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Before you start writing
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When you read an application essay, it is easy to focus on the university the writer later attended or the
experience they chose. What you can use in your own draft is often more specific: why a detail stayed,
where a story was cut, or how the writer made a thought clear.
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This reader draws on material published by seven universities. Each topic appears in English, followed
by its Chinese counterpart. Open the original, make a few notes of your own, then return to the

commentary and practice. The Chinese text supports your reading; the university’s instructions for your
application cycle govern the submission.
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The selections include student-shared application essays, published fragments, reflections on topic
choice and admissions guidance. Each entry identifies its type. Large headings belong to this reader;
source titles are listed separately. School affiliations come from official articles or profiles and do not
establish every admission offer or the effect of an essay on a decision.
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Chinese translations, commentary and exercises are compiled by #5842 for study. Rights in the linked works

remain with their authors or publishers. This reader is not endorsed by the universities. Sources were checked on
October 2, 2026.

MR 2



H3% CONTENTS
R 7R IE TE R IR HY (8] R 5] 1%

Find the section you need

0B HE
Pages  Reading
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What the selections contain
5.8 MRy RS BRI
Harvard Choosing a topic and owning your writing
o-12 WrHAR RS JF K5 MRk
Stanford Openings and short responses
1316 HRE R B Eetlm e H 2R
Yale The reader and the question
1700  FPHMIURTE: SIS A
Princeton Personal and academic writing
Jisy | RELTS ML S
MIT Six student essay selections
iy JREFLTESE Bl SR
MIT Reading older essays alongside current instructions
35.36 N R AR R A 55 Bk AT sl
UC Berkeley Context and choices in PIQs
3735 DRSO REANNRIR
UCLA Clear and focused PIQs
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o4 IE ‘ﬁ B .
Drafting and revision
4345 HODREEZ

Official source directory
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Each two-page unit presents English first, then Chinese. Start with your target university, or choose an MIT
student essay and take notes while reading the original.
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Know what you are reading
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A student article on a university website may discuss an application without reproducing the essay. The

table distinguishes the material selected for this reader.
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University

Harvard
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Stanford
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Princeton
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MIT
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UC Berkeley
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Material

1648 vl i 5 T+

Topic reflection and guidance
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Magazme essay openings
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Podcast and prompt guidance

e B T 4R

Topic reflection and guidance

N RIS

Six student essay sources

PIQ H{EH5 %
PIQ guidance
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PIQ guidance
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A class year is not an application year. Historical examples help you study writing choices; check the current

B

Reading note

Holly, 2018 Jo [ S AR IS4
Holly, Class of 2018; the reflection does not print her essay.

2012 JEsfr s, REN NS -

Anonymous members of the incoming Class of 2012.

PR AREA NSO

The selected sources are admissions guidance.

Aliisa Lee, 2016 Jio [FIJEiSCE AT L 423C.
Aliisa Lee, Class of 2016; a topic reflection.
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Student or alumni posts, with different numbers of essays.
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Guidance for first-year applicants.
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Guidance for first-year applicants.
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prompt, word limit and required materials before submitting.
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Harvard | Student topic reflection
Choosing a story that is yours

Source article title: Commonly Asked Questions: College Essays?!
Author and verified school: Holly, Harvard College, Class of 2018.
Published: July 9, 2015. Essay title: not supplied.

Material: A student’s account of her topic and process; the application essay itself is not printed.

What Holly chose to write about

Holly recalls writing about setbacks in her high-school Navy JROTC programme and cutting a much
longer draft to 650 words. Her post favours personally meaningful material over guessing what
Harvard wants. It describes her topic and process, but does not reproduce the essay.

Her Harvard enrolment is verified. It does not establish that this subject secured admission, and the
post cannot show how the original essay developed.

Start with a decision you made

List three experiences you could explain from memory: a responsibility, a disappointment and an
activity you enjoy. Beside each, record a precise decision you made. Set a topic aside if your notes only
describe what a team or an adult accomplished. Look for a moment in which you had something to
choose.

Choose one moment and talk about it for two minutes. Note the words you naturally use, including
uncertainty or humour. Then write a 120-word account. Start where something happened, without a
general introduction about education, leadership or resilience. Underline what you did and circle what
you thought at the time. Those two elements need not tell the same story.

Let the reader describe you

Ask a reader to identify one choice and one quality they noticed. Do not name the quality you hoped to
demonstrate. If their answer differs from yours, ask which detail led them there. Revise the evidence
before adding a sentence announcing the lesson. You may need a missing action, a clearer explanation
or a more accurate description of your role.

Choose your own material

A memorable subject can still produce an unclear essay. Test your draft for focus and meaning. Keep
the topic because it helps a reader understand you, rather than because a Harvard student once wrote
about something similar.

H1 Read the official topic reflection

Verify Holly’s official alumni profile
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Harvard | Official guidance
Keeping ownership of your writing

Source: Harvard College FAQ, What help can students receive in writing their essays?
Material: Official authorship guidance, not a student essay.

Applicant author and admission outcome: not applicable.

Checked: October 2, 2026.

Help without losing your voice

Harvard expects an applicant’s essay to reflect the student’s own content, writing style and English
proficiency. Its guidance requires honest work and explains the consequences of misrepresentation.
Feedback does not remove the applicant’s responsibility for the submission. Read the linked policy
before deciding how to use assistance or writing tools.

Read your draft aloud

Choose a paragraph and explain aloud what every sentence means. Circle any expression you could not
comfortably explain to a teacher. Does it communicate your meaning, or does it only make the
paragraph sound impressive? Replace unclear language with words you understand. Read the
paragraph again to check that the meaning has survived.

Keep a brief revision record: the reader’s question, the problem you noticed and the change you chose.
This helps preserve your reasoning. You should be able to say why a revision makes the account more
accurate or easier to follow.

Give feedback as a reader

Begin by describing your experience as a reader: where you became confused, what you learned and
what you still wanted to know. Ask for missing facts instead of supplying imagined details. If a student
uses an unfamiliar term, ask what they mean before suggesting another expression.

After discussing feedback, let the student close the comments and revise independently. Read the result
together for accuracy. Pay attention to descriptions of leadership, research, volunteering and family
circumstances, where smoother wording can accidentally enlarge a role. Compare the new claim with
what the student actually did.

Keep the meaning accurate

Before keeping a sentence, check that the experience is yours, the claim can be supported and the
wording says what you mean. If a revision changes the scale of an achievement or the emotional
meaning of a memory, resolve that difference. Fluency alone is not a reason to accept it.

H2 Read Harvard’s writing-assistance guidance
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Stanford | Published application excerpts
What an opening can establish

Source article title: Let Me Introduce Myself.

Publisher: STANFORD magazine, September/October 2008.

Authors: Anonymous; individual names and essay titles are not supplied.
Verified school: Stanford, incoming Class of 2012, as identified by the magazine.

Material: Opening lines selected with undergraduate admissions staff; no complete essays.

A published opening

“I had never seen anyone get so excited about mitochondria.”

The question inside the first sentence

The opening introduces a scientific subject and leaves a question about someone’s reaction. It invites
the reader onward without summarising an achievement. The magazine identifies the collection as
openings from incoming Stanford students, but provides no full essays or evidence of this sentence’s
effect on admission.

Use the collection to notice different openings, not to find a formula.

Try three ways into one story

Take one true experience from your notes and write three openings. Begin the first with an action, the
second with an observation and the third with a decision you were unsure about. Use the same event
throughout so you are comparing ways of telling it, rather than choosing between different stories.

Add two sentences after each opening. Does the first line lead naturally into useful information about
you? An exciting sentence may be a poor choice if it needs a long explanation or promises a story you
cannot tell. Check whether the next sentences fulfil the expectation you have created.

Read each version aloud without performing it dramatically. Keep the details that establish the
situation, then remove any explanation the reader can already infer. The opening should give the story
room to continue.

Ask what comes next

Show a partner only the first three sentences and ask what they expect the essay to explore. Compare
the answer with your purpose. Choose the opening that supports the direction of the essay, even if
another version sounds more dramatic on its own.

Begin with your own experience

Do not measure your life against the most dramatic events in a published collection. Find an accurate
entry point into your own material. You do not need to invent danger, hardship or an unusual discovery
to have something worth saying.

S1 Read the official collection of openings
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Stanford | Official guidance
Planning several short responses

Source: Stanford Undergraduate Admission, Application and Essays.
Material: Current writing instructions, not a student essay.
Applicant author and admission outcome: not applicable.

Checked: October 2, 2026; recheck the live application for your cycle.

The responses Stanford asks for

Stanford’s page combines the Common Application essay with school-specific responses: short
questions limited to 50 words and three essays of 100-250 words each. The longer subjects concern
intellectual enthusiasm, a future roommate and potential contribution shaped by the applicant’s
experiences and character. Stanford presents these as opportunities to hear the applicant’s own voice.

Give each answer a job

Before drafting, give each response a purpose. One might show how you pursue a question; another
might reveal an everyday habit; a third might show how you participate in a group. These are ways to
organise your thinking, not a required structure or a statement of Stanford’s preferences.

For each possible topic, note one event, one action and one detail a friend would recognise. If you can
only supply a broad adjective, look for a particular example. When the same event appears in several
plans, ask what new information each treatment would add.

Explain the connection

If you mention an academic opportunity, keep a research note with its current official page, what it
involves and the question you would like to explore. A course name alone does not explain your
connection. Describe what you would do with the opportunity, using only details you have checked.

Look at the whole set

Read all your drafts consecutively. Mark information repeated without a new purpose. Then ask what a
reader could learn about your thinking, daily life and relationships from the details you included. Keep
a consistent voice across the set. Each response needs a reason to be there, not a different personality.

Return to the live instructions

Before drafting, copy the live instructions into your working file and check both minimum and
maximum lengths. A historical example may help you see a writing choice, but the current question
determines what your response must do.

S2 Check Stanford’s application and essay instructions
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Yale | Admissions podcast
Reading for the person behind the essay

Source article title: Episode 4: Essays: What Works.
Speakers: Yale admissions officers Hannah, Mark and Keith.
Published: June 15, 2020. Material: Official admissions podcast transcript.

Student essay title, author and admission outcome: not applicable.

What admissions readers listen for

The Yale speakers discuss essays as a way to understand a person alongside the rest of an application.
They value reflection and individual voice, explain how ordinary subjects can reveal character, and
note that admitted students do not all have dazzling essays.

This is a discussion of admissions reading, not model responses. Its format details are historical; the
speakers also say their views do not necessarily represent Yale.

Read beyond the adjectives

Read a draft once without correcting grammar. Note three things you learned about the author that are
more specific than adjectives. Curious is a label; continuing to test an explanation after a project ends
describes behaviour. Find a passage that supports each observation, rather than relying on the
impression you hoped to receive.

Compare your notes with the activities list. Does the essay add another dimension, or only retell an
achievement? Repetition can be useful if it reveals a decision, difficulty or change in understanding
that the list cannot show. Identify exactly what the longer account contributes.

Show what a lesson changed

Choose a sentence that claims a lesson and note a later occasion when it affected what you did. If you
cannot find an example, consider whether the claim is too broad. An unresolved question may be more
accurate and more useful than a transformation you cannot support.

Follow the reader’s questions

Ask a trusted reader what they want to ask you after finishing the essay. Their questions may point to
an engaging moment or missing context. Use them to guide revision, while recognising that not every
question needs an answer in this particular piece.

Know when to stop

After revising, check whether the draft gives an accurate picture of who you are now and answers its
prompt. Repeated polishing is not always progress. Stop when another change would make the voice
less recognisable without making the meaning clearer.

Y1 Read or listen to the Yale admissions episode
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Yale | Official guidance
Answering the current question

Source: Yale Undergraduate Admissions, Essay Topics.
Material: Official 2026—2027 first-year writing instructions.
Applicant author and admission outcome: not applicable.
Checked: October 2, 2026.

The 20262027 writing tasks

Yale’s 20262027 page asks applicants to identify academic interests and discuss a related idea in up to
200 words. Common Application and Coalition applicants also answer three short takes of up to 200
characters each and choose one essay of up to 400 words. The longer options concern disagreement,
community or formative personal experience. Requirements differ by application platform; use the
relevant section.

Unpack each question

Make a checklist containing every required response, its exact question and the limit displayed in the
application. Words and characters are different measurements. Do not estimate a character limit from
the apparent length of a paragraph: check the application’s own counter after entering your text.

Under each prompt, write two plain statements: what it asks you to discuss and what a reader should
understand about you from the answer. If your planned story satisfies only one, adjust the plan before
polishing sentences. A favourite story still needs a clear purpose in this response.

Follow an academic question

Name one question within a subject you enjoy. Note how you encountered it, what you tried to
understand and what remains uncertain. The idea may come from a class, reading, an experiment or a
conversation. Let the note show your thinking, rather than simply announcing an intended major.

Make a short answer count

Draft a short answer as a complete thought, then remove explanation the reader does not need. Keep a
concrete noun or action when it carries more meaning than a broad claim. Read the result aloud to
make sure the cuts have not left something cryptic, incomplete or inaccurate.

Check the right application cycle

Compare the final plan with the current website and application form. An older admissions podcast can
help you think about writing while discussing a different set of questions. Use it for perspective; take
your instructions from the application for the cycle in which you are applying.

Y2 Check Yale’s live essay topics
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Princeton | Student topic reflection
Finding a thread across experiences

Source article title: An Application Story.
Author and verified school: Aliisa Lee, Princeton University, Class of 2016.
Published: October 15, 2014. Essay titles: not supplied.

Material: A student’s recollection of topics; the application essays are not printed.

Where Aliisa found her subjects

Aliisa recalls writing about viola and siblinghood, moving between places and a reading programme,
and an English teacher who changed her relationship with literature. She says she is not on the
admissions committee and offers no formula for admission.

Her post shows the range of material one student considered. It does not reproduce the essays, so their
openings, transitions and conclusions cannot be evaluated from this account.

Connect an activity a person and a question

Draw three columns: activity, relationship and question. List something you do, a person connected
with it and a question the experience raises. Try several combinations. One activity may contain
several possible essays, depending on the relationship or question you choose to explore. Keep the
combinations that you can explain from experience.

Choose one combination and list five moments in chronological order, without forcing them into a
story. Find the point when your understanding became more complicated or when you had to act
without being certain. That moment may provide a stronger centre than an award or final result.

Keep your own part in view

When writing about a teacher, relative or friend, identify what you did in response to the relationship.
Admiration alone may reveal more about the other person. Your part can be modest: a question you
began asking, a routine you changed or a responsibility you accepted. Give the reader something you
actually did.

Make room for different answers

If you are planning several essays, assign each a different question about your life. Check whether two
pieces reach the same conclusion in different settings. Use one to explore another decision or
uncertainty when it would otherwise repeat the same account of who you are.

Read the reflection for what it offers

Open the source to read a student’s recollection, rather than a complete application essay. The
exercises here help you develop your own material; they are not Princeton’s assessment of Aliisa’s
application.

P1 Read the official student recollection

Verify Aliisa Lee’s official student profile
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Princeton | Official guidance
Personal and academic writing

Sources: Princeton-specific Questions and Graded Written Paper.
Material: Official application requirements, not admitted-student samples.
Applicant author and admission outcome: not applicable.

Checked: October 2, 2026.

Two different writing tasks

Princeton’s 20262027 tasks include academic interests, lived experience, service and brief personal

questions. The academic prompt depends on the degree route. The lived-experience response is 400—
500 words; academic and service answers are each up to 250 words, and short personal answers up to
50. [P2]

The graded paper is separate: original English, thesis-driven academic work from an eligible recent
school course. Submit the entire paper, prompt, grade and available teacher comments. Current
guidance asks for at least one page. A personal statement cannot replace it. [P3]

Keep two sets of material

Keep application responses and graded coursework in separate folders. In the first, save a prompt
checklist and notes about your experiences. In the second, collect eligible work in the form in which it
was assessed. Preserve the assignment context so a reader can understand what you were asked to do.

For each possible academic paper, write one sentence naming its central claim and another identifying
the strongest evidence. Choose work you can explain clearly. Before deciding that a polished paper is
suitable, check the official requirements for subject, timing and language. Quality and eligibility are
separate questions.

Ask the right questions of each piece

For a personal response, ask what the reader learns about your experiences and choices. For academic
work, ask whether the argument is clear, the evidence is relevant and the reasoning connects them.
Both need clear writing, but they have different purposes. Read each piece against the task it must fulfil.

Check the assessed work before submitting

Before submitting, check that the assessed material and relevant teacher feedback are included, and that
your separate essays answer the current questions. If your school’s assessment system differs from the
instructions, consult the university’s guidance. Do not invent a grade or alter the assessed document to
make it appear to fit.

P2 Check the Princeton-specific questions

P3 Check the graded written paper requirements
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MIT | Student essay reading card
Everyday costs personal choices

Source article title: My College Essay.

Author and verified school: Cristen C. 10 (Class of 2010), Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
Publication date: October 11, 2008. Essay title: not supplied.

Material: Application essays and reflections shared by a student on the official MIT Admissions blog.

The essay and its context

Cristen publishes her November 2005 Early Action essay about school and application costs in a low-
income household. She explicitly reports admission to MIT.

A detail near the ending

“Although I use second-hand paints and brushes in acrylic painting class”

What the detail makes visible

This fragment near the ending links finances to a concrete activity. Costs and conversations elsewhere
make the context tangible; notice the movement between institutional encounters and personal
expectations. Specificity makes the piece useful to study. Hardship itself is not an admissions strategy.
The excerpt is only part of a sentence.

Start with a routine you know

Choose a repeated routine from your own life: travelling to school, caring for someone, practising a
skill or completing a household task. List the practical details an outsider would not know. Which
details explain choices you make? Keep those; remove details that merely decorate the scene.

Write a short paragraph describing one decision within that routine. Explain the available options and
what you chose. Avoid assigning motives to other people unless they actually told you. If exact
numbers or quotations matter, check them; otherwise use accurate, ordinary description.

Write a second paragraph about how that experience affects something you do now. You do not have to
claim a dramatic transformation. A recurring habit or a more precise understanding may be enough to
make the connection useful. Before revising, mark the point at which a reader first learns something
about your own response. Bring that point forward if background has crowded it out.

Check where the attention falls

Ask a reader to separate the circumstances you faced from the choices you made. If they can describe
only the circumstances, consider whether your response needs more space. Keep the focus on truthful
personal meaning rather than on proving that an experience was unusually difficult.

Read the original essay and surrounding commentary

Verify the author’s official MIT profile
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MIT | Student essay reading card
Finding the balance between scene and reflection

Source article title: MY college essay.

Author and verified school: Laura N. *09 (Class of 2009), Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
Publication date: October 12, 2008. Essay title: not supplied.

Material: Application essays and reflections shared by a student on the official MIT Admissions blog.

A draft shaped from two versions

Laura shares a 498-word essay about an upsetting field-hockey practice and seeking playing
opportunities. Her official profile confirms MIT graduation in 2009. She explains how she combined
two contrasting drafts.

The opening moment

“I couldn’t breathe.”

Read the writer’s own reservations

The opening enters a physical moment immediately. Laura identifies problems with both a years-long
summary and an over-detailed scene, and questions her ending. Read these reservations alongside the
essay: admission does not turn every line into a model.

Try the same event at two distances

Write two versions of one genuine event. In the first, summarise what happened across several weeks.
In the second, describe one short moment closely. Keep both versions plain. The aim is to discover
what each makes visible and what each leaves out.

Underline the sentences that reveal a decision or change in understanding. Combine only those parts
that help a reader follow your experience. A scene should have a purpose; background should supply
necessary context. Neither needs to dominate simply because a writing rule tells you to include it. Keep
a copy of both attempts. When you combine them, check that the new order has not changed the
sequence of events or overstated what you understood then.

Draft an ending that names a specific consequence rather than a universal truth. Test it against a later
action from your own life. If the ending makes a claim about everyone, rewrite it to explain what you
learned, tried or still find difficult.

Test the balance

Check whether the reader can follow the event without feeling trapped in detail. Then check whether
your reflection is supported by what you described. The goal is proportion, not a fixed percentage of
scene and explanation.

Read the original essay and surrounding commentary

Verify the author’s official MIT profile
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MIT | Student essay reading card
Following an interest into action

Source article title: an essay writing journey.

Author and verified school: Nisha D. *21 (Class of 2021), Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
Publication date: July 25, 2018. Essay title: not supplied.

Material: Application essays and reflections shared by a student on the official MIT Admissions blog.

An interest across several drafts

The page presents drafts and a final version dated October 18, 2016, connecting Final Fantasy VII with
programming and Japanese study. Nisha’s MIT profile verifies enrolment; she reports no Harvard or
Stanford admission that cycle.

The final version’s closing thought

“The smallest of worlds led me to explore the limitless one that surrounds me.”

Look for the actions behind the interest

The revisions shift the essay’s centre, not just its wording. Compare drafts to see which actions make
the writer clearer. An interest matters through what it prompts; these different admission outcomes
cannot establish a universally effective essay formula.

Trace a curiosity of your own

Choose an interest you pursue when nobody is grading you. Make a sequence of actions: what first
caught your attention, what you tried, what confused you and what you pursued next. Include an
unsuccessful attempt if it affected your direction.

Now remove the name of the interest from your notes. Can a reader still see how you learn? If the notes
become empty, add decisions, questions or methods. A topic is useful because of what you can say
about your engagement with it, not because the activity sounds unusual.

Write a 150-word account using two connected moments. Give the reader enough context to
understand the activity without explaining its entire history. End with a specific current question or
action, rather than a prediction that you will transform an industry. Mark any gap between the two
moments. Supply only the missing step a reader needs, rather than adding another example merely to
make the account seem fuller.

Make the connection clear

Check that the second moment follows meaningfully from the first. Replace a vague statement about
passion with an observable action wherever that improves accuracy. Keep the vocabulary you would
use when explaining the subject to an interested classmate.

Read the original essay and surrounding commentary

Verify the author’s official MIT profile
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MIT | Student essay reading card
Revising without losing your voice

Source article title: My MIT Essay Revisions.

Author and verified school: Cami M. 23 (Class of 2023), Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
Publication date: November 22, 2019. Essay title: not supplied.

Material: Application essays and reflections shared by a student on the official MIT Admissions blog.

What the revisions preserve and remove

Cami shares successive drafts about her background, including a final version labelled 247 words.
These drafts include family, Filipino identity and a book-donation project. Her official profile confirms
MIT study.

A fragment from the final version

“I am the only daughter of a divorced Filipino woman”

Notice the cost of compression

The cuts reveal choices about focus, while Cami’s later concern that the prose sounded stiff invites a
second reading. Keep the final version separate from earlier alternatives. Compression can clarify a
piece or remove nuance and flatten its voice. This excerpt is a sentence fragment from the final version.

Give each paragraph a clear job

Create a copy of your draft and give every paragraph a one-line purpose. Compare that purpose with
the actual sentences. Move or remove a detail when it belongs to a different question, but preserve facts
a reader needs to understand the situation. Keep a note of a cut that improves focus and a cut you
decide to reverse. Explain each choice in terms of what the reader needs to understand.

99 ¢

Find a sentence connecting two events with “because,” “therefore” or a similar transition. Explain the
connection in your private notes. Did the first event actually cause the second, or did several influences

matter? Revise the sentence if compression has made the relationship too simple.

After cutting, read the new version aloud beside a recording of yourself telling the story. Identify one
place where the revised language sounds less natural. Improve clarity without borrowing a more
impressive identity, role or emotional response.

Read the final draft on its own

Check the final draft as an independent piece. A reader will not see your deleted explanation or your
earlier version. Confirm that necessary context remains and that the ending follows from the
experiences you chose to keep.

Read the original essay and surrounding commentary

Verify the author’s official MIT profile
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MIT | Student essay reading card
Reading the writer’s reflections on earlier essays

Source article title: my application essays.

Author and verified school: Rona W. ’23 (Class of 2023), Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
Publication date: October 27, 2019. Essay title: not supplied for the individual responses.

Material: Application essays and reflections shared by a student on the official MIT Admissions blog.

Two responses and the limits of the source

The page prints two short responses, on academic interests and a poetry performance, and summarises
others. Her official profile verifies MIT enrolment; the class label does not establish an application year.
The performance scene

“The stage lights burst open, blinding and white. I trembled.”

Does the essay answer its question

Rona questions the academic answer’s MIT-specific detail and the performance answer’s fit with its
prompt. Read her reservations alongside the polished sentences. The page supports practice in both
style and prompt analysis: an engaging scene and an accurate answer are separate tests.

Put your draft beside the prompt

Place one of your drafts beside its exact prompt. Highlight sentences that directly answer the question.
In another colour, mark sentences that are interesting but do not yet help answer it. Decide whether to
connect, shorten or remove those passages.

If you mention a university resource, describe the activity you would undertake through it and the
question it connects to. Check the current official description. Avoid relying on a resource name copied
from a list or assuming that access, eligibility or content is unchanged.

Write a one-sentence statement of what your draft is actually about. Compare it with what the question
asks. If the two differ, revise the focus rather than adding a final line that repeats words from the
prompt. Keep the prompt visible throughout this pass. After each change, ask whether the sentence
now does useful work or merely repeats language that sounds relevant.

Ask a reader to identify the question

Ask a reader to name the question they think you are answering before showing them the prompt.
Differences can expose an unclear focus. Use that feedback as a diagnostic exercise, not as a score or
an estimate of admission chances.

Read the original essay and surrounding commentary

Verify the author’s official MIT profile
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MIT | Student essay reading card
What several small experiences can show

Source article title: my MIT admissions essays.

Author and verified school: Victor D. ’27 (Class of 2027), Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

Publication date: October 14, 2025. Essay title: Reed Making Journey labels the challenge response; others are untitled.
Material: Application essays and reflections shared by a student on the official MIT Admissions blog.

Four answers with one further summary

Victor publishes four answers, on academic interests, smoothies, tutoring and oboe-reed making;
another is discussed without full text. His official profile verifies MIT enrolment. He describes a
retrospective, not admissions advice.

A practical lesson

“Lesson learned: always have spares...”

Meet more than one side of the writer

The different subjects reveal several sides of one applicant. The reed-making answer handles an
imperfect practical solution with humour. Read the complete responses to compare their purposes;
neither a large-scale achievement nor a solemn conclusion is necessary for every personal essay.

Build a varied set of examples

List four things you have done recently: something for enjoyment, something difficult, something with
others and something that raised a question. Describe each in a single plain sentence. Avoid selecting
only the most impressive activity in every category.

For each event, identify a different piece of information a reader could learn about you. If all four
examples end with the same claim, search for the actual differences: how you ask for help, respond to
uncertainty, explain an idea or spend unstructured time.

Choose one small problem and write its sequence without turning it into a victory speech. Include what
you attempted, why an attempt did not work and what you changed. Keep the result proportionate. An
honest partial solution can be more informative than an exaggerated success.

Read the answers together

Read your response alongside the other essays in your application. Check whether it contributes
something useful and whether its tone feels like you. Humour should remain understandable to a reader
who does not know the people or setting. Give each response a short private label describing what it
adds. Use those labels to spot repetition before deciding which details deserve the limited space.

Read the original essay and surrounding commentary

Verify the author’s official MIT profile
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MIT | Current application guidance
Reading older essays with current questions in mind

Source: MIT Admissions, Essays, activities & academics.
202627 first-year application guidance, followed by exercises prepared for this reader.
Checked: October 2, 2026.

Start with the current requirements

MIT’s 202627 guidance lists four main responses of approximately 100—200 words, depending on the
question, and short responses with space for 40—50 words each. Topics include developing an academic
interest, an unexpected educational path, problems applicants hope to address, and an unanticipated
challenge. There is also an additional-information field. Check the live application for precise limits.

Plan each response before drafting

Make one row for every current question. Record its central task, a true experience you could discuss,
and what a reader would learn about you. Do this before choosing an opening or polishing an old draft.
A story you already like may need a different purpose, or it may not fit this application.

For an academic-interest question, trace what you have done to explore the subject. For a question
about a problem, distinguish what you have attempted from what you hope to do. A future intention
should not be presented as an accomplished result.

Give reused material a fresh purpose

An experience can support several possible essays, but each response needs to answer its own question.
When adapting a draft, identify which passages still serve that question and which belong to the earlier
task. Changing a university name or the final sentence does not complete this work.

Read the application as a whole

Read your responses together and mark repeated facts. Keep repetition when it helps the reader
understand an answer or serves another clear purpose. Compare the claims with your activities section,
school records, and other materials. Resolve inconsistencies before you begin the final sentence-level
edit.

What the older essays can teach

Notice what each writer chose to include and what those choices reveal. Bring that attention to your
own experiences and reasoning. The historical questions, word counts, and application structures
belong to their original periods; they are not the requirements for your new application.

M7 Check MIT’s current essay and activity guidance
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UC Berkeley | Personal Insight Questions
Making your choices and contribution clear

Source: UC Berkeley, Office of Undergraduate Admissions, Personal Insight Questions.
Official writing guidance with exercises prepared for this reader; not a student application essay.
Checked: October 2, 2026.

Read achievement in context

Berkeley uses PIQs to learn what academic records may not show. Its guidance considers achievements
alongside available opportunities and asks applicants to explain their choices and development. When
discussing hardship, applicants should describe their response and what followed. It also highlights the
intended field and relevant experience for applicants to professional colleges.

Build a factual outline

Choose an experience and note the setting, the options available to you, your action, and the result.
Add what remains unresolved. This outline can help you avoid producing either a list of achievements
or a description of circumstances in which your own role disappears.

Look closely at the verbs in your notes. Which actions did you perform? Which were shared? Which
belonged to someone else? Replace a broad claim about leading an entire project with an accurate
account of the responsibility you actually held. Keep that distinction visible when you write the draft.

Explain what an unfamiliar reader needs

A reader may not understand a local school programme, a family obligation, or the resources available
in your community. Give enough context to explain the choices you faced. A title or acronym rarely
supplies that explanation on its own; describe the relevant condition directly.

If an outcome was modest, describe it proportionately. Explain how you know it occurred, and separate
what you observed from your interpretation. Reliable, meaningful numbers can help, but they do not
replace an account of what happened. If you cannot support a number, leave it out.

Try a reader check

Ask a partner to explain your contribution using only the draft. If they cannot separate your work from
the group’s work, revise those sentences. Ask which background details helped them understand your
choices and which could be removed. Then reread the revised answer to check that your actions remain
clear.

B1 Read Berkeley’s official PIQ guidance
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UCLA | Personal Insight Questions
Writing four clear purposeful responses

Source: UCLA Undergraduate Admission, Personal Insight Questions.
Official writing guidance with exercises prepared for this reader; not a student application essay.
Checked: October 2, 2026.

Understand the first-year format

UCLA states that first-year applicants answer four of eight PIQs, with a maximum of 350 words each.
All question choices receive equal consideration. The guidance encourages clear organisation,
individual voice, and specific examples, while cautioning against clichés and manufactured hardship. It
asks students to show what their experiences reveal about their development.

Choose experiences before fixing the set

List possible experiences and give each a short factual label. Note the information it would add to your
application. You might discuss how you learn, a responsibility, a creative process, or a contribution.
These are possibilities for planning, not a required combination of topics.

Check your provisional four responses for duplication. Two different activities may still reveal the
same action and lead to the same conclusion. Keep both if their differences matter. Otherwise, consider
using that space for an aspect of your life the application has not yet shown.

Make the point easy to follow

Write the central point of each answer in an ordinary sentence. Add the details a reader needs to
understand and believe it. Decide whether an opening scene helps or delays that purpose. Each answer
can take the shape its material needs; there is no reason to give all four the same dramatic structure.

Ask someone unfamiliar with your school to explain what happened in your draft. Listen for confusion
caused by acronyms, unnamed responsibilities, or missing connections. Add the necessary context,
then remove sentences that repeat information without taking the answer further.

Read all four together

Read the responses in one sitting and note what each adds. Check that the facts agree and verify every
word count in the application. When cutting, protect the information the reader most needs. Finally,
read aloud: a shorter version should still express complete thoughts in language you recognise as your
own.

Ul Read UCLA’s official PIQ guidance
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Writing workshop
Finding material in your own life

Exercises prepared for this reader by #§5 ¥ 2.

Use these activities to develop your own draft; they are not university prompts or examples of submitted applications.

1 Put the example aside

After reading an application essay, close it. Write down one question it raised about your life: When
did I change my approach? What do I notice that others overlook? Which responsibility has shaped my
choices? Leave the writer’s opening, central image, sequence of events, and conclusion behind. Use
your question to begin exploring an experience of your own.

2 Collect moments before choosing a topic

List six moments from school, home, work, hobbies, or your community. Note where you were, what
happened, and what you did. If English slows your thinking, use the language in which you can recall
details most easily. Include ordinary experiences. A conversation, unfinished project, or regular
household task may offer more material than an impressive event you barely remember.

3 Look closely at your role

Choose three moments. What did you decide? What did you misunderstand? What did you try after an
attempt failed? Separate your actions from the achievements of your team, teacher, or family. Identify
something you now do differently. If nothing changed, consider whether the moment reveals a lasting
habit, an interest, or a question that remains important to you.

4 Tell the story to someone

Tell one story aloud to a person who knows you. Ask what they learned about you, without suggesting
an answer. Notice where they ask for details or become confused. If they mainly remember another
person, return to your own choices. If the story needs invented dialogue or exaggerated conflict to hold
their interest, look for a different moment.

5 Write a straightforward first draft

Use words you can explain comfortably. Describe the situation, your response, and why it matters now.
Leave a temporary note wherever a detail needs checking. Read aloud and mark sentences that sound
unlike you. Save a dated copy before revising. Focus next on making your meaning clearer. You can
work on the opening once you know what the essay needs to say.
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Writing workshop
Revising the draft you will submit

A review process prepared for this reader by 55 B 27

This checklist supports student and counselor review; it is not an admissions scoring rubric.

1 Return to the question

Place the exact application prompt beside your draft. Explain in one sentence how the essay answers it,
then identify any part you have left unanswered. For a school-specific response, check your connection
to the opportunities you mention. Describing a university’s strengths does not explain why those
opportunities matter to you. Make that connection clear before editing individual sentences.

2 Check facts and responsibility

Underline names, dates, numbers, quotations, and statements about your responsibilities. Verify
uncertain details against your records. Describe a team result as a team result and state your
contribution accurately. If remembered dialogue is approximate, consider paraphrasing it. A counselor
can identify uncertainties and ask questions, but the student should confirm the facts and take
responsibility for each claim.

3 Review meaning before vocabulary

Read each paragraph and note its purpose. If two paragraphs do the same job, consider combining them.
Mark places where readers need context, particularly unfamiliar school systems, local terms, or family
responsibilities. When writing in a second language, a clear explanation usually helps more than
replacing familiar words with impressive ones. Keep the details that support your point.

4 Ask for useful feedback

Ask a reader where they were confused, what they learned about you, and which passage felt least
convincing. Ask counselors to identify problems before offering replacement wording. Consider
suggestions without accepting a sentence simply because it sounds more fluent. Read revised passages
aloud. You should understand every sentence, recognise your own meaning, and feel comfortable
explaining it.

5 Inspect the submission version

After a break, check spelling, punctuation, word counts, school names, and repeated information across
responses. Paste the text into the application field and inspect paragraph breaks, symbols, and character
limits. Compare it with your saved draft. Remove comments and temporary notes. Save the exact
submitted text with its date and destination, so that you can answer later questions accurately.
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