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A Note to Parents 

 from  

Nathan Hurwitz 

 
The college admissions process has changed considerably, often causing stress or overwhelming 
families. This guide is designed to help you understand the steps, support your student, and know 
what to expect as we work together. My primary goal is to reduce anxiety, clarify the process, and 
empower your student to confidently express their identity. I look forward to discussing your 
student and collaborating with you to support your family through this exciting transition. 
 

Nathan Hurwitz 
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Writing Your Best College Essay 
The best college essays don’t begin with clever phrases or dramatic openings. 
Instead, they prepared before the first sentence is even written. 

Effective essays are built on: 

• Reflection — understanding what truly matters to you 
• Self-awareness — recognizing how your experiences have shaped you 
• Structure — organizing ideas with clarity and purpose 
• Intent — knowing what you want admissions readers to understand about you 

When students rush straight into drafting, the result is often an essay that feels: 

• Generic or interchangeable 
• Like a résumé in paragraph form 
• Overly dramatic or forced 
• Unfocused or unclear in its message 

This guide aims to intentionally slow the process down—in the best way. 

You’ll will follow a step-by-step brainstorming process used by seasoned 
admissions experts to help students identify the right stories, insights, and 
themes before writing. 

The result isn’t just an improved essay, but also a clearer sense of direction, 
confidence, and purpose. For families who want expert guidance, this process often 
serves as the foundation for a successful one-on-one consultation. 

 

 

If you are looking for “hands-on” support, contact me to schedule a 
consultation and take the next steps with confidence. 

  

mailto:nathan@hurwitzadmissions.com?subject=Help%20us%20reduce%20our%20college%20admissions%20stress!
mailto:nathan@hurwitzadmissions.com?subject=Help%20us%20reduce%20our%20college%20admissions%20stress!
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What Colleges are Really Looking For 
When college admissions officers read application essays, they are not asking, 
“Who has lived the most impressive life?” 

They are asking: 

• Who can reflect thoughtfully on their experiences? 
• Who understands themselves and their values? 
• Who can communicate clearly, honestly, and with purpose? 
• Who will contribute meaningfully to a campus community? 

Strong personal statements and supplemental essays don’t rely on dramatic stories or 
perfect achievements. Instead, they reveal: 

• Insight, not perfection 
• Growth, not bragging 
• Clarity, not drama 

This guide is designed to help students uncover and express those qualities—calmly, 
authentically, and strategically. 

. 
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Section 1: Understanding the Purpose of the Essay 
Before brainstorming begins, it’s important to understand what the college essay is—
and what it isn’t. 

The College Essay Is: 

• A window into how you think 
• A demonstration of reflection and maturity 
• A sample of your authentic writing voice 
• A human counterbalance to grades, test scores, and activities 

The College Essay isn’t: 

• A résumé rewritten in paragraphs 
• A list of accomplishments or awards 
• A competition over who has faced the greatest hardship 
• A place to impress with big words or dramatic language 

The most effective essays are not about what happened. 
They are about what it meant, what you learned, and how you grew. 

This guide helps students make that shift—moving from simply telling a story to 
showing insight, clarity, and purpose. For families who want expert guidance, this way 
of thinking forms the foundation of a calm, structured essay process that leads to 
stronger applications and far less stress. 
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Section 2: Core Brainstorming Categories 
You don’t need a dramatic story to write a strong college essay.  You need 
a meaningful lens—a way of showing how you think, reflect, and grow. 

Most college essay prompts fall into one of the five categories below. Read through 
all of them before choosing a topic. As you do, jot down brief notes for each 
category. You’ll return to those notes in the next section. 

A. Moments of Change or Realization 

These essays focus on moments when your thinking shifted in an important way. 

Typical prompts include: 

• When did I realize something meaningful about myself? 
• When did my assumptions change? 
• When did I fail—and learn something specific? 
• When did I take responsibility in a new way? 

For now, simply note: 

• What happened (briefly) 
• What was going on around that moment 
• How did your thinking change afterward 

This type of essay often becomes a way of passing on something important you 
learned.  Jot down bullet points, but don’t create a draft or polish yet. Write freely. 

 
 

B. Challenges (Academic, Personal, or Social) 

Challenges matter only when growth is clear. 

These prompts may ask: 
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• What was genuinely difficult for me? 
• How did I respond—not just emotionally, but practically? 
• What skills or perspectives did I develop? 
• How am I different now? 

Avoid blaming others. Think of yourself as the main character in your own story. 
Colleges aren’t looking for complaints—they’re looking for agency, resilience, and 
forward movement. 

 
 

C. Intellectual Curiosity & Interests 

Colleges care deeply about how students think, not just what they do. 

Prompts in this category include: 

• What subjects interest me beyond the classroom? 
• What questions do I enjoy thinking about? 
• When have I gone deeper than required? 
• What genuinely excites me intellectually? 

Specificity matters more than prestige. Choose what truly interests you—not what you 
think sounds impressive. 

 
 

D. Responsibility & Contribution 

These essays work best when grounded in real responsibility, not titles alone. 

Prompts may include: 

• When have others relied on me? 
• When did I step up without being asked? 
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• How do I contribute to a group or community? 
• What role do I naturally play? 

These essays help admissions readers imagine how you might contribute to their 
campus community. Be honest and reflective. 

 
 

E. Identity & Values (Use Carefully) 

Identity-based essays are strongest when they show reflection, not labels. 

Prompts include: 

• What values guide my decisions? 
• Where did those values come from? 
• How have I tested or questioned them? 
• How do they show up in my actions? 

This is about depth, not declarations. 

 

Once you’ve reviewed all five categories and made brief notes, move on to Section 3. 
 

For families seeking expert guidance, this structured approach is the foundation of a 
calm, effective essay-coaching process that reduces stress and leads to stronger, more 
authentic applications. 
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Section 3: Identifying Strong Essay Material 
After you’ve finished brainstorming, step back and review your notes carefully. The 
strongest essay ideas usually highlight moments that show: 

✔ Growth 
✔ Thoughtful decision-making 

✔ Reflection 
✔ Self-awareness 

✔ Intellectual engagement 

As you review each idea, ask yourself: 

• Can I clearly explain why this experience matters to me? 
• Can I show how my thinking or perspective changed over time? 
• Can I connect this moment to who I am today—and who I’m becoming? 

If the answer to any of these questions is no, that’s okay. It simply means you should 
keep brainstorming. 

This process is about choosing the right material, not forcing an essay too early. For 
many families, having an experienced guide at this stage makes the difference between 
a stressful guessing game and a confident, well-structured essay that truly reflects the 
student. 
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Section 4: Choosing the Right Story 
The strongest college essays are rarely about big, dramatic life stories.They are usually: 

• Narrow, not sweeping 
• Specific, not general 
• Reflective, not performative 

Admissions readers are not looking for the most impressive story—they’re looking for a 
story that is focused enough to show how you think. 

Think small to say something big.  A powerful essay often centers on: 

• A single conversation, not an entire relationship 
• One specific challenge, not a lifetime of obstacles 
• A short moment of realization, not years of experience 

For example: 

• Not “How sports shaped my life,” but the moment you realized why you kept 
showing up to practice when no one was watching 

• Not “My love of science,” but the afternoon you stayed after class because one 
question wouldn’t leave your mind 

• Not “Moving to a new school,” but the first time you spoke up—and why it 
mattered 

Here’s a simple test. Ask yourself: “Can I explain this story in one clear 
sentence?” 

Don’t worry—you’ll expand it later. But if you can’t summarize the core idea simply, 
the topic may be too broad. 
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Section 5: Parent Guidance 
Your support plays an important role in your student’s essay process—but how you 
support matters just as much as how much you support. 

It’s natural to ask, “Is this topic good enough?”  A more helpful question is: 
“Does this topic allow my student to reflect honestly, clearly, and 
thoughtfully?” 

Strong essays aren’t chosen because they sound impressive. They succeed because 
they give students room to show insight, growth, and self-awareness. 

How can parents be most helpful?  Think of it as supportive rather than overseeing. 

Your support is most effective when you: 

• Ask open-ended questions rather than giving answers 
• Listen more than you speak 
• Resist rewriting or ‘improving’ the essay 
• Encourage clarity and authenticity over polish or drama 

Admissions readers are trained to recognize when an adult voice has taken over—and 
that usually works against the student. 

Many families find that working with an experienced admissions professional helps 
strike the right balance: students maintain ownership of their voice, parents stay 
supportive and informed, and the process becomes calmer, clearer, and far less 
stressful for everyone involved. 
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Section 6: What Happens Next 
Once brainstorming is complete, the essay process moves forward in a clear, 
manageable sequence: 

1. Story Mapping — identifying the core message and key moments 
2. Structural Planning — organizing ideas so the essay flows with purpose 
3. Guided Drafting — turning insights into a first draft without overthinking 
4. Revision with Intent — refining clarity, depth, and voice 

One of the most common mistakes students make is trying to “hit the word count” 
too early. Strong essays aren’t written to a number—they’re shaped over time. 

A helpful strategy is to write more than required at first, then cut thoughtfully. It’s far 
easier to trim an honest, fully developed draft than to stretch thin ideas to fill space. 
The strongest essays often begin longer and end more clearly. 

Above all, remember:  Strong college essays are built, not rushed. 

Some families are comfortable taking this journey on their own, but for many, having 
an experienced guide through these stages transforms the process from stressful and 
uncertain to focused, efficient, and confidence-building—producing essays that truly 
reflect the student behind the application. 
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When Professional Guidance Helps Most 
Many students benefit from working with an experienced college admissions 
consultant at key moments in the essay process—especially when: 

• They struggle to generate meaningful essay ideas and need a thoughtful 
sounding board 

• They have strong ideas but no clear structure or direction 
• They write well, but their drafts lack depth or reflection 
• They overthink and freeze, unsure how to begin or move forward 
• They undersell powerful experiences without realizing their value 
• Parents and students disagree on direction, creating tension or uncertainty 

A clear, proven process removes stress, second-guessing, and guesswork—for both 
students and parents. 

A consultation is often the easiest and most effective way to begin. It allows us to 
discuss where your student is right now, what colleges are likely to value most 
in their application, and how to create a focused, realistic plan that works for your 
family. 

A Final Thought 
A strong college essay does not try to impress.  It invites understanding. 

When students learn to reflect clearly and write honestly, the essay becomes more 
than an application requirement—it becomes a powerful act of self-definition, 
confidence-building, and personal growth. 

 
 

 Contact now to set up your initial consultation 
(203) 613-9262 

nathan@hurwitzadmissions.com 
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