ESSAY LEAD MAGNET

The College Essay Story Finder

A guided brainstorming workbook that helps students identify authentic stories before trying
to write a polished essay.

BEST FOR Rising seniors who are staring at a blank page or choosing between several possible
topics.

INSIDE Memory inventory, values map, story test, reflection prompts, scene builder and first-draft
plan.
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PLAN DO TRACK FINISH
Use this guide as a family planning tool. Students should complete their own writing and

application work.

THE SENIOR YEAR CHECKLIST
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What This Workbook Does

This workbook helps a student generate material. It does not write an essay, select a topic for the student or replace the
student's voice.

The strongest topic is not always the biggest event. It is often the story that reveals the clearest
thinking.

Before You Start

] work alone for the first brainstorming round.
Write specific moments rather than broad themes.
Include ordinary responsibilities and small changes.

Do not judge ideas while generating them.

Oo0ooOod

Save editing for later.
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1. Build a Memory Inventory

A time | changed my mind

A responsibility that shaped me

A place where | feel most like myself

A mistake that taught me something specific

A small moment | still remember clearly

A problem I tried to solve

A tradition, object or routine that matters to me

A time | helped, built, repaired, taught or created something
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2. ldentify the Values Inside the Story

curiosity responsibility
humor persistence
independence creativity
discipline adaptability

Three values | want the essay to reveal

Evidence from my life that shows these values
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courage

empathy

service

leadership
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3. Test Three Story ldeas

Can | describe a specific scene?
Does something change?

Can | show reflection?

Does this sound like me?

Is the focus mostly on me?

Can | avoid repeating my activity list?

Do | want to keep thinking about it?

The Senior Year Checklist | Parent clarity. Student action. Page 5



4. Build the Scene

Where am |?

Who is present?

What am | doing?

What can | see, hear or feel?

What problem, tension or question exists?

What did | think then?

What do | understand now?
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5. Plan the First Draft

Opening moment or image

What happens next

The turning point

What | learned, questioned or changed

The final insight or forward-looking connection

Write the entire rough draft before trying to perfect the first paragraph.

Prompt guidance

The official 2026-2027 Common App prompts cover themes including identity, challenge, gratitude, growth, curiosity
and a topic of the student's choice. Review the exact wording on the official Common App page before drafting.

Official 2026-2027 Common App essay prompts
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https://www.commonapp.org/blog/announcing-2026-2027-common-app-essay-prompts/

Ethical Feedback Checklist

The ideas and experiences belong to the student.
The student wrote the draft.

Feedback is given as questions and suggestions, not replacement paragraphs.

The final wording sounds natural for the student.

(I N O I N O

The essay does not exaggerate or invent experiences.

[ The student can comfortably discuss the essay in an interview.

The feedback question | most need answered
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