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• 15+ years helping companies communicate well
• Use same tips & tricks to help students apply to college 
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How can I stand out 
from the crowd?



How can I convey what 
make me unique?





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? 

› Common App

Describe an example of your leadership
experience in which you have positively 
influenced others, helped resolve disputes 
or contributed to group efforts over 
time. (Word count: 350 max)

› University of California

Beyond your impressive academic credentials and 
extracurricular accomplishments, what else makes 
you unique and colorful? We know nobody fits 
neatly into 500 words or less, but you can provide us 
with some suggestion of the type of person you are. 
Anything goes! Inspire us, impress us, or just make us 
laugh. Think of this optional opportunity as show and 
tell by proxy and with an attitude.

› William and Mary

Tell us how you have taken steps to 
educate others and/or yourself on 
anti-racism?

› Lehigh University



School-specific 
questions 

How you’ll

1

Common App 
questions 

2



August 1
Common App Opens
Currently open for Fall 2021 

No time like the

AUG

Oct-Nov
Early Application 

Deadlines

January 1
Regular

Deadlines

OCT-
NOV JAN
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Identify your 



= for most essay 
prompts you’ll 

encounter in the 
admissions process 
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First Chair 
in Clarinet

Teaches
Sunday 
School

Captain of 
basketball 

team
+ +
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=
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Key Message 2:

Robotics team Lots of 
other stuff

Wants to be 
engineer + + =
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&
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Second

Generation
Immigrant
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Stories that bring 
your key message & 
proof points to life

Facts that prove 
your key message 

is true



Build out

Proof Points:

• I’m the captain of my high school basketball team, where I lead my 
team to stay motivated regardless of the score.

• I am the first-chair clarinet in my school’s band. This represents my skill 
and my desire to coach others.

• I volunteer to teach Sunday School to kids at my church. 

Anecdotes:

• I helped a teammate push through a mental challenge during a 
basketball game after missing most of her free-throw shots. I 
reminded her of how many shots she’s made in the past, and 
encouraged her to visualize the ball going through the hoop. She 
went on to score the rest of her free-throw points that night, helping 
us come from behind and win the game.

Key Message:



Build out

Proof Points:

• I’m a member of my high school robotics team.

• I also have diverse interests outside engineering and robotics, from 
sports to band to community service.

Anecdotes:

• Unlike many engineering school candidates, I’ve intentionally chosen 
to diversity my experiences my participating in activities well outside 
robotics. I even find myself applying learnings from the basketball 
court or marching band to my engineering courses at school. 

Key Message:



Build out

Proof Points:

• I understand your engineering school is prioritizing diversity and 
inclusion to help the field of engineering become more diverse in the 
years to come. 

• As a second-generation immigrant to the United States, I bring a 
strong Latina heritage and culture to everything I do.

Anecdotes:

• I’ve observed firsthand how a diverse perspective can be beneficial 
in engineering. In one of my high school engineering classes, we 
debated as a group about the best civil engineering options for a 
fictional city. I helped the class think about the unintended affects of 
urbanization on underrepresented communities – something my 
teacher thanked me for. 

Key Message:
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what you’ve done

What you will do



Build out

Proof Points:
• I’m the captain of my high school basketball team…
• I am the first-chair clarinet in my school’s band…
• I volunteer to teach Sunday School to kids at my church… 

Anecdotes:
• I helped my team push past a mental challenge during a game…

Looking forward:
• As a natural leader in whatever I do, I’m excited to find new ways to 

lead at your university, both within the Engineering College and on-
campus recreational groups.

• I am eager to be a leader in the field of engineering, encouraging 
other diverse students to pursue STEM careers.

Key Message:



Build out

Proof Points:

• Member of robotics team…

• Other interest like sports, band and community service…

Anecdotes:

• Apply learnings from sports and band to robotics… 

Looking forward:

• The field of engineering can benefit from the application of 
learnings outside the typical “suspects” like robotics. I look forward 
to bringing that well-rounded perspective to my studies at your 
engineering school. 

Key Message:



Build out

Proof Points:

• Understand diversity & inclusion is a priority…

• Bring strong Latina heritage as a second-generation immigrant…

Anecdotes:

• Helped civil engineering class consider affects of urbanization…

Looking forward:

• I look forward to bringing my diverse perspective to your engineering 
school and contributing to the discourse with my unique point of view 
as a Latina woman. 

Key Message:
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Key 
Message 
1:

Key Message 2:

Key Message 3:



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. Reflect on something that someone has done for you that has made you happy or thankful in a 
surprising way. How has this gratitude affected or motivated you?

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.



University of California
Describe an example of your leadership experience in which you have 
positively influenced others, helped resolve disputes or contributed to group 
efforts over time.

University of Minnesota 
The University values diversity, broadly defined to include diversity of experiences, perspectives, backgrounds, 
and talents. Enrolling a diverse community of scholars interested in learning with and from each other fosters 
discussion and discovery inside and outside of the classroom. Please share briefly how you might contribute to, 
or benefit from, our community of scholars. 

William and Mary
Beyond your impressive academic credentials and extracurricular accomplishments, what else makes you 
unique and colorful? We know nobody fits neatly into 500 words or less, but you can provide us with some 
suggestion of the type of person you are. Anything goes! Inspire us, impress us, or just make us laugh. Think of 
this optional opportunity as show and tell by proxy and with an attitude.

Johns Hopkins University  
Founded in the spirit of exploration and discovery, Johns Hopkins University encourages students to share their 
perspectives, develop their interests, and pursue new experiences. Use this space to share something you'd like 
the admissions committee to know about you (your interests, your background, your identity, or your 
community), and how it has shaped what you want to get out of your college experience at Hopkins.



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.

Your engineering school, and the engineering field more broadly, need more diversity. My background as a 
second-generation immigrant is particularly relevant to helping you accomplish your goals, and to making 
our field more diverse overall. That’s why I want to take this opportunity to share a little more with you about 
this important part of my life.

My parents were born in Venezuela. They came to the United States when they were 19 and just married, 
looking for a better life. Growing up, they helped me understand that the American dream is a privilege. 
Where they come from, people work hard too… but they have fewer chances at seeing that hard work pay 
off the way we do here. I was raised to understand what a gift it is to live in America, and what my 
responsibilities are to contribute to society and pave the way for the next generation. 

I’m already doing what I can to bring diversity to engineering, even while I’m still in high school. Recently, in 
one of my high school engineering classes, we debated as a group about the best civil engineering options 
for a fictional city. I helped the class think about the unintended affects of urbanization on 
underrepresented communities. This was something they hadn’t considered, and it enabled us to change 
our plans to accomplish the same end result, but in a different way that met the needs of all stakeholders 
involved in the process. 

That’s the exact kind of perspective I look forward to bringing to my engineering classes at ABC University, 
and that I’ll use in my future profession. 



Think about how to 
apply your key message 

to one question

1

Create a Common 
App account

2
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Ask great



Scholarship 
Interviews

Greek System

Other Campus 
Activities

Internships & Jobs

And more!



Be

• Miss opportunity to reinforce key messages

• Don’t recognize interview part of the test

• Won’t get to see how you think or how you’ll interact in the classroom

• Miss chance to show how thoughtful and inquisitive you are – and that you’re a critical thinker!

Not 
generic: “What’s life on campus like?”



Key Message 1:

Beyond the obvious opportunities with clubs or groups, what 
student leadership opportunities are there at your university?

What problems can I help solve in my classroom, in my dormitory, 
or elsewhere by using my natural leadership capabilities? 

1

2



Key Message 2:

How can I best apply my varied background within the 
engineering school? 

How can I make my experiences contribute most 
positively to the overall student body? 

1

2



Key Message 3:

What feedback do you receive from your Latino students 
about what it’s like to attend your university?

How do Latino retention, graduation, and job placement rates 
compare to your other graduates? How can I help drive 
needed improvements in these areas on behalf of all students?

1

2
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Punctuation & Capitalization

Ddespite the broken hand, I trained extremely hard 
with my brother and my coaches and I was able to 
make a plan and execute it while wrestling. Aa big 
thing about wrestling I have learned is the mindset 
you have during it. Iif you’re overconfident you can 
psych yourself out and you -will get too clumsy and 
your opponent might just pin you. and iIf you’re not 
confident enough, or if you’re not ready to wrestle or 
lazy, Yyou won’t execute your plan and you will lose.



Wrong Words

I didn’t feel they’re there was any choice in the 
matter

Their They’re going to the store tonight

She underestimated there their strength



Wrong Words

The person who has had the biggest aeffect on 
my life has been my mom

I was very eaffected by losing my dad at a 
young age



Wrong Words

Wear Where are you going for dinner tonight?

I want to where wear my new dress



Run On Sentences

Ddespite the broken hand, I trained extremely hard 
with my brother and my coaches and I was able to 
make a plan and execute it while wrestling. Aa big 
thing about wrestling I have learned is the mindset 
you have during it. Iif you’re overconfident you can 
psych yourself out and you -will get too clumsy and 
your opponent might just pin you. and iIf you’re not 
confident enough, or if you’re not ready to wrestle or 
lazy, Yyou won’t execute your plan and you will lose.



Passive Voice

We’ll be sending invitations out soon

Tanya made aA decision has been made by 
Tanya



Lack of Confidence

That’s why I think I would likely make a great 
candidate for your school

In my opinion, lLearning a foreign language is a 
great way to prepare for college



Not bringing people along; 
missing big chunks of the story

Deeper Issues

Abrupt ending without a nice bow



stef@MNCollegeEssayCoach.com
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