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1. Lunch time conferences 

2. Individualized help in any 
part of the process...

3. Workshops

4. Individual learning 
conferences 

**Over 200 college essay 
conferences this school year. 

THE WRITING 
CENTER & THE 
COLLEGE 
ESSAY



1.  A personal 
narrative  

2. Introduction to 
you!

3. Writing sample

College 
Essay Is



1. A list of 
accomplishments

2. A place to show off

3. Inauthentic

4. A product of an AI 
Chatbox

College 
Essay 
Is Not



Anything unoriginal...
a. Camp 
b. Grandparent 

issues 
c. Covid
d. Awards

Topics...what 
not to write 

about! 



2023-24 COMMON APPLICATION ESSAY PROMPT

On the Common App website, it states that “prompts are not topics. They are 
simply questions designed to spark thinking.” 
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.



COVID OPTIONAL SUPPLEMENT 

Community disruptions such as COVID-19 and natural disasters can 
have deep and long-lasting impacts. If you need it, this space is yours to 
describe those impacts. Colleges care about the effects on your health 
and well-being, safety, family circumstances, future plans, and 
education, including access to reliable technology and quiet study 
spaces.

Do you wish to share anything on this topic? Y/N
Please use this space to describe how these events have impacted you.



Essays 
That Have 

Worked 
Well 

● Essays that possess 
humility and candor.

● Essays that find 
significance in the 
ordinary.

● Essays that convey an 
authentic sense of the 
individual.



Sample Essay
I had never broken into a car before. 

We were in Laredo, having just finished our first day at a Habitat for Humanity work site. 
The Hotchkiss volunteers had already left, off to enjoy some Texas BBQ, leaving me 
behind with the college kids to clean up. Not until we were stranded did we realize we 
were locked out of the van. 

Someone picked a coat hanger out of the dumpster, handed it to me, and took a few steps 
back. 

"Can you do that thing with a coat hanger to unlock it?" 

"Why me?" I thought. 

More out of amusement than optimism, I gave it a try. I slid the hanger into the window's 
seal like I'd seen on crime shows, and spent a few minutes jiggling the apparatus around 
the inside of the frame. Suddenly, two things simultaneously clicked. One was the lock on 
the door. (I actually succeeded in springing it.) The other was the realization that I'd 
been in this type of situation before. In fact, I'd been born into this type of situation. 

Anecdote -- 
Personal 
Narrative 
mode

Reflection, 
realization, 
dawning 
awareness



My upbringing has numbed me to unpredictability and chaos. With a family of seven, my home 
was loud, messy, and spottily supervised. My siblings arguing, the dog barking, the phone ringing 
all meant my house was functioning normally. My Dad, a retired Navy pilot, was away half the 
time. When he was home, he had a parenting style something like a drill sergeant. At the age of 
nine, I learned how to clear burning oil from the surface of water. My Dad considered this a critical 
life skill-you know, in case my aircraft carrier should ever get torpedoed. "The water's on fire! Clear 
a hole!" he shouted, tossing me in the lake without warning. While I'm still unconvinced about that 
particular lesson's practicality, my Dad's overarching message is unequivocally true: much of life is 
unexpected, and you have to deal with the twists and turns. 

Living in my family, days rarely unfolded as planned. A bit overlooked, a little pushed 
around, I learned to roll with reality, negotiate a quick deal, and give the improbable a try. I 
don't sweat the small stuff, and I definitely don't expect perfect fairness. So what if our 
dining room table only has six chairs for seven people? Someone learns the importance of 
punctuality every night. 

But more than punctuality and a special affinity for musical chairs, my family life has 
taught me to thrive in situations over which I have no power. Growing up, I never controlled 
my older siblings, but I learned how to thwart their attempts to control me. I forged 
alliances, and realigned them as necessary. Sometimes, I was the poor, defenseless little 
brother; sometimes I was the omniscient elder. Different things to different people, as the 
situation demanded. I learned to adapt. 

Narrative 
detail 
balanced 
with 
personal 
insight

How does 
the 
candidate 
think? 
Process 
experience? 
See the 
world?

Humor

Sense of the 
individual



Sample Essay

Back then, these techniques were merely reactions undertaken to ensure 
my survival. But one day this fall, Dr. Hicks, our Head of School, asked me 
a question that he hoped all seniors would reflect on throughout the year: 
"How can I participate in a thing I do not govern, in the company of people 
I did not choose?" 

The question caught me off guard, much like the question posed to me in 
Laredo. Then, I realized I knew the answer. I knew why the coat hanger had 
been handed to me. 

Growing up as the middle child in my family, I was a vital participant in a 
thing I did not govern, in the company of people I did not choose. It's 
family. It's society. And often, it's chaos. You participate by letting go of the 
small stuff, not expecting order and perfection, and facing the unexpected with 
confidence, optimism, and preparedness. My family experience taught me to 
face a serendipitous world with confidence.

Develop- 
ment of a 
key idea

Candor

Original 
and 
creative 
treatment 
of an 
ordinary 
idea.



COVID-19 





THIS MONTH’S HEADLINES



What you can be doing now!

Be Creative   

Find productive ways to enhance 
your resume and create 

meaningful experiences. 

  

 

 

Research
Although you can’t go visit 

colleges at the moment, you do 
have access to important 

resources that will help you start 
narrowing your college list. 

   

Essay    

Use the summer to choose the 
prompt that speaks to you, 

brainstorm your topic, structure 
your essay, draft, and revise 

  

 

 



College websites are frequently updated with new 
information. Go to college websites directly to sign up for 
virtual tours and info sessions and interviews.

Check out social media accounts for specific clubs and 
groups on college campuses to get a student perspective. 
Consider reaching out to a Ardsley High School alum.
 

Check out websites that provide specific college 
information in different contexts. A list will be posted in the 
Guidance Google Classroom.
 

 

Research



   

  

With the decline in summer job and internship 
opportunities, find productive ways to enhance 
your resume and create meaningful experiences. 
Invest time in a passion project, search YouTube 
for design videos, Zoom-tutor your neighbor. This 
is the time for creativity! 
 

 

 
 

Be Creative!



Teacher Recommendations
● Who knows you best as a student?

● Things to Consider:
○ Ask in advance
○ Provide requested information
○ 2 Teacher Recs, 1 Counselor Rec
○ Submission through Naviance 
○ Write a “Thank You” note



Brag Sheets and Junior Meetings



Naviance
■ College Searches
■ Admissions Information
■ Keeping Track of Applications
■ Teacher Recommendations
■ Notification of Materials Sent
■ College Rep Visits
■ Update Decisions



Scattergrams



Your School’s Application History



Naviance Search



Naviance Search



1668 applications 
processed by 
Guidance Office

College Counseling 
News for the Class of 
2020

147 students applied to 
288  institutions and to 
date will attend 66 
schools

Applied to an average of 
11 colleges



Q & A


