
How to write a 
college essay

Most selective colleges require you to submit a college essay as part of your 
application.

The essay along with letters of recommendation and a strong resume will set 
you apart from other applicants. 



Timothy Melendez - Essay A
Columbia University, engineering

“What’s the point of all this?” I said to myself as I reluctantly got 

out of bed to brush my teeth. My father had just finished 

hammering on my door with his fist as he excitedly hollered at me 

to wake up. I could already smell the burnt aroma of bacon 

accompanying my usual toast and egg breakfast sandwich. As I 

arrived at the table, my mother was already nagging me to hurry 

up and eat. “Hurry up and eat, we’re going to be late!” she said 

as I barely sat down to put my shoes on. “I know mom!” I 

annoyingly said due to her fussy way of thinking. I heard my dad 

in his Jeep Wrangler honking the horn repeatedly to get us to 

hasten our slow pace. As I walk out, food still in my mouth, I 



said due to her fussy way of thinking. I heard my dad in his Jeep Wrangler honking the horn repeatedly to get us to hasten 
our slow pace. As I walk out, food still in my mouth, I realize that morning was the last morning I’d spend with them before I 
had set off to travel across the country on my own for the first time.

We headed to the airport, I had a flight to Chicago, Illinois.  I was selected to be a participant in the National Hispanic 
Institute Great Debate. At first, I didn’t see it as anything phenomenal, I just thought of it as a simple summer trip. Due to 
living in Texas my whole life, I was familiar with few noteworthy experiences which resulted in me not knowing much outside 
of my home state. When my school counselors contacted my mom about this opportunity she immediately started to 
prepare without even giving me a chance to decide. I wasn’t excited for this trip like most people would be, I really had no 
expectations for it. My goal after high school was to stay in town to be near family. As I went through security, overwhelming 
anxiety began to set in and I realized that this trip could change my life.

My first steps onto the Midway International Airport floor felt like walking on another planet. The atmosphere had a strange 
aura about it. Everything felt completely unnatural, which only intensified the more I explored the foreign land. By the time I 
arrived at the college dorm, my home for the next eight days, I was already astonished at the sheer number of differences 
between my home city of San Antonio and this unfamiliar territory. 



I walked up the stairs to find my room door already opened, I peeked inside and realized that I had a roommate. For the first 

time in my life, I would have to share a room with a completely random stranger. I was already behind setting up my bed 

and laying my clothes out for the next day as my roommate’s bed was already made. In my sloppily made bed I set off to 

sleep. “I’m going to shower first,” I heard my roommate say, waking me up in the process. I hadn't set my alarm and I 

realized breakfast was already being served in the main cafeteria. I immediately rushed to get dressed and get to breakfast. 

I was so used to my parents coddling me that I was flopping like a fish. The feeling of being independent and having to be 

self-sufficient as a person was something so bizarre to me, yet it felt so exhilarating. In another state, hundreds of miles 

away, I felt a sense of enthusiasm.

The experiences of living like a college student, the meeting of a plethora of new and diverse people, and the ability to be 

independent were all events that I enjoyed. This opportunity changed my small view of the world. I was experiencing life 

outside of my city. I was so ready to live a plain and straightforward life, but this experience fully expanded my views. That 

week was when I found my “point” and for the first time, becoming independent became my passion.



Why do colleges want you to write essays?

Admissions officers are trying to put together classes full of interesting, vibrant students 
who have different backgrounds, strengths, weaknesses, goals, and dreams. One tool 
colleges use to identify a diverse set of perspectives is the college essay.

These essays are a chance for you to show admissions officers those sides of 
yourself that aren’t reflected in the rest of your application. This is where you describe 
where you've come from, what you believe in, what you value, and what has shaped 
you.

               

                              How to Write the Perfect Apply Texas Essays….Dr. Anna Wulick

https://blog.prepscholar.com/what-is-a-personal-statement-everything-you-need-to-know-about-the-college-essay


Apply Texas Essay Requirements
There are four essay prompts on the ApplyTexas application for freshman admission 
(Topics A, B, C, and D). 

While there are no strict word limits, colleges usually suggest keeping the essays 
somewhere between one and one and a half pages long (500-700 words).

All Texas colleges and universities have different application requirements, including 
which essay or essays they want. 

Several schools use the essays to determine scholarship awards, honors program 
eligibility, or admission to specific majors.



                    Apply Texas Essay Prompts

● Topic 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?

 
● Topic B: Most students have an identity, an interest, or a talent that defines 

them in an essential way. Tell us about yourself.
 
● Topic C: You’ve got a ticket in your hand – Where will you go? What will 

you do? What will happen when you get there?

https://blog.collegevine.com/how-to-write-the-applytexas-essays/#a
https://blog.collegevine.com/how-to-write-the-applytexas-essays/#b
https://blog.collegevine.com/how-to-write-the-applytexas-essays/#c


Apply Texas Essay Prompts
● Topic D (specific to majors in architecture, art history, design, studio art, visual 

art studies/art education): 
Personal interaction with objects, images and spaces can be so powerful as to 
change the way one thinks about particular issues or topics. For your intended 
area of study , describe an experience where instruction in that area or your 
personal interaction with an object, image or space effected this type of 
change in your thinking. What did you do to act upon your new thinking and 
what have you done to prepare yourself for further study in this area?

https://blog.collegevine.com/how-to-write-the-applytexas-essays/#d


 UT Austin                            Texas A&M 
                                             College Station
● You are required to write an 

essay on Topic A
● You also have to answer three 

short answer prompts
● If you're applying for an art/art 

history, architecture, nursing, or 
social work major, you'll have to 
write a short answer specific to 
your major

● You are required to write an 
essay on Topic A

● If you're an engineering major, 
you'll have to write a short 
answer



Apply Texas Topic 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?



Avoid these overused topics

● Getting a bad grade in a class but then working hard to raise it
● Sports stories such as winning/losing the “big game” or getting 

injured
● Death of a pet or family member
● Divorce
● Mission trip which made you realize how lucky and privileged 

you are



      Step 1: Think of ideas for topics

Prewriting 



ACTIVITY: Essay Brainstorming
1. What has been the greatest moment of your life?
2. What has been the worst moment of your life?
3. What is the most important idea, belief or fact?
4. 3 adjectives or personality traits to describe you.
5. List 5 accomplishments
6. 3 -5 topics that you are very knowledgeable about.
7. Most important extracurricular or community activities
8. 3 of your favorite things (places, objects, food etc.)



Day 2: Ivan Perez Essay



How to write a college essay - Day 2

You have a unique background, interests and personality. 

The best way to tell your story is to write a personal, thoughtful essay about 
something that has meaning for you. 

Be honest and genuine, and your unique qualities will shine through.

                      Be fun! We want to see your personality on the page. 



Apply Texas Topic 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?



Quick List for brainstorming
Number your paper or google doc 1-8. Answer the questions. 

1. What has been the greatest moment of your life?
2. What are you most grateful for? 
3. What are you most proud of? 
4. What risks have you taken which have paid off?
5. What do you like to do? When and how did you get into it?
6. How would your family and friends say you have changed for the 
better over the years, and why?
7. Look back at your list of extracurricular activities. Which ones were 
challenging and/or special opportunities? 
8. When have you tried something new?



Brainstorming Activities
The first part of the prompt is about identifying and describing specific experiences 
you've had as a high school student. 

● focusing on one or two specific experiences. 

● Think of something "unique" 

Choose some aspect of your environment that you can describe vividly and that's really 
important to you. 



Remember to select a topic that resulted in a 
positive change. 
Admissions officers are looking for growth. They want to see the circumstances 
you turned into opportunities for improvement. 
 
Your story will be unique and offer a fresh perspective. Be specific about the 
challenge or opportunity you were presented with, and think about how it 
changed you for the better. 
 

https://blog.collegevine.com/how-to-write-the-applytexas-essays/



Help your reader experience the story
A good personal narrative essay shows what happened and how you felt.  

It follows the writing mantra of “show: don’t tell.” 

It has a lot of vivid description, emotion, and other elements that re-create your story. 

https://www.academicwritingsuccess.com/writing-a-personal-narrative/



Show Don’t Tell
Vivid Description: As you write your story try to add the five senses to your story. 

What did you see?  What did you hear? What did you taste? What did you smell? What did you touch? 

Focus on describing the setting, characters, and actions in your story. 

Zoom in on important moments: 
There are pieces of your story that are more significant or interesting than other elements of your story.  

Select a few important moments in your story and add more detail and description to those parts. 

Zooming will draw the reader into important moments.



Show Don’t Tell
Emotion: In a personal narrative essay, readers want to feel a connection to what you felt. If 
you were nervous or scared in the story then describe that. Describe how you felt at different 
times during your story.

Dialogue: Can you add dialogue between yourself and another person? Some stories only 
have one person, so it may not be possible to add dialogue.  But character dialogue can add 
excitement.  If you add dialogue choose important things people said.  Be careful not to have 
too much dialogue in your personal narrative essay. Your readers want to see other kinds of 
action too.



Rough Draft

Use this time to write a rough draft of your topic. Let your 
ideas flow. 

Remember to be yourself.



Day 3 : Revise your essay
1. Read your essay. Does it make sense?
2. Does the beginning capture the reader’s attention?

Does it have a hook? action, dialogue, description

3. Does your writing include sensory details (taste, sight, hear, touch, smell)?
4. Is your writing easy to follow and understand?
5. Should you add or delete any parts?
6. Is your word choice interesting?
7. Do you have a reflection at the end? 



Ask for feedback
Share your google doc.
Go to the hub for a writing conference.

Ms. Lew (seniors A-L)

slew@saisd.net

Mr. Martinez (seniors M-Z)

amartinez35@saisd.net

Ms. Olivares (All seniors)

rolivares@saedpartnership.org 

mailto:slew@saisd.net
mailto:amartinez35@saisd.net
mailto:rolivares@saedpartnership.org


Next Steps: Edit your essay
Share your essay with your college 
advisors.

Ms. Lew (seniors A-L)

slew@saisd.net

Mr. Martinez (seniors M-Z)

amartinez35@saisd.net

Ms. Olivares (All seniors)

rolivares@saedpartnership.org 

mailto:slew@saisd.net
mailto:amartinez35@saisd.net
mailto:rolivares@saedpartnership.org

