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Short, practical advice next to the big 
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The habit that most often weakens 

essays on that chapter’s skill.
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C H A PT E R

1 What College Essays Are Really For
PART 1 • FIND YOUR STORY

C H A PT E R  Q U E S T I O N

What can an essay show a college that the rest of my application 
cannot?

BY THE END OF THIS CHAPTER

Explain what admissions readers look for in an 

essay.
Describe what authenticity means on the page.

Tell a resume detail from a personal insight.

Name what you want a reader to understand about 

you.

i IN  THIS CHAPTER

BIG IDEA A Window, Not a Trophy Case
ACT. 1 Myth vs. Fact Worksheet
ACT. 2 What I Want Colleges to Know
ACT. 3 Resume Detail vs. Personal Insight Sort
ACT. 4 My Essay Goals
ACT. 5 Values Reflection
WRAP-UP Checklist, planning template, and reflection

Q U I C K  S TA R T :  2 - M I N U T E  WA R M - U P

List three things that appear nowhere in your application: not grades, scores, or activities.

9
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C H A PT E R  1  |  T H E  B I G  I D E A

A Window, Not a Trophy Case

i CO A C H ' S  T I P

Many students try to write 
what they think colleges 
want to hear. But 
admissions readers can 
tell the difference 
between a voice that is 
performing and a voice 
that is real.

The best essay you can 
write is one that only you 
could have written. That 
is not a small thing. That 
is the whole goal.

! F IX  I T

Writing the essay you 
think colleges want. A 
performed voice reads as 
generic. Write the essay 
only you could write.

Every year, thousands of students sit down to write their college essays with the 

same mistaken belief: that admissions officers want to read about their 

accomplishments. They want a list of achievements, they think. They want to know 

how many AP classes I took, how many goals I scored, how many volunteer hours I 

logged. And so they write essays that read like resumes dressed up in sentences, full 

of impressive-sounding things and completely devoid of the one thing admissions 

readers are actually searching for: the person behind the achievements.

Here is the honest truth about what college essays are for. Admissions officers 

already know your GPA. They can see your test scores, your coursework, your 

activities list, and your letters of recommendation. What they cannot see from any of 

those documents is who you actually are: how you think, what matters to you, how 

you have grown, and what you will bring to their campus community. The college 

essay is the one place in the entire application where you get to speak in your own 

voice, without filters, without a teacher grading you, and without a rubric. That is an 

extraordinary opportunity, and this workbook is going to help you make the most of 

it.

Think of the essay as a window rather than a trophy case. A trophy case shows off prizes. A window lets someone see 

inside. Admissions readers are not trying to be impressed. They are trying to understand. They read thousands of 

essays each cycle, and what stands out is not the student with the longest list of honors or a national title. What 

stands out is a student who can reflect honestly on an ordinary experience and reveal something true about 

themselves in the process. The student who writes with curiosity, warmth, and self-awareness will be remembered 

long after the student with the most impressive list of accolades.

This chapter is about reframing how you see the essay process. Before you can write a strong essay, you need to 

understand what you are actually being asked to do and, just as importantly, what you are not being asked to do. You 

are not being asked to prove that you are exceptional. You are not being asked to cover every experience in your life. 

You are not being asked to sound like you belong in a literature class. You are being asked to show up on the page as 

yourself, with specificity, honesty, and reflection. Once you internalize that, the whole process becomes both more 

manageable and more meaningful.

What Authenticity Actually Means
The word “authenticity” gets thrown around a lot in essay advice, but what does it actually mean? Authenticity does 

not mean sharing your deepest secrets. It does not mean writing something raw or confessional or painful. It means 

writing in a voice that sounds like you, about something that actually matters to you, in a way that is specific to your 

experience rather than generic and interchangeable. An authentic essay could be funny. It could be quiet and 

contemplative. It could be adventurous and curious. The key is that it would not work if someone else tried to use it, 

because it captures something uniquely yours.

Authenticity also means resisting the temptation to exaggerate or embellish. Students sometimes feel the pressure to 

make their experiences sound more dramatic than they were, or to claim lessons they did not actually learn. 

10



CHAPTER 1 • WHAT COLLEGE ESSAYS ARE REALLY FOR

Admissions readers have excellent instincts for when a story does not quite ring true. More importantly, exaggeration 

robs you of the chance to tell your real story, which, we promise, is interesting enough.

ACTIVITY  1 Myth vs. Fact Worksheet

Directions: For each common myth about college essays, write the truth in your own words in the “Reality” column. Use 

what you read in this chapter to guide your thinking.

COMMON MYTH THE REALITY (WRITE IN YOUR OWN WORDS)

My essay needs to be about something 

impressive.

I should write about my biggest 

achievement.

The essay is my chance to explain low 

grades or test scores.

I need to use sophisticated vocabulary to 

sound smart.

A longer essay is always more impressive.

Admissions officers expect perfect grammar 

throughout.

I have to write about something dramatic or 

unusual.

My essay should appeal to every school I’m 

applying to.

11



CHAPTER 1 • WHAT COLLEGE ESSAYS ARE REALLY FOR

C H A PT E R  1  |  W R A P - U P

Check, Plan, and Reflect

C H A PT E R  1  CO M P L E T I O N  C H E C K L I S T CONFIDENCE 1 2 3 4

I understand that the essay is not a resume: it reveals character, not credentials.

I know that admissions readers are looking for a real person, not a perfect one.

I can describe, in my own words, what authenticity means in an essay.

I have identified at least one thing I want colleges to know about me that does not appear elsewhere in my 

application.
I understand the difference between a resume detail and a personal insight.

I have completed the Essay Goals activity and have a sense of what I am working toward.

I am willing to write honestly, even if what I write is imperfect at first.

I understand that no essay can guarantee an admission outcome, but a strong essay can reveal who I truly am.

Planning Template: My Essay Foundation
Use this template to summarize your thinking from this chapter. You will return to it throughout the workbook.

QUESTION MY ANSWER

The main thing I want a reader to 

understand about me:

One experience that shaped who I am:

One value I consistently show in my 

life:

One thing I’m good at that I want to 

grow:

What I want to feel after finishing my 

essays:

15



BRIGHT SCHOLARS • AP+ COLLEGE ADMISSIONS ESSAYS

C H A PT E R  7  |  D R A F T  PA G E S

Your First Draft

Use the pages below to write your first draft. As you write, pause at the indicated word counts to take stock of where 

you are. Each line holds about 11 handwritten words, so the checkpoint tags mark roughly where each word count 

falls.

i CO A C H ' S  T I P

Word count checkpoint: at 250 words, you should have your opening and context complete. At 400 words, your 

story development should be underway. At 500 words, you should be entering your reflection. At 650 words, you 

are done with your first draft.

DRAFT:  BEGIN HERE

64



BRIGHT SCHOLARS • AP+ COLLEGE ADMISSIONS ESSAYS

Model Responses
Most activities in this workbook are personal, so they have no single right answer. This section gives answers for 

activities that can be checked, and one strong example for activities where seeing a model helps. Each section label 

shows the page of the activity. Use the models to check your thinking, not as wording to borrow: an essay built from 

someone else’s sentences stops sounding like you.

CHAPTER 1 • WHAT COLLEGE ESSAYS ARE 
REALLY FOR

Chapter 1 • Activity 1: Myth vs. Fact p. 11

1 The topic can be ordinary. Honest reflection and specific 
detail matter more than how impressive the event sounds.

2 Your achievements already appear in your activities list. 
The essay should show something the rest of the 
application cannot.

3 The main essay is not the place to explain grades. Use the 
optional Additional Information section, or ask your 
counselor to add context.

4 Plain words in your natural voice sound more confident 
and more honest than vocabulary you would never use 
aloud.

5 Length is not the goal. Stay within the limit; a tight 550-
word essay beats a padded 650-word one.

6 Proofread carefully, but readers are reading for the person, 
not grading grammar. A clear, natural voice matters most.

7 Everyday experiences, reflected on honestly, often make 
the strongest essays.

8 The personal statement goes to every school, so it should 
reveal you rather than target one college. Save school-
specific writing for supplements.

Chapter 1 • Activity 3: Resume vs. Insight Sort p. 13

R: food bank, debate captain, AP score, bakery job. P: listening, 
asking for help, questioning, being wrong.
Sample insight (food bank): “Two years of sorting cans taught 
me that I like work whose results I never see, as long as I know 
they are real.”

CHAPTER 3 • CHOOSING THE RIGHT TOPIC

Chapter 3 • Activity 5: Avoiding the Cliché Trap p. 31

1 Sport: the practice when you realized the quietest player 
was the one holding the team together, and what that 
changed about how you lead.

2 Mission trip: the moment you realized you had more to 
learn from the people you came to help than they had to 
learn from you.

3 Losing: what you did the next morning, and why that 
ordinary choice mattered more than the loss.

4 Grandparents: one specific habit or saying of theirs that 
you now catch yourself repeating, and what it means to 
you.

5 Pet: the first night the dog would not settle and what that 
taught you about patience with yourself, not just the dog.

6 Travel: one small exchange abroad that showed you 
something you had never noticed at home.

CHAPTER 4 • UNDERSTANDING THE PERSONAL 
STATEMENT

Chapter 4 • Activity 1: Prompt Unpacking p. 36

1 What is central to who you are, and why would your 
application be incomplete without it?

2 Not the setback itself, but how you responded and what 
you learned.

3 How you think: what made you question something, and 
how your thinking changed.

4 Gratitude that changed you: what someone did and what 
you have done differently since.

5 A turning point in your understanding of yourself or others.
6 Intellectual curiosity: what you love learning about and 

how you pursue it on your own.
7 Freedom: any topic that reveals who you are, as long as 

you still reflect.

Chapter 4 • Activity 3: Story vs. Reflection p. 38

Excerpt A is nearly all story, with one light line of reflection at 
the end (“exactly what I needed”). Excerpt B is all reflection, 
and all of it is general telling with no scene.
A is more compelling because its details (5 a.m., Jordan, half a 
granola bar) let the reader see a real moment. The strongest 
essay would keep A’s scene and add specific reflection about 
what Jordan’s silence taught the writer.

CHAPTER 5 • WRITING STRONG OPENINGS

Chapter 5 • Activity 3: Weak Opening Revision p. 46

A Problem: generic “I have always” passion statement; 
abstract, and it tells instead of shows. Sample: “The first 
time I grew mold on purpose, I was nine, and my mother 
was not pleased.”

B Problem: a dictionary definition, which delays the essay 
and sounds like a school report. Sample: “Nobody voted 
for me. I became leader of the robotics team because the 
captain moved to Ohio in October.”

C Problem: a rhetorical question with an obvious answer, 
then an announcement of the topic. Sample: “The beagle 
in kennel 14 had been returned twice, and on my first day 
at the shelter, he would not look at me.”

CHAPTER 6 • SHOWING, REFLECTING, AND 
AVOIDING RESUME WRITING

Chapter 6 • Activity 1: Show vs. Tell p. 52

Sample (“I am a creative person”): “When our oven broke the 
week before Thanksgiving, I baked the rolls in a waffle iron. 
They came out square and slightly burned, and my uncle asked 
for the recipe.” So what: I like problems that do not have 
instructions, because they make me invent one.
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