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1. There are three main supplemental essays: the activities essay; the context essay; the 

“why” essay(s). An important task is for the student to identify if a particular essay 

prompt fits one of these essays. When reading essay prompts, start by reading the last 

sentence of the prompt; that is usually the question they want you to answer. 

 

2. The Activities essay is usually quite short (typically150 words, although some schools 

allow you 250 or 400 words). It is very popular, as it was a required essay on the old 

Common Application. Usually, the prompt will be: Tell us about an extracurricular or 

work activity. Note that you can go beyond those limited terms. You should write about 

an important activity (extracurricular, hobby, sports, community service, employment… 

anything that is primarily non-academic). Note also that some schools ask for your most 

important activity. The key is to write about the method you use in doing what you do, not 

about the achievement; they already know about your achievements in your lists of 

activities and honors. Remember to include your interpersonal side in these essays 

 

3. The Context essay asks for you to explain those people and things who have influenced 

you in a positive way. In other words, it is not asking “who are you” (that is for the 

personal statement), but rather “who/what influenced you to become who you are.” It 

could be family, a teacher or coach, an ethnic background, sickness or challenge … 

whatever helps them gain a more complete view of your growth and development. 

Structurally, this essay (which is often one of the longer supplemental essays) should 

utilize the tell/show/tell structure recommended for the main essay/personal statement. 

 

4. There are three forms of Why essays: (1) why do you want to go to our school; (2) why do 

you want to study that at our school; and (3) why are you a good fit for our school. The 

first should include reference to academics as well as other pursuits (including non-

academic and social) beyond the classroom. The second should be limited to educational 

opportunities at the university (although “education” can include experiential learning, 

clubs, and other learning opportunities beyond the classroom). The third should focus on 

your contribution to the campus community (not the classroom). Some schools will ask for 

both the first and second form of “why” essay, in which case you should consider the first 

form of essay as relating to the first two years of school (during the time in which you are 

taking core or general education requirements), while the second form likely refers to the 

final two years of school (when you are immersed in your major). 

 



“Why” essays are critically important and are ALWAYS the most difficult to write because 

they are the only essays that reference the university. Students MUST research each school 

deeply, not just grab references from the website. DO NOT be generic and general. DO 

NOT list classes or specific professors (unless you have been following the professor’s 

work for years). DO show a sophisticated understanding of the structure and philosophy 

of the education presented by the school (how many courses are required (or elective), of 

what types, and why do they teach in that way?). IF YOU DO NOT PROVE TO THE 

UNIVERSITY THAT YOU DEEPLY UNDERSTAND THEIR EDUCATION, THEY WILL 

NOT BELIEVE THAT YOU ARE DEEPLY INTERESTED IN THEIR SCHOOL.  

 

“Why” essays should include four parts: what is your direction; how did you find that 

direction; what is your experience in that direction; and why does this university make 

sense for your direction. The first three parts are about you, while the fourth is about the 

university. Quantitatively, shoot for about 50/50 you vs. university (about half of the essay 

should be the three parts about your direction, while the other half should be about the 

university’s potential contribution to your direction). NOTE: the reasons should be your 

reasons, not just obvious, popular or well-known attributes of the university.  

 

5. Some universities have their own, unique essay prompts. Sometimes you can choose your 

prompt from a list of choices; sometimes you cannot. Whenever you have the opportunity, 

always choose essay prompts that allow you to talk about your past, not about the future 

or about a concept. There is detail in the past, but not in the future, and detail begets 

visualization and leads to a better essay. Remember, some seemingly unique essay 

prompts offer one of the three standard topics. 

 

6. If you completed our Idea Generator, then you will already have brainstormed many/most 

of your supplemental essays! Look at your answers before choosing your subject matter. If 

you have not completed the Idea Generator, look at it (or request one from us) to help 

come up with ideas. 

 

7. The method of writing supplemental essays is different than the method of writing the 

main Personal Statement. For supplemental essays, you can and should do the 

preliminary steps on your own. Be sure to do a reasonable outline before you draft, 

paying close attention to structure/chronology and detail (nouns). Then, write your first 

draft, without worrying about word length. Please write up to double the word limit so 

we have enough material to edit your work into a powerful essay. This is especially 

important with very short essays; it is amazing how we hear “there is not enough room!” 

and then receive drafts with almost no content. 

 

8. There is good news: the activities and context essays do not require adjustment from 

school to school – they are entirely about you – while the why essays require only limited 

(but intelligent) adjustments. 


