
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.

BY THE END, STUDENTS CAN:

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

• explain what a story might reveal beyond what happened

• spot the difference between a familiar topic and generic treatment

• 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 
Happened to Me

Students collect possible stories from ordinary life.

3 What Does This Story Give Us 
Access To?

Students test what several ideas might reveal about 
them.

4 The Generic Essay Test Students decide whether to keep, narrow, or pivot 
before drafting.

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

• 4 instructional PowerPoints

• 16 student-facing pages

• 4 teacher guides

• quick-start + pacing guide

USE IT WHEN YOU NEED

• a college-essay brainstorming sequence

• an alternative to prompt-first writing

• help getting students beyond generic life 
lessons

• a focused start before your own drafting 
assignment

This mini-unit is the opening four-lesson sequence from the complete Plotting Something College Essay 
Writing Unit.
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