
12th Grade Summer Assignment: College Essay 
Situation:   High school seniors begin to plan for life after high school, and one common path is to 
continue education in undergraduate school.  Many college applications include an essay as part of the 
application procedure.  This essay is an opportunity to communicate what makes you special and to 
explain why the school will benefit from admitting you as a student. Actually, admissions people look 
forward to this part of the application requirements.  This is the time that they have a chance to hear your 
voice, and this is the time that you have to make certain that your voice is heard clearly and emphatically.   
 
Recommended Task:  Read at least five of the recommended sources in “College Essay Recommended 
Readings” to receive guidance on how to write a successful college essay. 
   
Required Task:  In anticipation of your senior year, log onto www.commonapp.com and create a free 
account.  Then,  respond to one of 2018-2019 Common Application Essay Prompts in an essay of no 
more than 650 words.  
 

2018-2019 Common Application Essay Prompts 

1. 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.  

2. 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?  

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

4. 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.  

5. Discuss an accomplishment, event, or realization that sparked a period of personal growth and a 
new understanding of yourself or others.  

6. 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?  

7. 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.  

Here are two links to the Common Application: 
https://www.commonapp.org/ 
https://www.commonapp.org/whats-appening/application-updates/2018-2019-common-application-essay-prompts 
 

https://www.commonapp.org/
https://www.commonapp.org/whats-appening/application-updates/2018-2019-common-application-essay-prompts


How to Approach Your Essay 

There are two major parts of the college application; the quantitative piece (GPA, transcript, 
standardized test scores) and the qualitative piece (essay, extracurricular activities, teacher and 
counselor recommendations). Some elements you can control at this point, and others you cannot. You 
have control over the essay. Make it  authentic . We hear very frequently from colleges that your grades, 
transcripts, and test scores get you an invitation to the conversation about admissions. Now is your 
chance to wow them at the party.  

Developing an effective college essay requires that you show a college admissions committee 
who you are.  

You show them by telling them.  

Just because you are captain of the soccer team does not mean you are a leader. What do you do 
that makes you a leader? Why are you an athlete? What is it that you really love about art? How did your 
passion for history begin? We are not suggesting that you talk about these things necessarily, but you 
can’t just say, “I love art.” SHOW them. 

Important things to keep in mind: 

➔ Tell them something not covered elsewhere in your application! They don't want you to go over 
your resume; they can read your activities list.  

➔  Consider your audience. Admissions committees are made up of a diverse group of adults; they 
may differ greatly in things like age, religion, sexual orientation, interests, values, etc. Be mindful 
of your content. We aren’t going to tell you what to write about-it's your personal essay, but we do 
ask that you consider the audience.  

➔ Keep things positive. You can discuss a negative event, hardship, tragedy, etc., but again, be 
mindful of showing the college how you have become a better person because of it.  

➔  Be yourself. Colleges are not looking for you to be anyone you are not. If you are true to yourself, 
you will find a college that is a good fit for you and that also thinks you would be a good fit for 
them.  

➔  Be honest.  

This is an excellent opportunity to work on an essay that over 90% of you will write. We 
understand that college is not for everyone. However, what we do know is that this whole process is a 
journey unto itself. You will learn a lot about yourself through the process of planning your next steps and 
we see this summer assignment as a landmark on the journey. Take the chance to learn something about 
yourself along the way. 


