WRITING A MEMORABLE
COLLEGE ADMISSIONS AND SCHOLARSHIP ESSAY

Presenter: Liltera Lewis

Mrs. Liltera Lewis
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Born and raised in Jacksonville
FSU Alum (English/Creative Writing Major), Fall c/o 2008
CARE College Reach-Out Program (CROP), Jacksonville Coordinator
MFA degree in Creative Writing from Full Sail University
English Teacher at Lee High School (9th and 10th grade)
Born to Write… Called to Teach
– Author of 5 Books
– Editor
– Independent Publisher
– (www.iWrite4orU.com)
Literacy Advocate

My First-Gen Story
I was formed in my mother’s womb
during her sophomore year of college.
She had to make a crucial choice:
her dreams, or me…
Because of my mother’s sacrifice, I
became the first grandchild to pursue
higher education. Life given to me from
the sacred home in her swollen belly is
a gift that I will never take for granted.

WHY DO COLLEGES REQUEST ESSAYS?
• To find out who you are (and what they can’t
see from your grades and test scores)
• To find extraordinary students who are going
to contribute to the campus
• To test your ability to organize your thoughts
and express yourself through words (what
you do most in college)

WHAT IS THE AVERAGE TIME AN ADMISSIONS
OFFICER SPENDS ON THE ESSAY PORTION OF
YOUR COLLEGE APPLICATION?

2 Minutes
To make an unforgettable first impression with your writing…

COLLEGE ESSAY – DO’s

GRAB THEIR ATTENTION
• Put a lot of time and effort into your introduction
• Create mystery or intrigue in the first paragraph
“Despite being born impoverished, bouncing between
several low-income apartments, I still found comfort in
knowing that my mother loved me.” – FSU CARE Student

GIVE THE REVIEWER A REASON TO KEEP READING!

MAKE IT PERSONAL
• They want to learn more about YOU, not one of your
friends or one of your relatives

• It should NOT be the story of your life, but a small glimpse
of it, one that provides meaning and vivid imagery

• It should be YOUR STORY that can come from only YOU
It should not be a story the student sitting next to you can tell,
or the person next to them, or the person in the high school in
the next town, or the next state…

FOCUS ON THE MESSAGE
• The key to an effective essay is to focus on the
message you wish to tell the reader

• The reader must be able to find your main idea and
follow it from the beginning to end

• Develop your main idea with specific facts, events,
and/or examples

• Don’t get so involved telling a detailed story that the
important message gets buried

ANSWER THE QUESTION
• Make sure that every sentence in your essay exists
solely to answer the prompt

• After you are done writing, ask yourself:
IS EVERY SINGLE SENTENCE CRUCIAL TO THE ESSAY?
DID I MEET THE WORD COUNT REQUIREMENT?

PROOFREAD
• Don't rely on your computer's spell check

• Have at least three people you trust review your essay and
request constructive criticism/honest feedback
– Parent/Teacher/Close Friend or Mentor

• Recycling essays, typos, spelling or grammatical errors can
be interpreted as carelessness
Example 1: I can’t wait to cheer for the Gators live … in an essay to FSU.
Example 2: Thank you for the opportunaty to apply to your school.

COLLEGE ESSAY – DON’Ts

AVOID SUMMARIZING
•

Academic details are already evident in your transcript

•

DO NOT repeat information that is found elsewhere in the application

•

DO NOT mention your GPA, Coursework or SAT/ACT scores in your essay

•
•

For example: "During my junior year, I played on the basketball team, served
as student body president, completed 5 AP courses, traveled to France, and
worked at a movie theater.”
This gives off a boastful/prideful tone and does not reveal anything about
you personally… Instead, focus on the story within juggling many
extracurricular activities, or where your drive for success stems from.

AVOID USING CLICHÉS
•

Bring something new to the table, not just what you think
they want to hear

•

If your essay says any (or all) of the below, TAKE THEM OUT:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

_________ is my dream school
I always learn from my mistakes
I know my dreams will come true
I can make a difference
_________ is my passion
I no longer take my loved ones for granted
I realize the value of hard work and perseverance
I know what it is to triumph over adversity

ELIMINATE UNNECESSARY WORDS
•

Use your own voice

•

Don’t use 100 words when 5 will do

•

Big words weaken the essay and make the essay sound
forced, especially when misused

•

Short sentences are more impactful because they are direct

•
•
•
•
•
•

ESSAY TIPS

Be yourself
Stand out from the crowd (competition)
Don’t tell the university what they already know
Conclude effectively... Make them remember you!
Proofread several times before you submit
Essay word counts may vary by university, so check
websites for topics and word count
• If it says optional, DO IT! This shows that you are willing
to go above and beyond the minimum requirement.

2019-2020 Common Application
Essay Prompts

•
•

Some students have a background, identity, interest, or talent that is so meaningful they believe their
application would be incomplete without it. If this sounds like you, then please share your story.

•
•

Reflect on a time when you questioned or challenged a belief or idea. What prompted your thinking?
What was the outcome?

•
•
•

The lessons we take from obstacles we encounter can be fundamental to later success. Recount a
time when you faced a challenge, setback, or failure. How did it affect you, and what did you learn
from the experience?

Describe a problem you've solved or a problem you'd like to solve. It can be an intellectual challenge,
a research query, an ethical dilemma - anything that is of personal importance, no matter the scale.
Explain its significance to you and what steps you took or could be taken to identify a solution.
Discuss an accomplishment, event, or realization that sparked a period of personal growth and a new
understanding of yourself or others.
Describe a topic, idea, or concept you find so engaging that it makes you lose all track of time. Why
does it captivate you? What or who do you turn to when you want to learn more?
Share an essay on any topic of your choice. It can be one you've already written, one that responds to
a different prompt, or one of your own design.

Common App Data
•

•

During the 2018-2019 application year, the most popular topic
was: “Share an essay on any topic of your choice. It can be one
you've already written, one that responds to a different prompt,
or one of your own design.” (24.1%).
The next most popular topics were: “Discuss an accomplishment,
event, or realization that sparked a period of personal growth
and a new understanding of yourself or others.” (23.7%),
followed by “The lessons we take from obstacles we encounter
can be fundamental to later success. Recount a time when you
faced a challenge, setback, or failure. How did it affect you, and
what did you learn from the experience?” (21.1%).

Tone?
• Conversational… not an interview
• Yes, you’re “selling” yourself, but you are
also welcoming the university to become a
part of your life experience(s)
• Most schools are looking to accept diverse
individuals… what is your “it” factor?
• If sharing negative tidbits, keep a positive,
optimistic focus.

•

Where do I start?
Brainstorm

–
–
–
–

•

•

Think about overall life experiences.
Who are you?
What makes you unique?
What has impacted you the most?

Outline/Organize

–

Jot down initial thoughts and ideas. Consider words that may
complement the topic. Create a structure for the way you want
your personal story to flow.

Write

–
–

Choose/create the prompt that allows you to be the most reflective.
Show, don’t tell! Use vivid descriptions rather than generalizing.

Writing for Scholarships
• FREE funds can be earned through your ability to
•
•
•
•

express your financial need.
First things first… Follow the instructions listed for the
particular scholarship you are applying for.
Identify the prompt and stay on topic.
Explain how the money will contribute to your future
and long-term goals.
Have at least three original scholarship essays handy.

Final Tips
•
•
•

•
•

Write from the heart…
Don’t overthink it
Be open and honest
Trust your abilities
Believe!

Remember…

Tell YOUR story!

Essay Feedback?

Email Me (Mrs. Lewis):
WilliamsL1@duvalschools.org

QUESTIONS?

