
My Admissions Sherpa’s
Guide to the College Admissions Essay 

Hey there, future college students! The college admissions essay is your chance to shine 
and show colleges who you really are. It's an opportunity to go beyond grades and test 
scores and offer a glimpse into your personality, values, and writing talent. By understanding 
what makes a great essay, you can make sure yours stands out and leaves a lasting 
impression.

Purpose of the Main Essay

The main essay, often called the personal statement, is your time to share your story. Here’s 
what it’s all about:

Showcase Personality: Let admissions officers see the real you, beyond academic 
achievements.
Demonstrate Writing Ability: Show off your ability to communicate your thoughts clearly 
and creatively.
Highlight Unique Experiences: Share stories, perspectives, or challenges that have 
shaped you.
Reveal Fit: Help colleges see if you align with their values and campus culture.

Breaking Down the Essay

A memorable college essay includes these key components:

1. The Hook

Start with a captivating opening that grabs attention and sets the tone for your story.

2. The Background

Provide some context or background that helps the reader understand your narrative.

3. The Turning Point

Share a moment of change, realization, or growth that is central to your story.

4. The Reflection

Discuss what you learned from your experiences and why it matters to you.

5. The Conclusion

Wrap up your essay with a conclusion that ties everything together and leaves a positive 
impression.



How to Make an Essay Stand Out

Be Authentic: Write in your genuine voice and share real, honest experiences.
Show, Don’t Tell: Use vivid details and examples to bring your story to life.
Focus on Growth: Highlight your personal growth and new perspectives.
Be Specific: Avoid clichés; focus on what makes your story unique.
Reflect Deeply: Go beyond simply describing events—explain their significance and 
impact.

Topics to Avoid and Why

Overused Themes: Avoid clichés like “winning the big game” unless you have a unique 
angle.
Controversial Topics: Be cautious with politics, religion, or illegal activities, as they can 
be distracting.
Negative Tone: Focus on growth and positivity, even when discussing challenges.
Bragging: Share achievements with humility to avoid coming across as arrogant.
Inappropriate Humor: Ensure humor is appropriate and adds to your story, rather than 
undermining it.

Common Mistakes to Avoid in Your Essay

Even with the best intentions, students can sometimes fall into traps when writing their 
college admissions essays. Here are some common mistakes to watch out for and how to 
avoid them:

1. Focusing Too Much on Accomplishments

Why It's a Mistake: While achievements are important, they’re already visible in your 
application. The essay should add depth, not repeat information.
How to Avoid: Use your essay to explore experiences and personal growth rather than 
listing accomplishments.

2. Lacking a Clear Theme or Focus

Why It's a Mistake: An essay without a clear theme can feel scattered and leave readers 
confused about your main message.
How to Avoid: Choose a specific topic or theme and stick to it throughout your essay, 
ensuring your narrative is cohesive.

3. Being Too Generic

Why It's a Mistake: Generic essays fail to stand out and can make you blend in with 
other applicants.
How to Avoid: Share personal anecdotes and specific details that showcase your unique 
perspective and experiences.

4. Ignoring the Prompt



Why It's a Mistake: Failing to address the prompt may lead admissions officers to view 
your essay as irrelevant or off-topic.
How to Avoid: Carefully read the prompt and ensure your essay directly responds to it, 
while still telling your story.

5. Overusing Thesaurus Words

Why It's a Mistake: Using overly complex words can make your essay feel forced and 
disrupt the natural flow of your writing.
How to Avoid: Write in your own voice with language that feels natural to you. Clarity and 
authenticity are more important than impressive vocabulary.

6. Failing to Proofread

Why It's a Mistake: Spelling and grammatical errors can distract from your message and 
suggest a lack of attention to detail.
How to Avoid: Proofread your essay multiple times and ask others to review it for errors 
you might have missed.

7. Not Showing Enough Reflection

Why It's a Mistake: Simply narrating events without reflection misses the opportunity to 
demonstrate your growth and insights.
How to Avoid: Include a reflective component that explores what you learned from your 
experiences and how they shaped you.

8. Writing What You Think Admissions Wants to Hear

Why It's a Mistake: Trying to guess what admissions officers want can lead to an 
inauthentic essay that lacks personal connection.
How to Avoid: Be true to yourself and write about what genuinely matters to you, not 
what you think others want to read.

By being mindful of these common pitfalls, you can craft an admissions essay that truly 
reflects who you are and stands out in a competitive application process.

Great Examples of Essay Hooks

“The first time I failed a test, I learned more than any A could have taught me.”
“I have lived in five countries, but the hardest place to adapt to was my own mind.”
“As the orchestra’s youngest violinist, my hands shook—not from nerves, but from 
excitement.”
“The smell of fresh paint always reminds me of my grandmother’s kitchen.”
“When the power went out during my science fair presentation, I discovered my true 
passion.”
“I never thought a broken shoelace could change my life, but it did.”
“Every Sunday, I bake bread with my father, kneading more than just dough.”
“My favorite classroom has no walls and is filled with the sound of waves.”



“I speak three languages, but silence taught me the most.”
“The day I lost my voice was the day I learned to listen.”

Final Tips

Start early and revise often to polish your essay.
Seek feedback from teachers, counselors, or mentors.
Proofread carefully to catch grammar and spelling errors.
Stay within the word limit to ensure a focused essay.
Remember: the essay is all about you, your story, and your journey.

Conclusion

Your college admissions essay is a chance to tell your unique story and make a memorable 
impression. By understanding its purpose, structuring it effectively, and writing from the 
heart, you can create an essay that resonates with admissions officers and sets you apart. 
Good luck, and happy writing!


