
 
Objective: To familiarize yourself with ApplyTexas prompts and example essays, and to begin 
exploring topics for your own essay.  
 
Why do college require me to write essays?  
Admissions Committees are trying to put together a vibrant class of students who come from 
different backgrounds and have different talents and interests. Essays tell the committee what 
you like as a person much more than your SAT score or GPA can. Writing an essay is an 
opportunity for you to tell the committee where you come from, how you see the world, and 
what your hopes and dreams are.  
 
Things to be aware of while in the writing your essays: 
 

1. Writing is a process. Your first draft should flow--just write down whatever you think. 
Don’t worry about organization or structure too much.  Be prepared to revise multiple 
times. As you move through multiple drafts, your writing will move from raw ideas to a 
focused essay. Your final draft will likely look nothing like your first. 

2. Don’t write what you think the admissions committees want to hear. Anyone can do that. 
Write an essay that only you  can write. Ask yourself, “What do I want the admissions 
committees to know about me?” Tell them something about you that they can’t get from 
the rest of your application.  

3. Feel free to experiment with your writing. You don’t have to write a five-paragraph 
essay. Use sentence fragments. Use short sentences. Use repetition. Use whatever style 
best conveys the message you want your readers to take from your essay. However, make 
sure you don’t overdo it. Work with your mentor and other proofreaders to determine 
what works and what doesn’t.  

4. You certainly do have unique things to write about. Even if you write about seemingly 
common experiences--a trip to the grocery, for example--you can write about how your 
perspective of that experience is unique.  

5. Be reflective. While you are writing, constantly ask “why?” Simply writing about an 
experience that had a big impact on you is not enough. Why did it have that impact?  
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Essays:  
Topic A: REQUIRED (saved) 

What was the environment in which you were raised? Describe your family, home, neighborhood, or 
community, and explain how it has shaped you as a person. 

The prompt has two parts:  
1. What was the environment in which you were raised?  
2. How has it shaped you as a person?  

 
The second part of this prompt is the most important. Above all else, the committee wants to 
know about you , not just your environment. Simply writing about where you grew up is not 
enough. Another way to phrase this question is, “Why are you the way that you are?”.  
 
 
Insert Sample Essays 

1. What event or events have shaped your life? 
Untitled By Kristin Shantz 

 
It was the most agonizing moment of my life. I hesitantly climbed the three stairs that led 

up to the seemingly enormous piano and slowly approached the beach. As I sat down, my tiny 
hands shook and my face clushed with fear, but somehow I managed to get through my little 
song...and then the moment was over. Everyone clapped, and I sat down with my mom to watch 
the rest of the recital. As I listened to numerous other students play song after song, each 
progressively more difficult than the previous one, I began to feel more and more insignificant. 
My short, simple little song seemed worthless in comparison to the other amazing pieces 
performed with style. The experience was a bit too much for me, a mere five-year-old, to handle, 
and I began to cry...and cry. But I kept practicing.  

I have played the piano for twelve years. I have practiced for over three thousand hours. I 
have performed at least fifty times. But each performance is still pure agony. Each moment of 
performing is painful, as an intense fear of making a mistake or forgetting my song overwhelms 
my entire being. I fear utter and complete embarrassment more than anything in the world. And 
it has happened...I have made mistakes that seem to echo throughout the room, and I have 
forgotten notes so entirely that I am forced to start the song over. But I have kep practicing.  

Some may wonder why I keep persevering through the pain, through the sheer agony of 
performing. I tolerate the trauma, because after my very first experience performing. I realized 
that success would only b achieved with hard work. Now, when I perform, the moment when it is 
over is the greatest feeling in the entire world. There is no moment like the one right after the 
final chord is struck, when the audience wildly applauds my beautiful ballads or spicy Spanish 
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arrangements. As I take my deep bow, and the people clap, I realize that all my practice is 
worthwhile. No feeling is greater than the feeling after a successful performance. And at the very 
moment when the 1st place trophy was handed to me during my most recent competition, I knew 
that I had achieved my goal.  

Piano performance has taught me so much that has truly molded and changed my mental 
perspective on life. When I was young, i used to think that I would be able to coast through life, 
and in the end, life’s problems and challenges would work themselves out. After my first recital, 
however, I learned that just as the great, after-performance feeling may be preceded by pure 
torture, all great successes in life must be preceded by hard work and many struggles. I’ve 
realized that if I want to make a difference in this world, and make a contribution to society, I’m 
going to have to give it some elbow grease. But I don’t mind...I’m ready for the challenge.  
 
Example 2: Common Application topic of your choice :  

A Simple Reflection on My Father and My High School Years by Lyman Thai 
 

My father has instilled in me the importance of being thrifty. Whenever I made an unwise 
purchase, he would lecture me, relating his experience as a refugee during the Vietnam War in an 
attempt to make me realize how not wasting anything--food, clothing, or money--had saved the 
lives of my family members during their perilous journey from Vietnam to Malaysia and from 
Malaysia to the United States. After arriving in the United States, my father worked long shifts at 
a steakhouse to provide for my mother and infant sister and to pay rent on my family’s small, 
modest apartment. Four years later, my father began working for the United States Postal 
SErvice, which provided him a steady salary. He soon saved up enough money to buy his own 
house in southwest Houston. I was born a year after he moved my mother and sister into our new 
house. Because of my father’s hard work and careful management of the family money, I was 
fortunate enough to have not faced economic hardship while growing up. Even so, my father’s 
lectures stay within my heart. I never leave a grain of rice in my bowl, never throw away old 
shirts when they are out of style, and rarely purchase unnecessary items. So, I was completely 
surprised when, on my sixteenth birthday, my father decided to augment my limited possessions 
with my very own car.  

Ever since my sister let home for college when i was nine years old, I have largely fended 
for myself. My mother and father work alternating shifts at the post office; my mother works 
during the afternoon, and my father works at night. During the day, my father, a devout 
Buddhist, makes a daily visit to his temple. Once he arrives home, he immediately goes to bed to 
rest up for a long night of sorting mail. When I entered high school, this situation made my 
extracurricular participation difficult. I relied on the bus to take me to and from school, which 
caused me to miss important meeting and events that happened in the afternoon. I often asked 
my friends for rides, but they had places of their own to go, and I felt awkward and burdensome. 
So, as soon as I could< I took a drivers’ education course. On My sixteenth birthday, with my 
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license safe in my wallet, I received the keys to my car. It was a fourth-thousand-dollar, 
seven-year-old Honda Accord that had been flooded during Tropical Storm Allison, gutted and 
repaired by my uncle, and sold to my father at a steep discount. Clearly, my father had noticed I 
was not taking advantage of the opportunities that his struggle to America had opened up for me. 
He hoped I would use the car to learn about volunteerism, to learn interpersonal, organizational, 
and leadership skills, to meet people outside of class, to make friends, and to experience all I 
would have never experienced if he had stayed in Vietnam. That car represented my father's’ 
values of social service and leadership, both of which soon became my own. With time, my car 
has become an extension of those values, for I use it to get to my tutoring jobs, my service 
projects, and my club meetings, in addition to just going to hang out with my friends. Granted I 
will not be taking my car with me when I go to college, but my father’s life lessons and values 
will stay with me even without such a tangible symbol. I know I have much farther to go in life 
before I will truly have made my father’s toil worthwhile, but I pray that receiving a college 
education will put me well on my way to doing so. Nothing will repay the debt I owe to my 
father, but when I emerge from college a strong, independent, well-educated moral adult, I am 
sure he will be fulfilled in knowing he raised me well.  
 
Example 3. Prompt: How has the place in which you live influenced the person you are? Define 
“place” any way that you would like...as a context, a country, a city, a community, a house, a 
point in time.  

Da Kine Diversity by Meredith Narrowe 
He sauntered over from the neighboring display at the National HIstory Day competition 

at the University of Maryland with an air of superiority. 
“So”, he drawled, “you three won this category last  year? Refresh my memory; what was 

your project’s title?” We turned our attention away from our current History Day display and 
focused on our competitor.  

“It was called Da Kine Talk: Migration to Hawaii Creates Pidgin English….And 
Controversy ,” I replied.  

“That’s right,” he conveniently remembered. “What does da kine  mean, anyway?” 
“It’s a word you use when you don’t know the actual word,” I explained. “If you can’t 

remember what color your shoes are, you would say their color is da kine .” 
“It’s vague, kind of like ‘stuff’ or ‘whatever,’” interjected my teammate. “For example, 

when asked what your day’s activities will be, your answer would be, “I’m gonna go da kine.” 
“It’s kinda like ‘whatchamacallit’,” added my other teammate. “If you are frantically 

searching for your homework assignment and someone asks, ‘What are you looking for?’ you 
could reply, ‘I can’t find my da kine!’” 

“Oh, I get it,” he sneered. “You won last year without knowing what your title means.” 
Haughtily, he turned away. We looked at each other and raised our eyebrows. Although we had 
given three different answers, each was correct and symbolic of a language that sprouted from 
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Hawaii’s unique cultural diversity. Designed as a means for the lunas  (overseers) of the cane 
fields to communicate in general terms with laborers of different ethnicities, cultures, and 
languages, Hawaii’s Pidgin English often fails to yield the clear definition our fellow competitor 
expected.  

Hawaii is known as the ethnic and cultural melting pot of the Pacific. It is a place where 
my parents are Mainland “immigrants,” and, I suppose, a place where as a haole  (Caucasian), I 
am a minority in my public high school. After growing up in Hawaii, I can discern a thick line 
between our “island style’ and Mainland “normalcy.” Like a keiki  (child) of split custody, I 
experience both worlds regularly. Sure I have no clue how to operate a rice cooker, but I do 
know the difference between Island sticky rice and Uncle Ben’s. A good luck cat figurine is 
absent from my home, but my family follows the custom of removing our rubber slippers before 
stepping onto our linoleum floor. When I speak with my local friends, I end statement with, 
“Yeah?”--the customary request for affirmation that your opinion is valid. While attending a 
three week summer writing program at Carleton College in Minnesota, however, I was surprised 
to learn that his habit was noticeable and thought of as a Hawaiian “accent” my Mainland 
students.  

Few of my Maui friends would have elected to spend a month of their summer in 
Minnesota doing more  schoolwork. In fact, even fewer of my schoolmates, when confronted 
with the lure of palm-tree lined beaches, would have opted to spend  seven months of sunny 
Sunday mornings enclosed in a house analyzing the effects of Pidgin English on a century of 
Hawaiian history as my two teammates and I did. By taking advantage of our unique, island 
culture and the abundant amount of information available, we discovered that history is not old 
and stale, but is a living, personal part of every society. The possibility of supplementing this 
discovery in a place where everybody has a similar intellectual curiosity and where a 
never-ending pool of information exists is mind-boggling and exciting. Imagine a child--whose 
only video viewing experience has been a black and white silent movie--suddenly allowed an 
unlimited selection of cartoons at the local video store. Stanford is my ultimate video store, an 
institution in which my beliefs and ideas will be challenged and augmented by more developed 
views from different backgrounds and perspectives, both inside and outside the classroom. I will 
find a new ohana  (family) of people who, like myself, crave new experiences and diverse 
intellectual pursuits. Again, there will be a variety of answers to any questions, all describing da 
kine  (truth).  
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Exercise: Write a list of ten adjectives that describe you. From that list, pick three and write a 
paragraph about that adjective. Why are you that way? What does it mean to you? Is it a good or 
bad attribute? Have you always been that way?  
 
Outline: After reading sample essays and brainstorming adjectives, begin outlining your essay. 
What about you as a person do you want to write about? What part of your environment played 
that biggest role?  
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