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Start with a strong Foundation
Know your audience
Your audience is a friendly college admissions o�cer who wants to get to 
know you (and who’s already read 1200 essays this year). It’s not an English 
teacher.

Know your intention
Your broad intention is to write an engaging, authentic short story that shows 
who you are. It’s not to prove a point, brag, or try to convince the college to 
accept you.

Know yourself
Just be your best, natural self. Tell your stories. Take a free character strength 
survey at ment.rs/strengths. And then discover more about who you are as 
you write your essays. 

Be a Thinker
Thinkers focus on ideas and raw content. Whether you have some scattered 
raw content, or you’re almost �nished, start by evaluating your ideas. If you 
already have an essay, before moving on, ask these same questions.

•  Do your story ideas re�ect who you are? What do they say about you?
•  Do at least �ve of your strengths from the VIA character survey come through? 
•  Are your story ideas generic,  or are they personal and individual to you?
•  Which of these ideas could become engaging stories?

Be a Storyteller
Storytellers focus on message and structure. Before you write, be clear 
about you want to say and communicate, and what impression you want to 
leave with the reader. Then structure your story to deliver that. 

•  Are you communicating a clear message?
•  What kind of friend, roommate, or student will you be?
•  Can your audience follow the structure and �ow of your story?
•  Does anything leave a negative impression?

Be a Writer
Writers focus on tone and language. Once you have the story and the 
message—take out anything that doesn’t need to be there. Polish, re�ne, and 
bring your essay to life. And, proofread!

•  Does your voice come through? Do you use your natural vocabulary?
•  Does every sentence serve a purpose?
•  Is the language tight, displaying your strongest writing skills?
•  Do you grab attention, keep attention, and end well?
•  Are the transitions smooth?
•  Are there typos?

Write Like a Pro™ 
Review Guide

Use this guide as you 
write your college 
essays. After every hour 
or two of work, take �ve 
minutes to review 
where you are. 

Always start with the 
foundation. Are you 
writing to your 
audience? Are you 
moving in the direction 
of an engaging, 
authentic short story 
that shows who you 
are? Are you being your 
best, natural self?

Ask yourself the 
questions. Start with 
the Thinker questions 
and, if you’ve gotten 
that far, the Storyteller 
and Writer questions. 
You’ll see what’s 
missing and where you 
need to focus.

Use what you 
discover to focus your 
work. First address 
ideas, then structure 
and message, and 
�nally language and 
tone. 

Check out our new  
EssayQuest™ online 
program – a virtual 
mentor to guide you 
step-by-step from your 
�rst idea to your best 
college essay.
And, learn more about 
college essays, the Write 
Like a Pro™  process, and 
our personal mentoring 
programs at 
essaymentors.com



Read examples of the kinds of essays 
admissions o�cers want to read at 
ment.rs/greatessays

Learn more about college essays, the Write Like a Pro™  
process, and Essay Mentors’ programs at 
essaymentors.com

College admission o�cers want to read engaging, authentic short stories that 
show who I am. I’m using Essay Mentors’ proven process to help me write that 
kind of essay.

There are three phases to the process, and it’s important that you give me 
feedback for the stage I’m in. Right now, I’m in the Thinker phase and am 
focusing purely on ideas.

In this phase, my raw content may be full of typos, may wander all over the 
place, and may be about multiple topics. That’s the idea! I’m getting as many 
thoughts out as possible, without putting attention on structure, meaning, or 
the quality of writing. That will come soon.

So please, focus on the ideas. If you like something, make a note and tell me why. 
If you don’t like something, do the same. You can give me ideas of what to write 
about, but please don’t tell me what to write.

Know your audience. Know your intention. Know yourself.

Finally,
be a 

language
and tone

Writer

Build a strong Foundation 

Finally,
be a 

language
and tone

Writer
Then,
be a Storyteller

and message
structure

Thinker
First,
be a 

more ideas
ideas and

Thank you for giving feedback 
on my college essay. 
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Is this short story writing?
Even though it may be jumping around, or may not even make much sense 
at points, am I generally writing what could become a short story (as 
opposed to an analytical paper, a newspaper article, a legal document, etc.)?

Is this engaging (or potentially engaging)?
Yes, it’s still rough, and there may be a lot of stories. That’s ok. Is there content 
that could become (with work) a story that will keep the admissions o�cer 
engaged?

Is this authentic?
Does it sound like me? Am I sharing my perspective and experience, in my 
natural voice (even if it’s still poorly written)? Is this a generic essay, or is it 
uniquely mine? Is the experience personal and individual?

Is this showing (or starting to show) who I am?
Do you get a picture of who I am as a person? A sense of what I’m like to be 
around as a friend, a classmate, a student? 

What kind of student will I be? (Not all essays give a sense of this.)

The Big 
Picture 

College admissions 
o�cers want to read 

engaging, authentic 
short stories that 

show who I am. 
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Pretend you don’t know me. What does this raw content say 
about me?

Which of these top ten strengths show up somewhere in my 
raw content? 
Do not answer this unless I’ve put in the top ten strengths from the VIA 
Character Strength Survey I took. If you want, you can note on my content 
where you see strengths. 

1. ____________________________

2. ____________________________

3. ____________________________

4. ____________________________

5. ____________________________

6. ____________________________

7. ____________________________

8. ____________________________

9. ____________________________

10. ___________________________

How does my mind work?
Some essays show the intellectual side of the writer. Do you get a sense of 
how I see the world, solve problems, or engage intellectually? 

What does 
this say 

about me?
College admissions 

o�cers want to know 
what I’ll be like as a 

roommate, friend, 
student, or classmate.
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Do these three types of content appear in the essay? 
There may be just a bit of one type and a lot of another, or equally balanced. 
They also may be blended into the same thoughts or sentences.

Stu� That Happened
There are speci�c events, conversations, places…this is what gives the reader 
a sense of “oh, I’m in a place and time and can visualize what’s going on.” 

In-the-Moment Experience
This is what I was thinking and feeling. Can you tell what was going through 
my head at the time of the event or action?

After-the-Fact Analysis, Insights, and Perspective
This is what I see or understand today that I wasn’t aware of at the time. 

What else would you like me to know?
Remember, please, focus on the ideas. You can give me ideas of what to write 
about, but please don’t tell me what to write.

Essential 
Content

College admissions 
o�cers want to read 

essays that show how I 
act in and perceive 

the world.

Reviewed by:           Today’s date:

Other
Comments
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Read examples of the kinds of essays 
admissions o�cers want to read at 
ment.rs/greatessays

Learn more about college essays, the Write Like a Pro™  
process, and Essay Mentors’ programs at 
essaymentors.com

College admission o�cers want to read engaging, authentic short stories that 
show who I am. I’m using Essay Mentors’ proven process to help me write that 
kind of essay.

There are three phases to the process, and it’s important that you give me 
feedback for the stage I’m in. Right now, I’m in the Storyteller phase and am 
focusing on ideas, structure, message, and �ow.

This rough draft may be full of typos and poor grammar, may be jumpy with no 
transitions, and may not be well written or lively. It may be 2–3x the �nal essay 
length (up to 2000 words for a 650-word Common Application essay). When 
I’m clear about what I want to say and how to say it I’ll put my attention on 
writing it well and bringing it to life. That will come soon.

So please, focus on the ideas, structure and message. If you like something, 
make a note and tell me why. If you don’t like something, do the same. You can 
give me ideas of what to write about, but please don’t tell me what to write.

Know your audience. Know your intention. Know yourself.

Finally,
be a 

language
and tone

Writer

Build a strong Foundation 

Finally,
be a 

language
and tone

Writer
Then,
be a Storyteller

and message
structure

Thinker
First,
be a 

more ideas
ideas and

Thank you for giving feedback 
on my college essay. 
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Is this short story writing?
Even though it may be jumping around, or may not even make much sense 
at points, am I generally writing what could become a short story (as 
opposed to an analytical paper, a newspaper article, a legal document, etc.)?

Is this engaging (or potentially engaging)?
Yes, it’s still rough, and there may be a lot of stories. That’s ok. Is there content 
that could become (with work) a story that will keep the admissions o�cer 
engaged?

Is this authentic?
Does it sound like me? Am I sharing my perspective and experience, in my 
natural voice (even if it’s still poorly written)? Is this a generic essay, or is it 
uniquely mine? Is the experience personal and individual?

Is this showing (or starting to show) who I am?
Do you get a picture of who I am as a person? A sense of what I’m like to be 
around as a friend, a classmate, a student? 

What kind of student will I be? (Not all essays give a sense of this.)

The Big 
Picture 

College admissions 
o�cers want to read 

engaging, authentic 
short stories that 

show who I am. 
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Pretend you don’t know me. What does this rough draft say 
about me?

Which of these top ten strengths show up in my rough draft? 
Do not answer this unless I’ve written in the top ten strengths from the VIA 
Character Strength Survey I took. If you want, you can note on my draft 
where you see strengths. 

1. ____________________________

2. ____________________________

3. ____________________________

4. ____________________________

5. ____________________________

6. ____________________________

7. ____________________________

8. ____________________________

9. ____________________________

10. ___________________________

How does my mind work?
Some essays show the intellectual side of the writer. Do you get a sense of 
how I see the world, solve problems, or engage intellectually? (Not all essays 
have to show this.)

My 
Message

College admissions 
o�cers want to know 

what I’ll be like as a 
roommate, friend, 

student, or classmate.
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Do my personal intentions come through?
Do not answer this unless I’ve shared the personal intentions I’ve created for 
my essay (here, or as an attachment). These are what I want the admissions 
o�cer to know about me, no matter what. 

My personal intentions are:

My 
Message

(Continued)

Page 4be a Storyteller

Do these three types of content appear in the essay? 
There may be just a bit of one type and a lot of another, or equally balanced. 
They also may be blended into the same thoughts or sentences.

Stu� That Happened
There are speci�c events, conversations, places…this is what gives the reader 
a sense of “oh, I’m in a place and time and can visualize what’s going on.” 

In-the-Moment Experience
This is what I was thinking and feeling. Can you tell what was going through 
my head at the time of the event or action?

After-the-Fact Analysis, Insights, and Perspective
This is what I see or understand today that I wasn’t aware of at the time. 

Essential 
Content

College admissions 
o�cers want to read 

essays that show how I 
act in and perceive 

the world.



© 2012-2018 Essay Mentors, Inc. All rights reserved.

Do the pieces of my essay �t together?
Some essays are about a single topic or event, but many great essays cover a 
range. Either way, does the content come together as a whole?  Does the 
�ow make sense? 

Remember, I’m in the Storyteller phase and this is still a rough draft 2-3x the 
word limit. I may not have my �rst line, ending, or transitions. I’ll focus on those 
when I know the structure and message are there. 

Is this an engaging story (or does it have the potential to be 
one)?
Imagine that you’ve read 10,000 college essays in the last �ve years, many of 
them about common events in the life of a teenager (like not making a 
sports team, going on a service trip, teaching younger children a skill you 
know, etc.). Would you pay attention to the story I’m telling? Would you �nd 
it engaging? 

What else would you like me to know?
Remember, please, focus on the ideas, structure, and message but not 
language or tone. You can give me ideas of what to write about, but please 
don’t tell me what to write.

If I leave a negative impression anywhere, please let me know.

Structure 
and Flow

College admissions 
o�cers want to read

a good story

Reviewed by:           Today’s date:

Other
Comments
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Proofreading for Phase Three: Writer  
Thank you for giving me feedback on my college essay.  

College admission officers want to read engaging, authentic short 

stories that show who I am. I’m using Essay Mentors’ proven 

process to help me write the best college essay I can. 

There are three stages to the process, and it’s important that you give 

me feedback for the stage I’m in. Right now, I’m in the final Writer 

stage and am focusing purely on polishing the language. The 

content, structure, message and flow are finished and now I’m putting 

on final touches. 

So please, focus on the specific language as you proofread my final 

essay. 

Unless it’s a simple spelling or punctuation error, please do not 

suggest specific changes, language or words.  

Simply circle the words and, if it’s not obvious, tell me the issue. I’ll 

find the solution. Colleges do not like over-edited essays, and they 

can smell them a mile away. I’m just seventeen; I’m not Hemingway. 

It’s not writing a school paper; I’m writing a story. The rhythm and 

flow matter. A highly polished academic voice does not make for a 

great college essay. 

  

Is there anything that leaves a negative impression? If so, please let me know exactly what 

and why. 

 

 

Is there anything unclear or confusing? Any confusing transitions? 
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Please mark: 

• Anything that does not read easily (for example, you had to think about what you had 

just read, or you found yourself having to read a section again to understand it) 

• Repetitive words or phrases 

• Misspellings  

• Grammatical mistakes  

• Missing or extra words 

• Punctuation problems 

• Line spacing issues 

• Anything else that catches your eye or detracts from the story 

 

 

Remember, formal rules of grammar aren’t called for. Casual grammar is fine. 

 

 

 

 

An excellent way to proof is to take two passes: 

• First, simply read the essay as if you don’t know me. You’re just reading a very short story. 

Note anything that jumps out at you. 

• Second, go through it more carefully, looking for the above issues. 

 

 

 

 

Again, please don’t tell me what to write or even suggest 

different language. Colleges can smell that a mile away. 
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