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When have you had a realization that made you live differently afterward? It doesn’t
have to be an enormous change.
Is there something you loved in childhood that you’d abandoned and you’ve rediscovered
it? What have you learned about yourself as a result?
Is there an area in your life where you’ve learned to let go of self-criticism, and
rediscovered true joy as a result?
Has there been a moment that’s led you to reevaluate a relationship? (Perhaps you’ve
decided to let an unhealthy relationship go, or possibly you’ve deepened an existing
relationship; i.e., an experience led you to understand a parent, sibling, relative, teacher in
a way you never had before)
Have you had a life experience that led you to decide you’d been wrong about
something? What was troubling about that? What was freeing?
Or, have you had a life experience that led you to trust your instincts and believe in
yourself in a way you never had before? How did that feel, to trust yourself?

Almost every personal essay, whether it’s 300 or 3,000 words, tells a story of change: a
change in your attitude or the way you move through the world, a change in your
relationship, a change in your core beliefs or habits

The arc of the personal essay: I felt a certain way > then I had this experience (e.g., I changed
my circumstances; I changed my mind over time; I saw a person/situation/aspect of myself in
a new light; something happened that led me to admit I was wrong; OR something happened
that led me to realize I’d been right all along) > then I felt a different way

For a short-form essay like My Simple Realization, the epiphany doesn’t have to be major;
sometimes small adjustments or realizations can open the door to bigger things

An affecting story is rich in detail and specifics; you’re aiming to create a mini-movie in our
minds

That old saying “show, not tell” still holds true; instead of “I was excited” or “I was crushed,”
go deep and let us in on what you’re feeling: “I could feel the blood pounding in my ears” or
“It was like a two-ton weight had descended on my chest” 

Pace yourself; a common pitfall, even for professional writers, is to set the essay up at the
beginning with a gorgeous, hilarious, or otherwise compelling scene … but then run out of
steam; you have to love and care for the middle and the end of your essay just as much as
you love the beginning.

INSPIRATION PROMPTS

PERSONAL ESSAY TIPS
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Does your essay include broad, general statements about a situation that are not unique to you or your
story? (An example might be an essay about having a disappointing birthday that includes the statement,
“Life isn’t about material things.”) Think about how your essay would read if you removed these statements,
or found a way to rephrase them that was more unique to your situation (“I tried to take a deep breath and
remind myself that life isn’t about material things, but that didn’t stop me from wanting that neon orange
leather jacket.”). Doing so will demonstrate your creativity and make your essay more personal, and more
uniquely you.

Read through your essay and look for times when you used very general adjectives (great, good, nice,
fun). Think about whether there are other words that would do a better job conveying your meaning. For
example, when you say, “I’m a great writer,” is your story really trying to demonstrate “I’m an expressive
writer”? Then that’s what you should say!

Similarly, do you use adverbs like “very” and “really” a lot? Try to find more precise words to use instead!
For example, instead of “very happy” you could say “ecstatic;” instead of “really low” you could say
“abysmal,” etc.

Read through your essay looking for repeated nouns and verbs. If you use the same noun or verb more
than three times in the course of your essay, try to find a synonym or rephrase a sentence or two so you
can use different terms. You want to demonstrate that you have a good vocabulary and are a creative
thinker! As you go through your essay, you may also see other opportunities to use more detailed and
descriptive language that is better for telling your story.

Before: I’ve always thought of myself as a great writer, but I never thought I would write a letter that
would make my mom cry.
After: I’ve always thought of myself as a great writer, but I never imagined I would pen a letter that
would make my mom cry.
After After: I’ve always thought of myself as an expressive writer, but I never imagined I would pen a
letter that would move my mom to tears.

Read your essay out loud to yourself. Are there sentences that are hard to get through? Phrases that
sound clunky or are difficult to put together in your mind as you read? Remember that the college
admissions officers reading your essay are most likely reading HUNDREDS of essays, and might not have
the time or energy to go back and reread something that doesn’t make sense or doesn’t come easily the
first time around. Do your best to make sure every sentence in your essay makes sense and tells the reader
what you want them to know the first time they read it—they might not read it a second time. 

SELF-EDITING FOR MENTEES


