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What are the Personal Insight Questions

Source:  J. Reimel UC counselor 
Conference 2025
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How and Why are PIQs used

IN

Source:  J. Reimel UC counselor 
Conference 2025
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Three Tips for a Strong Personal Essay

1. Not broad but in depth

2. Focus on the victory

3. Make this about you

4. More tips on the UC website:

http://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/h
ow-to-apply/personal-questions/freshman/
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Build

• Writing 
strategies
– Outline

– Free write

– Word web

– Pretend you are 
answering an 
interview question

– Record yourself 
answering out 
loud

Source:  J. Reimel UC counselor Conference 
2025
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Build

Source:  J. Reimel UC counselor Conference 
2025
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Common mistakes

• Avoid common mistakes in Your Personal Insight Essays:
• Talking about one campus: You’re talking to all UC campuses 

you apply to in your responses
• Inappropriate use of humor
• Creative writing (poems, clichés)
• Quotations: We want to know your thoughts & words, not 

someone else’s
• Generalities: Stick to facts and personal examples
• Repetition: Give us new info. we can’t find in other sections of 

the application
• Asking philosophical questions: Get to the point and tell us 

what you mean
• Acronyms: Spell it out for us!
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Examples
From the first beginnings of inspiration to the formation of ideas through and 
beyond the page, writing has always been my personal outlet for creativity. The 
written word provides the means of discussion on an infinite variety of issues that 
can seamlessly branch from one another. Since early schooling, writing assignments 
have always been an opportunity not only for a grade, but also for personal 
enjoyment and fulfillment. Writing represents a personal ability to express purpose 
in conjunction with individualistic ideas.

This outlet for personal creativity has been versatile. On various occasions it has 
allowed for a more in-depth examination on an assignment, regardless of whether 
the human geography teacher was expecting an eight page provisional layout for a 
hypothetical government when they assigned the “at least” one paragraph 
assignment. Beyond this further examination of topics, writing allowed for creativity 
when it came to the approach of a topic. This relationship was personally explored 
when given the chance to perform words, rather than writing them as I was 
accustomed to. 
•
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UC Personal Insight Questions

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

2. Every person has a creative side, and it can be 
expressed in many ways: problem solving, original and 
innovative thinking, and artistically, to name a few. 
Describe how you express your creative side.

3. What would you say is your greatest talent or skill? How 
have you developed and demonstrated that talent over 
time? 
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UC Personal Insight Questions

4. Describe how you have taken advantage of a significant 
educational opportunity or worked to overcome an 
educational barrier you have faced.

5. Describe the most significant challenge you have faced 
and the steps you have taken to overcome this challenge. 
How has this challenge affected your academic 
achievement?

6. Think about an academic subject that inspires you. 
Describe how you have furthered this interest inside and/or 
outside of the classroom.
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UC Personal Insight Questions

7. What have you done to make your school or community a 
better place?

8. Beyond what has already been shared in your application, 
what do you believe makes you stand out as a strong 
candidate for admissions to the University of California?
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Common Application Prompts

1. Some students have a background or story that is so 
central to their identity that 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 an incident or 
time when you experienced failure. How did it affect 
you, and what lessons did you learn?

3. Reflect on a time when you challenged a belief or idea. 
What prompted you to act? Would you make the same 
decision again?
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Common Application Prompts

4. 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. 

5. Discuss an accomplishment, event, 
or realization that sparked a period of personal 
growth and a new understanding of yourself or 
others. 
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Common Application Prompts

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. 
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