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Course Overview

Welcome & Philosophy

The college essay is, at its core, a story of self-discovery. Unlike every other component of the college application
- standardized test scores, GPAs, transcripts - the personal essay is the one place where a student's unique voice,
perspective, and humanity can shine through. This 6-week workshop guides Grades 11-12 students through the
complete essay writing process, from the earliest stages of brainstorming to the final polish of submission-ready
prose.

Our philosophy centers on three principles: Authenticity - the best essays reveal something genuinely true about
the writer; Craft - powerful stories require deliberate structural and stylistic choices; and Community - writing
improves through thoughtful feedback and revision. Every lesson, activity, and resource in this unit reflects these
principles.

Core Philosophy

Every student has a story worth telling. Our job is not to manufacture impressive narratives, but to help students
discover, shape, and share the stories that already live within their experiences. The strongest college essays are
not about what students think admissions officers want to hear - they are about what students need admissions
officers to understand about who they are.

6-Week Unit at a Glance

Week Theme Focus Lessons

1 Discovering Your Story Topic brainstorming, identity mapping, significance mining 1-3

2 The Architecture of Essays Narrative structure, openings, arcs, and resolution 4-6

3 Decoding the Prompts Common App prompt analysis, prompt selection strategy 7-9

4 From Outline to Draft Drafting workshop, voice development, sensory detail 10-12

5 The Writer's Community Peer review protocols, constructive feedback, revision 13-15

6 Polishing to Perfection Final revision, editing checklist, submission prep 16-18

Learning Objectives

1. Identify and articulate personally significant experiences that can serve as compelling essay topics.

2. Analyze and deconstruct all seven Common Application essay prompts with nuance and depth.
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3. Apply principles of narrative structure - including hook, rising action, turning point, and reflection - to
personal essays.

4. Draft a 650-word personal essay that demonstrates authentic voice, vivid detail, and reflective insight.

5. Conduct and participate in structured peer review sessions using evidence-based feedback protocols.

6. Revise essays through multiple drafts, demonstrating measurable improvement in clarity, structure, and
impact.

7. Edit final essays for grammar, syntax, word choice, and adherence to Common App formatting
requirements.

8. Evaluate personal essays using a comprehensive rubric aligned with college admissions expectations.

Materials & Preparation

• Writer's Notebook: A dedicated notebook or digital document for freewriting, brainstorming, and reflections
throughout the unit.

• Brainstorming Prompt Cards: Print and cut the 30 cards (Section 3). Students use these across Weeks 1
and 3.

• Common App Prompt Analysis Guide: One copy per student for Week 3 (Section 4).

• Essay Structure Graphic Organizer: One copy per student for Weeks 2 and 4 (Section 5).

• Peer Review Protocol: One copy per student for Week 5 (Section 7).

• Final Editing Checklist & Rubric: One copy per student for Week 6 (Section 8).

• Annotated Sample Essays: Display or distribute the 5 essays for discussion (Section 6).

• Colored Pens/Highlighters: For annotation and revision activities.

• Timer: For freewriting and timed exercises.
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Lesson Plans (Weeks 1-6)

Week 1 | Lesson 1

The Power of the Personal Story

Duration: 50 minutes

Objective: Understand the purpose of the college essay and distinguish between personal narratives and academic writing.

Materials: Annotated Sample Essay 1 (Effective), Writer's Notebook

Lesson Procedure
Opener (10 min): Freewrite: 'Write about a time you changed your mind about something important.' Discuss what
made the writing easy or difficult.

Main Activity (30 min): Deconstructing the College Essay

• ['Read Annotated Sample Essay 1 aloud as a class.', "Identify the 'so what?' of the essay—the deeper
meaning the writer wants the reader to take away.", "Create a class T-chart comparing 'Academic Essay' vs.
'Personal Essay' (focus, structure, voice, purpose).", "Introduce the concept of 'showing vs. telling' using
specific highlighted examples from Sample Essay 1."]

Closing (10 min): Reflect in your Writer's Notebook: What is one story from your life that reveals something
important about who you are?

Assessment / Exit Ticket

Exit ticket: Write one key difference between a personal narrative and a 5-paragraph academic essay.

Week 1 | Lesson 2

Identity Mapping & Significance Mining

Duration: 50 minutes

Objective: Use structured brainstorming techniques to generate potential essay topics rooted in personal identity and
experience.

Materials: Brainstorming Prompt Cards (Set A: Identity & Values, Cards 1–10), Writer's Notebook

Lesson Procedure
Opener (10 min): List 10 things that make you, you. Do not overthink—just write for 3 minutes. Share one with a
partner.

Main Activity (30 min): Identity Mapping

• ['Distribute Brainstorming Prompt Cards 1–10.', 'Students select the 3 cards that resonate most. For each,
freewrite for 5 minutes without stopping.', 'Create an Identity Map: Write your name in the center of a page.
Branch out with roles, communities, passions, challenges, and defining moments.', 'Highlight 2–3 branches
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that surprise them or feel especially charged with emotion or significance.']

Closing (10 min): Share one branch of your Identity Map with a partner. Explain why it stands out to you.

Assessment / Exit Ticket

Completed Identity Map with at least 2 highlighted branches.

Week 1 | Lesson 3

Narrowing the Lens: From Broad to Specific

Duration: 50 minutes

Objective: Transform broad life experiences into specific, manageable essay topics using the 'narrowing the lens'
technique.

Materials: Brainstorming Prompt Cards (Set B: Experiences & Moments, Cards 11–20), Writer's Notebook

Lesson Procedure
Opener (10 min): Describe your entire life in 5 sentences. Now describe one specific Tuesday in 5 sentences.
Which was easier? Which was more interesting?

Main Activity (30 min): The Microscope Method

• ['Introduce the Microscope Method: Broad Topic → Specific Event → Exact Moment.', "Model the method:
'My family' → 'Sunday dinners' → 'The night my grandmother taught me to make her sauce and told me about
leaving her home country.'", 'Students take their 2–3 highlighted branches from Lesson 2 and apply the
Microscope Method to each.', "Share results in small groups. Peers ask: 'Which specific moment do you want
to hear more about?'"]

Closing (10 min): Select your top 1–2 'specific moments' as potential essay topics. Record them in your Writer's
Notebook.

Assessment / Exit Ticket

List of 1–2 specific moments generated through the Microscope Method.

Week 2 | Lesson 4

What Makes a Story Work? Anatomy of a Narrative

Duration: 50 minutes

Objective: Identify and understand the core components of narrative structure: hook, rising action, turning point, and
reflection.

Materials: Annotated Sample Essay 2 (Effective), Writer's Notebook

Lesson Procedure
Opener (10 min): Think of your favorite movie. What is the exact moment everything changes? Write it down.
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30 Brainstorming Prompt Cards

Distribute, cut, and shuffle these cards for brainstorming activities in Weeks 1 and 3. Students should select cards
that spark a visceral reaction or unlock a specific memory. Each card includes a primary prompt and a follow-up
question to deepen reflection.

Card 1

Identity & Values

What is a value you inherited from your family that
you are proud of?

How has this value shaped a specific decision you made?

Card 2

Identity & Values

Describe a time you felt like an outsider.

What did that experience teach you about belonging?

Card 3

Identity & Values

What is a talent or skill that defines you, but not in an
obvious way?

How did you discover this ability?

Card 4

Identity & Values

If you had to represent your culture or community in
one object, what would it be?

What is the story behind this object?

Card 5

Identity & Values

What is a label you reject, and why?

How do you define yourself instead?

Card 6

Identity & Values

When do you feel most authentically yourself?

Describe that environment and how it affects you.

Card 7

Identity & Values

Who is someone in your life whose values differ from
yours?

How do you navigate that relationship?

Card 8

Identity & Values

What is a cause or issue you care deeply about?

When did you first realize this mattered to you?

Card 9

Identity & Values

Describe a family tradition that is meaningful to you.

What does this tradition reveal about your background?

Card 10

Identity & Values

What is a conviction you hold that most people your
age do not?

Where does this conviction come from?
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Card 11

Experiences & Moments

Recall a time you failed at something you cared
about.

What was the immediate aftermath, and what did you do
next?

Card 12

Experiences & Moments

Describe a moment when a small decision led to a
big outcome.

Would you make the same choice again?

Card 13

Experiences & Moments

What is the most beautiful or surprising thing you
have ever seen?

Why did it leave such an impression on you?

Card 14

Experiences & Moments

Write about a time you had to stand up for yourself
or someone else.

What gave you the courage to speak up?

Card 15

Experiences & Moments

Describe a transition in your life (moving, changing
schools, etc.).

What was lost, and what was gained?

Card 16

Experiences & Moments

What is a conversation that changed your
perspective?

How did your view shift during or after the talk?

Card 17

Experiences & Moments

Recall a time you had to adapt to a situation outside
your control.

How did you find your footing?

Card 18

Experiences & Moments

Write about a time you created something that
surprised even you.

What was your process, and how did you feel when it was
done?

Card 19

Experiences & Moments

Describe a mundane routine that actually holds deep
meaning for you.

Why is this ordinary act significant?

Card 20

Experiences & Moments

What is an experience that made you feel deeply
uncomfortable?

What did that discomfort teach you?

Card 21

Challenges & Beliefs

Describe a belief or assumption you held that was
proven wrong.

How did you react to being wrong?

Card 22

Challenges & Beliefs

What is a significant challenge you have faced that is
not academic?

How did you manage it alongside your daily
responsibilities?
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Final Essay Rubric

This rubric aligns with the learning objectives of the unit and the expectations of college admissions readers. Total
Score: ___ / 16 points.

Criteria Mastery (4) Proficient (3) Developing (2) Beginning (1)

Narrative Arc &
Structure

Compelling narrative
arc with a seamless
hook, rising action,

distinct turning point,
and insightful

resolution. Structure
serves the story

perfectly.

Clear narrative arc
with a functional hook

and turning point.
Resolution is present

but may lack full
insight. Structure is

sound.

Attempted narrative
arc, but the hook is
weak or the turning

point is unclear.
Structure may feel

disjointed or
chronologically

confused.

No discernible
narrative arc. Reads

like a list of events or a
summary without a

clear turning point or
structural intention.

Authentic Voice
& Detail

Distinct, authentic
voice. Rich, sensory

details and active
verbs bring the story
to life. Consistently
shows rather than

tells.

Voice is present and
appropriate. Some

strong sensory details,
but occasionally tells
rather than shows.
Good verb choices.

Voice is generic or
inconsistent. Lacks

sensory detail; relies
heavily on telling.

Overuse of passive
voice or 'to be' verbs.

No discernible
personal voice.

Entirely tells rather
than shows.

Vocabulary is vague
or overly

formal/inappropriate.

Reflection &
Insight

Deep, nuanced
reflection. The 'So

what?' is profound and
reveals significant
personal growth or

self-awareness.
Connects the specific

to the universal.

Clear reflection and
meaningful takeaway.

The 'So what?' is
stated and genuine,
though may lack a

layer of deeper
nuance.

Superficial reflection.
The 'So what?' is

stated but feels cliché,
tacked on, or primarily
focused on external

success (e.g., 'I
learned hard work

pays off').

No reflection or
insight. The essay
ends abruptly or

simply restates the
prompt. Fails to

answer why the story
matters.

Mechanics &
Formatting

Flawless or
near-flawless

grammar, spelling,
and punctuation.

Sentence structure is
varied and

sophisticated. Meets
Common App length

perfectly.

Minor errors in
grammar or

punctuation that do
not impede readability.
Sentence structure is

generally varied.
Meets length
requirements.

Noticeable mechanical
errors that

occasionally distract
the reader. Sentences

are repetitive or
awkwardly

constructed. May
exceed or fall short of

length.

Pervasive mechanical
errors that make the

essay difficult to read.
Fails to meet basic
length or formatting

requirements.

Scoring Guide

16 Points: Exceptional — Ready for submission with confidence.
13-15 Points: Strong — Minor revisions needed for polish.
10-12 Points: Competent — Structural or reflective elements require reworking.
Below 10 Points: Needs significant revision — Return to the graphic organizer stage.
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Thank You!

Your feedback makes a tremendous difference and helps us create even more premium, rigorous

resources for educators.

If you found this College Essay Writing Workshop helpful, please consider leaving a review on

Teachers Pay Teachers.

★ ★ ★ ★ ★
Your support allows us to continue developing high-quality, print-ready materials that save you time and elevate your

classroom instruction.

UM Printables
Premium Resources for the Modern Classroom


