
 

 
Personal Statement 

 

Select one of the following prompts from the Common Application and write a personal 

statement that is between 500 and 650 words.  
 
Definitely check out this link for advice and sample essays:  
https://www.thoughtco.com/common-application-essay-prompts-788383  
 

All of these prompts are from the 2019-2020 Common Application: 
 
Option #1  

Some students have a background, identity, interest, or talent that is so meaningful they believe their 
application would be incomplete without it. If this sounds like you, then please share your story. 

Option #2  

The lessons we take from obstacles we encounter can be fundamental to later success. Recount a time 
when you faced a challenge, setback, or failure. How did it affect you, and what did you learn from the 
experience? 

Option #3 

Reflect on a time when you questioned or challenged a belief or idea. What prompted your thinking? 
What was the outcome? 

Option #4  

Describe a problem you've solved or a problem you'd like to solve. It can be an intellectual challenge, a 
research query, an ethical dilemma--anything that is of personal importance, no matter the scale. 
Explain its significance to you and what steps you took or could be taken to identify a solution. 

Option #5 

Discuss an accomplishment, event, or realization that sparked a period of personal growth and a new 
understanding of yourself or others. 

Option #6 

Describe a topic, idea, or concept you find so engaging that it makes you lose all track of time. Why 
does it captivate you? What or who do you turn to when you want to learn more? 

Option #7 
Share an essay on any topic of your choice. It can be one you've already written, one that responds to 
a different prompt, or one of your own design.  

https://www.thoughtco.com/common-application-essay-prompts-788383


 

 
 
Grading Rubric: 
 

 Insufficient  
0 

Below Mastery 
1 

Emerging Mastery 
2 

Mastery 
3 

 11 and below 12-14 15-17 18-20 

Purpose: Is the 
purpose or intention 

of this personal 
statement clearly 
conveyed?  Is the 
desired outcome 

effectively 
communicated? 

▪ Off-topic or too 
vague. 

▪ Marginally 
addresses the 
prompts; needs 
specific focus. 

 

▪ Addresses the 
prompts but needs 
more details on key 
areas 

 

▪ Author is reflective and 
clearly addresses the 
prompt  

 

Organization: Is the 
personal statement 

structured in a 
logical manner?  Is it 

structured 
appropriately for 

the intended 
audience?  Is 

anything out of 
place? 

▪ Body paragraphs 
lack coherence, 
direction, topic 
sentences. 

▪ No thesis present 

▪ Body paragraphs 
lack coherence, 
direction, topic 
sentences. 

▪ Introduction 
lacks thesis or is 
vague about the 
prompt 

▪ Introduction has a 
clear thesis that 
addresses the 
prompts. 

▪ Body paragraphs are 
imbalanced and need 
more development/ 
clear topic sentences. 

▪ Introduction has a clear 
thesis that addresses the 
prompts. 

▪ Body paragraphs have 
topic sentences that are 
logical and fully 
developed. 

 

Content: Is the 
entirety of the 

content pertinent? 
Does the personal 
statement contain 
any “filler” or cliché 

statements?  

▪ Content is 
off-topic, vague, 
generic. 

▪ No clear examples 
stated 

▪ Content is 
somewhat weak 
and writer needs 
more focus on 
key points/areas 
for discussion. 

 

▪ Content offers some 
information about 
the writer. 

▪ Some cited examples 
present 

▪ Content offers significant 
information about the 
writer.  Examples (cited 
accomplishments, talents, 
qualities, etc. are clearly 
supported by concrete 
examples.) 

 

Individuality: Does 
the piece effectively 

distinguish the 
author from other 
applicants?  Is the 
author memorable 
and remarkable for 
the right reasons?  

▪ Writing does not 
leave a dominant 
impression 
because the 
information is 
dull, vague, or 
lacking in 
examples. 

▪ No conclusion  
 

▪ Writing offers 
some details but 
does not leave a 
strong 
impression. 

▪ Conclusion 
present 

 

▪ Writing offers strong 
details/examples but 
does not have a clear 
voice throughout the 
entire paper 

▪ Conclusion is 
informative but not 
memorable 

▪ Writing has a clear 
voice/presence through 
detailed focus on 
experience, activities, 
background, etc; topics 
show originality/insights/ 
personality. 

▪ Memorable conclusion 
 

Conventions: Is the 
piece grammatically 
sound?  Are there 
any misspellings 

and/or typos?  Are 
there errors in 

structure and/or 
punctuation? 

▪ Excessive 
grammatical 
errors distract 
from overall 
fluency of paper 

▪ Sentence 
structure does 
not flow  

▪ Multiple 
grammatical 
errors; however, 
the overall flow 
of  paper 
remains intact 

▪ Minor grammatical 
errors do not distract 
from overall fluency 
of paper 

 

▪ Consistent command of 
spelling, capitalization, 
punctuation, grammar, 
usage, and syntax.  Errors 
do not distract from the 
overall fluency of paper 

▪ Words, phrases, and 
sentence structure 
enhance the overall 
effectiveness  

 



 

 


