
COLLEGE ESSAY GUIDELINES 

After test scores and grade transcripts, the essays are easily the next most important 
part of the college application. Assuming that there’s more to you than just test 
scores and grades, essays provide the most insightful component of your application; 
they enable you to use your own voice to fill in the rest of the picture of who you are 
as an applicant. 

When you write your required essays, have them edited by one or two adults (no 
more than that) whom you trust. You can start writing your essays before the 
applications open. Essays are your chance to tell the admission committee who you 
are, your personal story, and things about you that cannot be captured by numbers. 
Decide what you want to tell about yourself first, and then figure out how to 
use the essay prompts to accomplish this goal.  At 500 words or less, these 
essays need to be concise and specific about you. Consider these guidelines when 
planning your essays:  

1. Be yourself. Who are you and what makes you unique and a good fit to the 
college that you’re applying to? You’ll need to make sure this theme comes 
out in your essays. 

2. Be natural. Write in first person as if you are talking to the person who is 
reading the essay. 

3. Be specific. These essays are all about you; they need to include specific 
examples/stories/anecdotes from your life experiences. If you step back and 
think the essay could apply to anyone, start rewriting. 

4. Be creative. Admissions officers are going to be reading thousands of essays 
in a short time span. Just as you would with a first, in-person meeting, you 
need to make a positive, memorable impression. 

Generally speaking, essays should be between 350-500 words (1-1½ pages double-
spaced).  For more information, read through these essay writing guidelines from 
the CollegeBoard: https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/get-in/essays.  
 
The following pages contain writing guidelines as well as the essay prompts for 
Apply Texas and the Common App and some specific Texas school essay 
requirements. 
 

https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/get-in/essays


WRITING COLLEGE ESSAYS 

General Guidelines 
• Create and save in Word and then copy and paste into actual applications. 
• Conform to length guidelines. Generally, essays should be 350-500 words 

(1- 1½ pages double-spaced). 
• Write directly from your own experience and write in first person. 
• Use your own voice – informal, conversational, not stilted. 
• Do not let anyone else (especially Mom or Dad) write your essay! 
• Have essays reviewed and edited for spelling and grammar – this is 

important! 
• Limit editors to 1 or 2 – don’t allow others to edit your voice out of the 

essay. 
• Do not repeat lists of activities or information already included in your 

application. 
• Do not write about writing, SATs, or the college process. 
• Accentuate the positive, even in a painful experience. 
• Do not write a traditional introductory paragraph. 
• The first few sentences are critical and must engage the reader. 
• The five-paragraph essay format is too repetitive and there is no room for a 

classical argument. 
 
Goals of the Essay 

• To help the reader get to know you—regard the essay as a window to your 
personality, values and goals 

• To illustrate your uniqueness 
• To enable the reader to evaluate your writing 
• To help the reader create a fuller picture of you 

 
How to Write: 

• Decide on your message first, and then choose the essay prompt that best 
helps you communicate your message. 

• Carefully read the essay question and make sure that you answer it 
specifically. 

• If you write about an activity or experience, focus not on how good you are 
or what you’ve accomplished, but on what it means to you. 

• Be specific in your examples and stories and avoid generalities and clichés. 
• Don’t ask yourself (or anyone else) “What should I write about?” The 

appropriate questions is, “What should I tell them about me?” 
• Test your essay’s success by asking someone else to read it and then asking 

NOT “Do you like it?” but rather “What do you think it says about me?” 
 



2025-2026 ESSAY PROMPTS 

PROMPTS 
Most college applications require a personal essay, but essay prompts can vary and 
can change from year to year. In addition to the personal essay, many colleges also 
require several short answer responses. Before writing any essay, verify the essay 
prompts for the current year for the schools to which you are applying. 

APPLY TEXAS ESSAY PROMPTS 
Different schools require different combinations of prompts, so check for which 
ones are required for each school to which you apply.  

Essay A: 
Tell us your story. What unique opportunities or challenges have you experienced 
throughout your high school career that have shaped who you are today? 
 
Essay B: 
Most students have an identity, an interest, or a talent that defines them in an 
essential way. Tell us about yourself. 
 

COMMON APPLICATION ESSAY PROMPTS  
For your main application, you pick the one essay prompt you want to answer. In 
addition, many schools require a writing supplement, which varies by school. You 
can find out the detailed requirements for each school from your Common App 
account.  

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. Reflect on something that someone has done for you that has made you happy or 
thankful in a surprising way. How has this gratitude affected or motivated you? 

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. 


