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Brainstorming for the College Application Essay 
 

The SAT is not the end of the road for high school students; it’s merely a stepping stone 

on their way to college.  After the SAT (or ACT) has been successfully completed, 

students should begin brainstorming for college essays, another critical component of 

college applications. 

 

The college essay is especially important because it’s not a number.  Your college 

application is filled with numbers (test scores, G.P.A., your individual high school 

grades, etc.) but the college essay is your chance to show a school who YOU really are, 

behind the numbers.  The essay is your chance to stand apart from the crowd, to SHINE!  

 

The spring of junior year and the summer before senior year are the perfect times to 

brainstorm and draft college essays.  Senior year tends to be hectic in the fall (and 

senioritis sets in!) so it’s better to get a good essay under your belt early. 

 

Beginning the essay is always the hardest part.  Below are three KEY suggestions to 

consider before the pen ever hits the paper. 

 

KEY #1: DO NOT BUY ANY OF THE COLLEGE ESSAY BOOKS SOLD AT   

BOOKSTORES OR ONLINE SITES. 

 

In-store books are filled with polished, professional essays – the elusive "one in a 

million" examples.  After reading ten of these “perfect” papers, you will begin to psych 

yourself out, thinking that your essay will never be good enough.  Even worse, you may 

try to model your essay after one of the examples presented in the books.  Bad idea! 

Why? Because your college essay should reflect YOU and YOUR VOICE, not someone 

else's "perfect" one.  

 

KEY #2: DO NOT TRY TO BE SOMEONE YOU'RE NOT. 

 

Instead, turn to yourself.  You need to write about a moment, an event, a turning point, or 

a passion in YOUR life.  Don’t write about being the captain of the football team or 

president of the law club.  Although these are certainly impressive duties, they’re boring!  

All of this information is already on your application.  College admissions committees 

want to see something more!  Therefore, write about something not already listed on your 

resume or transcript.  Write about an important friendship you formed because of playing 

football or a specific, exciting day spent while president of Amnesty International.   

Maybe you were involved in a letter campaign that changed some legislation or a guest 

speaker resonated with you and became a hero in your mind.  These sort of details 

provide insight into you as a person. 
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Remember, the primary goal of the college essay is to show you for who you are.  Are 

you funny? Persistent? A leader?  The essay is your chance to truly show off and let the 

college hear your voice. 

 

KEY #3: WRITE FROM THE HEART. 

 

Several years ago, Hugh Gallagher wrote an award-winning college essay.  Below is his 

introduction: 

 

I am a dynamic figure, often seen scaling walls and crushing ice.   I have been known to 

remodel train stations on my lunch breaks, making them more efficient in the area of heat 

retention.   I translate ethnic slurs for Cuban refugees.   I write award-winning operas.   I 

manage time efficiently.  Occasionally, I tread water for three days in a row. 

 

This essay then describes other immeasurable feats, and concludes with: 

 

I have played Hamlet.  I have performed open-heart surgery, and I have spoken with 

Elvis.  But, I have not yet gone to college! 

 

This essay spoke from the heart.  Hugh was a 17-year-old high school senior.  He spent 

11 years in school, for 7 hours a day – just as you have! Yet, college admissions 

counselors seem to think that high school students should have their life figured out, their 

goals accomplished, and incredible tasks surmounted!  As Hugh Gallagher so eloquently 

described in his essay, in a sarcastic, humorous tone – he is just a 17-year-old boy who 

wants to go to college! 

 

So, stop thinking about writing about something exceptional and write from the heart.   

Write about the everyday.  Write a “slice-of-life.” You want to set yourself apart from the 

other applicants by pointing out what makes you unique.  In other words, why should 

they pick you? 

 

Figuring out what exactly to write about, how to best portray yourself, and what specific 

“slice-of-life” moments to include is the hardest part of the essay.  Below are the four 

steps to brainstorming a college essay.  Follow these steps to get the creative juices 

flowing – remember, you want to stand out in your essay.  Be yourself, because you are 

who the college is looking for!   

 

STEP 1:  Choose 3 Adjectives That Describe You 
Remember, an effective college essay reflects a part of you that has not come across in 

the numbers.  So, if you want the admissions counselor to know that you are a funny guy, 

then your essay needs to exhibit your brilliant sense of humor.  Or, if you want the 

admissions counselor to know that you are a very caring person, then you should write a 

"slice of life" essay that reveals this side of your personality.  Below is a list of adjectives 

that you may select from.  This list is only meant to guide you, and should not be 

limiting.  There are thousands of adjectives to choose from – pick three that describe you 

best. 
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Humorous 

Funny 

Sensitive 

Persistent 

Leader 

Follower 

Thoughtful 

Caring 

Energetic 

Dynamic 

Vivacious 

Crazy 

Iconoclast 

Insecure 

Sincere 

Dogmatic 

Foolhardy 

Driven 

Looney 

Moralistic 

Intellectual 

Quiet 

Analytical 

Inquisitive 

 

 

 

STEP 2:  Answer the WilsonPrep College Essay Brainstorming Questions. 

Answer each of the following questions honestly and completely.   

 

Your Favorite Things (and Why):  

 

 Movie 

 Book 

 Food 

 Food when you are sick 

 Restaurant 

 Moment in history 

 Person in history 

 Sport 

 Season 

 Holiday 

 Animal 

 Way to spend a lazy Saturday 

 

Your Vacations: 

 

 Places you have traveled 

 Scariest moment on a vacation 

 Funniest moment on a vacation 

 Another moment that stands out from a vacation 

 

Your Family: 

 Illness in the family 

 Death in the family 

 Rituals, traditions, or quirky habits 

 

 

Your Home: 

 Describe your bedroom 

 Your favorite room 
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Your Stuff: 

 Favorite possession 

 Lucky charm (if you have one) 

 

Your School Days: 

 Favorite teacher 

 Any moment that stands out in your school career 

 Activities you are involved in 

 Charities, volunteer or youth organizations you are affiliated with 

 Teams/sports you participate in    

 

Yourself and Your Life: 

 Describe a quirky habit you have 

 What are you afraid of 

 What do you want to change 

 What are you most proud of 

 If you could be on any T.V. show, what one would you choose and why 

 Scariest moment 

 Most memorable moment 

 

STEP 3:  Create Your "Memorable Moments" Timeline.   
Think back as far as you can remember.  From falling down at 4 and scraping your 

knee, to that piano recital in 4
th

 grade, through junior prom – put your life down on 

paper! 

 

STEP 4:  Ask a Friend and a Relative to Complete the "That Is So You" Chart. 

Often your friends and family know you better than you know yourself.  They know 

the perfect moment and that perfect adjective that define you.  Just ask a friend, 

parent, brother or sister (or anyone that knows you really well) to take a few moments 

to complete the chart below. Make sure your friends and family vividly describe the 

memorable moment they associate with you. 

     

Completed 

by: 

3 Adjectives to Describe 

You 

3 Memorable Moments/ 

"That Is So You" Stories 

Parent(s)   

  

  

Friend(s)   

  

  

Sibling(s)   
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After completing steps 1-4, you will have a comprehensive overview of YOU!  Take 

some time to look over your answers and to go through your timelines and charts.  

Look for patterns - defining moments that are mentioned more than once, or ideas or 

themes that repeat. 

 

Perhaps on your Memorable Moments timeline is the moment you painted your first 

picture.   And, on your Brainstorming Questionnaire you wrote about how you love to 

cook on Saturday afternoons.  In addition, your parents highlight the time your youth 

group raised a record amount of money implementing your fundraising idea. These 

moments scream one thing - creativity!  All of these “moments” can be incorporated 

into an essay expressing your creative nature, and you’ll have an essay that shows 

this. 

   

If you’re having trouble finding a central theme or topic idea, I highly recommend 

sharing all of this "you data" with someone you trust.  Oftentimes you need a second 

pair of eyes to find that special something that would be perfect for a college essay. 

 

Happy writing! 

 

 


