. If you can, have a friend, 
teacher, or parent read over it and provide feedback—you might be surprised 
what a fresh set of eyes can find!

5. Double-check formatting and requirements
Before you submit your essay, take another look at the application 
guidelines/requirements. Make sure that your using the right font size, spacing, 
and file format. You’ll also want to double-check your word count to ensure that 
your essay isn’t too long (or too short!).
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