FIND YOUR COLLEGE ESSAY STORY

Start before the prompts.

This four-lesson mini-unit helps students find personal-essay material in ordinary experiences and decide
which idea is actually worth developing.

“Nothing important has ever happened to me.”

The answer is not to push students toward a bigger story. It is to help them notice what they
already have.

Work, skills & strange expertise Read for the person, not the plot.

Do not limit “skills” to things that belong on a résumé.
WRITE FAST. whiE

By October, I no longer needed to write down Mr. Ellis’s order. Two cggs

over medium, rye toast almost burnt, coffee before the menu even opens. T What do you learn about this

Paba s Doiosdeecerhetheraniteat learned Maya’s extra lemon and the nurses’ shared fries too. I used to think wrter that s not simply “works
“ i 5 i ; ; o
good. remembering orders was just a way to move faster. Then I noticed the tiny stadiner
R R e R pause when I set something down before a customer asked for it — the look
Write enough to recognize it later. that said, Oh, you remembered.

3 Athing you can fix, organize, cook, build, identify, or Where does the writing move

explain from what happened to how the

1like that moment more than I expected to. I am not the loudest person in iter Soes?)

Let one memory lead to another. aroom, and I am rarely the one who starts a conversation. But I remember

¢ Asubject you know far more about than you need to
details. T notice when someone changes an order they have made for six
s Something you have leared by watching instead of being months, or when a regular suddenly comes in alone. At the diner, paying
taught About2 minutes attention is its own kind of talking.
& Aproblem you actually enjoy solving

BY THE END, STUDENTS CAN:

e« name several possible stories without deciding too early which one is “best”

e explain what a story might reveal beyond what happened

e spotthe difference between a familiar topic and generic treatment

e Choose whether to keep, narrow, or pivot before drafting



THE FOUR LESSONS

A small sequence with a clear stopping point.

Students do not choose a Common App prompt or draft the whole essay here. This mini-unit is about
finding and testing the idea first.

1 The Event Is Not the Essay Students see why the event itself cannot do all the
work.
2 Nothing Important Has Ever Students collect possible stories from ordinary life.

Happened to Me

3 What Does This Story Give Us Students test what several ideas might reveal about
Access To? them.
4 The Generic Essay Test Students decide whether to keep, narrow, or pivot

before drafting.

RESCUE MOVE 3
THREE VERSIONS

Use one moment to reveal the larger pattern.
Same experience. Three very different essays.

Instead of proving that you do a lot ... ... choose a moment where the way you handle
o g
Our student works at a grocery store. The topic stays the same. Watch what changes. a lot” becomes visible.

The five-minute ritual you use o reset between Leveasie  The moment you realize everyone is waiting for
VERSOHA VeRSBas VERSION work and homework you to decide Something
‘Working at a grocery store has At 9:57 p.m., three minutes before
taught me responsibilicy, closing, a woman pushed a cart
il e istiontand S A LY The smalljob nobody nofices until you stop doing AvemoN  The thing you keep doing after the applause or

: 2 2! SR it deis o

time management. Balancing my Thanksgiving dinner into my ! gradets over.
job with school has prepared me checkout lane. My manager was
for the challenges of college. already locking one entrance.

Common topics are fine. Trauma is not required. The goal is a story that gives the student
something specific to say.



WHAT YOU GET

Ready to teach as a four-day mini-unit.

Each lesson is designed for about 35 minutes of usable instruction and is described as approximately one
40-minute class period.

INCLUDED USE IT WHEN YOU NEED

e 4instructional PowerPoints e acollege-essay brainstorming sequence

e 16 student-facing pages , ) .
e analternative to prompt-first writing

e  4teacher guides

o help getting students beyond generic life
lessons
e  quick-start + pacing guide

o afocused start before your own drafting
assignment

Think small. Stress-test your seed.
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This mini-unit is the opening four-lesson sequence from the complete Plotting Something College Essay
Writing Unit.
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