
Personal Statement Essay 
Overview 

What are colleges, employers, scholarship committees, trade schools, and military personnel 
really asking?  Face it, a question like this is asking: What kind of person are you, and are you 
the kind of person we want at our establishment?  What will you have to offer us?  Schools, 
businesses, scholarship committees, etc…  get applications from thousands of high school 
students with remarkable talents and grades; they prefer, in balance, to give the nod to 
applicants whom they think have character and will help create a great culture at their 
establishment.   

Assignment 

Write a well-developed multi-paragraph essay that is a response to a prompt from a university, 
job, or scholarship application to which you are applying in the fall.  If you do not have a 
specific prompt from an establishment of your choice, feel free to respond to one of the sample 
prompts provided to you. 

How Do I Choose a Topic? 

Visit websites of universities, employers, or scholarships in which you are interested.    
Download and print out the applications.  Check to see if they have sample essays or scoring 
guidelines to evaluate essays.  The more information you have the better.  If you do not have a 
specific company, school, or scholarship in mind, scan the list of sample prompts and choose 
a prompt or a series of questions that you might be asked in an interview.   

 
What do you want to say about your topic? 

Originality: What can you write about that others cannot?  How will you show your 
uniqueness?  What separates you from everyone else?  Even if you are going to respond to a 
topic that invites predictable subjects—“Please write about the book that has had the biggest 
influence on you”—you must find a way to write differently about it.  To Kill a Mockingbird is a 
wonderful book; in fact, so many applicants think so that any university with such a topic is 
likely to receive hundreds of essays about Atticus’s philosophy of “walking around in another 
person’s shoes for a while.”  Turn it inside out: write about an unusual character like Dill or the 
judge.  Better still, write about a different book, one that others are unlikely to have read:  this 
will show you are a reader, that you are a thinker, that you don’t walk the common path. 
 
How will you compose the actual essay? 

Read the topics many times to get a clear understanding of what is being asked. 
Underline any words in the application that seem essential to the topic: verbs such as reflect, 
describe, examine; noun phrases such as person who most influenced you, an experience that 
changed you.  Look for those words in the application that colleges are likely to use in their 
scoring rubric: In a one-page essay, please reflect on one person who has had a strong 
influence on your development.  Each italicized word signals a different aspect of the “story” 
you are being asked to write.  Begin your first draft of a well-developed multi-paragraph essay 
by responding to the prompt.  Don’t forget to consider your audience.  In other words, who do 
you suppose will be reading your essay?  
    

 

 



What are the requirements? 

✓ Certain requirements such as length may vary based on the nature of the individual 
prompt you are answering, but I would recommend that your essay certainly be longer 
than a paragraph yet no more than two pages.  Most essays of this type run to 
approximately 500 words.   

✓ Typed using 12 point Times New Roman font 
✓ No grammar/punctuation errors-Your essay must be error-free.  Errors create a 

negative impression against you in this particular situation.  Each error suggests you are 
not conscientious and take little pride in your work. 

✓ Answer the question or questions asked in the prompt.  
✓ Written from the appropriate point of view 
✓ MLA formatting 

  

What are the deadlines? 

✓ Proposal for the essay due on _______________ 
✓ Typed rough draft due on __________ 
✓ Final draft must be submitted to turnitin.com 

 
Sample Essay Topics – Choose a prompt that best fits your own personal situation.   
 

1. What is the best advice you ever received? Why? And did you 
follow it?   

2. Tell us about the neighborhood that you grew up in and how it 
helped shape you into the kind of person you are today.  

3. If we could only admit one more student to this school, why 
should it be you?  

4. Describe a risk that you have taken and discuss its impact on 
your life.  

5. Tell one story about yourself that would best provide us, either 
directly or indirectly, with an insight into the kind of person 

you are. 

6. Discuss a significant experience or achievement that has 
influenced your life. 

7. Discuss an important personal relationship you have had and 
explain how it has changed your life. 

8. Select three adjectives that describe you and explain. 

9. What qualities or unique characteristics do you possess that 
would allow you to contribute to our community?  

10. Briefly describe how this school can help you to achieve your 
academic and personal goals. 


