
1.  THE ESSAY/  UC PERSONAL INSIGHT QUESTIONS IN THE ADMISSION PROCESS
        

2.  CHOOSING YOUR TOPIC

3.  TONE AND VOICE

4.  THINGS TO AVOID

5.  THE WRITING PROCESS

 

“The Essay is the main life-support system of the application.”   Fred Hargadon, Former Admission Dean, Princeton  

“We want to hear your individual voice… Write essays that reflect who you are and write in a natural style.”   Stanford

“Your response should demonstrate your ability to express yourself in a clear, organized manner.  This will help admission 
counselors get to know you and assess how well you might fit in at USC” 

“Be yourself. Everyone else is already taken.”  Oscar Wilde



2016-2017 SAMPLE ESSAY PROMPTS  

COMMON APPLICATION:    Personal Essay   Choose one topic.  (250 - 650 words)
⁃ 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.

⁃ The lessons we take from failure can be fundamental to later success. Recount an incident or time  
when you experienced failure.  How did it affect you, and what did you learn from the 
experience? 

⁃ Reflect on a time when you challenged a belief or an idea.  What prompted you to act?  Would you 
make the same decision again?

⁃ 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 or event, formal or informal, that marked your transition from 
childhood to adulthood within your culture, community or family

University of Southern CA: Common Application Personal Essay (above). In addition, topics listed below:
⁃ Choose One (250 word limit)

USC believes that one learns best when interacting with people of different backgrounds, 
experiences and perspectives.  Tell us about a time you were exposed to a new idea or 
when your beliefs were challenged by another point of view.

Describe something outside of your intended academic focus about which you are 
interested in learning.

What is something about yourself that is essential to understanding you?

⁃ Required (250 word limit)
Describe how you plan to pursue your academic interests at USC.  Please feel free to 
address your first- and second-choice major selections

Chapman:   Common Application Personal Essay (above).  In addition, topic listed below:
⁃ Please explain your interest in the major(s) you selected.  200 word limit

ALL COLLEGES: Some supplement questions ask WHY you are applying. Be able to articulate a clear and 
reflective answer. Example Prompt: Why are you applying to X College?  How is the college a good match 
with your academic interests and aptitudes? What will you contribute? Be specific and give examples. 

ALL COLLEGES: In addition to the essays, there is an optional area for other information if you wish to 
provide details of circumstances or qualifications not reflected in the application.  This is your 
opportunity to clarify/explain any academic or activity weakness or to elaborate on any unusual situation.
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