Las Positas College – Career/Transfer Center
Writing an Effective Personal Essay

OVERVIEW:

The personal essay is the place for you to distinguish yourself from the other applicants for college admissions, jobs, or scholarships.  It is your opportunity to let the committee know who you are and what aspects of your life make you the ideal candidate for them.  Please read the instructions as they apply to the personal essay for the UC application or to a scholarship.  Remember your reading audience and make your essay very concise and within the page limitations!
GOALS:

It is important to think of the essay both in terms of what you want to achieve and what you want to avoid.  You want to sell yourself in the essay.  You also want to “read” yourself for the committee.  That means you want to take certain episodes of your life and explain how those episodes make you the right person for the job, the scholarship, or admission to the college.  You want the essay to reflect your mastery of the standards of neatness, good English skills, logical thought, clarity of expression, and organizational skills.


You do not want the essay to be too cute, sarcastic, cynical, boring, ostentatious, or pompous.  You do not want it to be messy, illegible, confusing, or off the topic.  The essay is your chance to stand out from the crowd, to show off your strengths, to demonstrate how you turned adversity into success, to show how you used challenges and problems to grow into a stronger human being and more capable student.

HOW TO BEGIN:

Begin with a freewriting episode.  Sit down in a quiet place where you will be undisturbed for ten minutes.  Brainstorm ideas for the essay.  This is not the place to worry about spelling, grammar, sentence structure, or organization.  Let your mind wander in a controlled way.  Think about all the things that you think are important about you.  How would you bring a friend who has not seen you for a few years up to date on your life?  What have you been doing lately? What are your current goals and aspirations? How have you grown up in the past five years? What exciting adventures have you had recently? What jobs have you had?  What courses in school have inspired you and fired your imagination?  After two or three freewriting episodes, look over what you have written and begin to think about organization.

Do more than one free write.  Do them over a few days.  You will probably find that different ideas occur to you each time.  It is always best to accumulate much more material than you will actually need.  No writer, no matter how professional, writes an essay all at once.  A great essay is sculpted one word at a time and is usually pieced together from multiple pages of notes.  A great essay is not the result of a flash of inspiration, but of hard, diligent work.  Be patient with yourself and be sure to start early enough that you have plenty of time to let the essay grow.  Also, do not underestimate the power of collaboration.  Talk to parents, friends, teachers, counselors, grandparents, and work associates.  Get their ideas about you.  What do they think is your most striking feature?  What have they noticed about you over the past few years?  What would they say if asked to introduce you to a friend of theirs or if they had to write an evaluation of you? Use their answers as a starting point for a free write session.  How did you become the person they know?  
ORGANIZATION:

Begin by reading over all of the accumulated freewriting notes.  What is the strongest, most interesting thing you have written?  What do you have to say the most about?  What do you look at and say, “That’s me, that’s who I am” 

What accomplishment are you most proud of?  What challenge are you most grateful for having overcome?  Begin to develop a paragraph around that idea.  For instance, if you are a re-entry student and you were nervous going to school later than average, you might begin by writing about why you made the decision to go to college.  Discuss the challenge of learning how to juggle work, home and school obligations.  Comment on the sense of purpose, inner determination, and time management skills you had to develop in order to achieve the education you decided you wanted.


Do not, however, make the mistake of believing that you MUST address educational issues first.  Maybe you have had a lifelong fear of swimming.  In the last two years, you began to take swimming classes, slowly at first.  You stopped and started.  Felt brave then fearful.  Determined then overwhelmed.  Finally, however, you managed to make it all the way through one class, then a second, then a third.  Now you swim twice a week at the local pool.  That story says as much about who you are, and what you’re made of, as any story could.  Just as in the previous example, the real meat of this story is not in the descriptive, narrative details, but in your analysis or commentary on the event.  Do not allow yourself to stop at merely telling the reader that you mastered a lifelong fear of swimming by taking classes.  “Read” that episode for your reader by using it as a springboard to discuss yourself as someone who seeks new challenges, faces her fears, masters difficulties; in short, as someone who will do well at a four year college and who deserves their scholarship.

Once you have fleshed out that episode, which should take no more than a paragraph or two, go back to your notes and pick another aspect of your life for the same treatment.  Choose your episodes carefully to show different aspects of yourself.  By the time you have completed the first draft of the whole essay you should have three or four separate narrative units.  Try to choose your episodes, or discuss them; in such a way that they reflect who you are in the following areas:

CHARACTER:   Who are you?  What are your passions?  What life skills have you mastered?  How do you respond to adversity?
EDUCATIONAL GOALS:  Why do you want a degree?  What do you want your life to be like and how will school facilitate that?  What do you want to learn more about?  How will the educational process contribute to your life goals? 

COMMUNITY:   What is your sense of an individual’s responsibility in the world? What have you done to make a contribution to the world?  What are your values? What is your sense of responsibility to your community, school, family, city, and humanity?

DRAFTING YOUR ESSAY:

Once you have three or four episodes fleshed out, think about how you want to present them.  While you are thinking about that, let someone read your paragraphs.  Tell them it isn’t an essay yet.  It is still only notes, but ask them to tell you if each of the separate episodes make sense.  Ask them if it is clear what you are describing and if you have discussed the significance or implications of the events sufficiently.  Once you have gotten feedback on the paragraphs, begin to decide how you want to link them.  Chronologically?  Through some particular image?  As paths that all lead to one point (the job, the scholarships, the admissions).  Let the organizational principle guide your composition of the connective tissue between the paragraphs you have written.  Show how one event let to the next, or one accomplishment set you up for the next one.  Keep in mind that the overall goal is to show why you are the best person they could possibly choose.  Don’t be afraid to begin or end a paragraph by saying “I believe that this episode in my life prepared me to enter your college (receive this scholarship) because …”

Once you have a completed draft, head back to your reader and get more feedback.  At this point it is simply a matter of going back and forth between your computer, your reader, and your own inner voice that tells you what you want to say and what sounds right.  Writing a great essay takes time, energy, land a strong sense of determination.  Don’t get discourage.  Give yourself plenty of time.  Have fun with it.

GOOD LUCK!

These guidelines were written by 

Judith Remmes, English Faculty
