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PERSONAL STATEMENT WORKSHOP



TODAY’S GOALS
• Ocean Leaders will gain admissions essay writing 

techniques that can be later used with mentor in 
developing college applications. 

• Ocean Leaders will select one prompt and begin to develop 
a response. 
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AGENDA

Intro to Personal Insight Questions

Choosing the right PIQs for you

Writing an excellent essay

Breakouts

Wrap Up
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INTRO TO PERSONAL INSIGHT QUESTIONS



FROM UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA ADMISSIONS

Directions

• You will have 8 questions to choose from. You must respond to only 4 
of the 8 questions.

• Each response is limited to a maximum of 350 words.

• Which questions you choose to answer is entirely up to you: But you 
should select questions that are most relevant to your experience and 
that best reflect your individual circumstances.

https://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/how-to-apply/applying-as-a-
freshman/personal-insight-questions.html
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https://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/how-to-apply/applying-as-a-freshman/personal-insight-questions.html


PIQ TIPS

DO

• Demonstrate your character, the 
qualities required to succeed in 
college (persevere, overcome 
obstacles, grit, resilience). 

• Define motivation you are 
passionate about.

• Show maturity and ability to think 
globally. 

• Use “I” and “my” statements.

• Consider your AUDIENCE, how 
can you tailor your response?

• Paint a picture/ tell a story with a 
beginning, middle, end, and be 
specific.

• Write with honesty, sincerity, 
authenticity.

• Be upfront about feelings/ 
anxieties.
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DON’T

• Complain, EXPLAIN!  Don’t be 
negative, but asset-focused 

• Talk in generalities, be personal.

• Choose a broad, complex issue to 
discuss, keep it local.

• Wait until the last minute to write 
your responses.

• Use clichés, epiphanies, road less 
traveled, creative writing, 
quotes/dialogue, scene setting, 
asking questions—think of your 
audience!

• Use abbreviations, acronyms—
this is a formal writing sample.

• Leave inconsistencies 
unaddressed. 



ACTIVITY: ACCEPTED OR DENIED?
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ACTIVITY: ACCEPTED OR DENIED?
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ACTIVITY: ACCEPTED OR DENIED?
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ACTIVITY: ACCEPTED OR DENIED?
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ACTIVITY: ACCEPTED OR DENIED?
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ACTIVITY: ACCEPTED OR DENIED?
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PIQ TAKEAWAYS
• Write essay in first person instead of third

• Don’t drag it out

• Focus on your story while writing, don’t worry about the 
editing too much because you will get editing support 

• Don’t just say it, give them more, make them feel it

• Give them the whole journey with the right details 
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CHOOSING THE RIGHT PIQ’S FOR YOU



WHAT IS SPECIAL 
ABOUT YOU?

What do you want 
colleges to know about 
you?

What adjectives describe 
those qualities?
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WHAT IS SPECIAL 
ABOUT YOU?

With the adjectives you 
chose, describe a true 
story of when you 
demonstrated those 
qualities.
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CHOOSE A PROMPT

Choose the prompts that best allow you to tell your story!
1. Describe an example of your leadership experience in which you have positively 

influenced others, helped resolve disputes or contributed to group efforts over 
time. 

2. Every person has a creative side, and it can be expressed in many ways: problem 
solving, original and innovative thinking, and artistically, to name a few. Describe 
how you express your creative side.

3. What would you say is your greatest talent or skill? How have you developed and 
demonstrated that talent over time? 

4. Describe how you have taken advantage of a significant educational opportunity 
or worked to overcome an educational barrier you have faced.

5. Describe the most significant challenge you have faced and the steps you have 
taken to overcome this challenge. How has this challenge affected your academic 
achievement?

6. Think about an academic subject that inspires you. Describe how you have 
furthered this interest inside and/or outside of the classroom.

7. What have you done to make your school or your community a better place? 

8. Beyond what has already been shared in your application, what do you believe 
makes you stand out as a strong candidate for admissions to the University of 
California?
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WRITING AN EXCELLENT ESSAY



BRAINSTORM

• Prompt at a time, jot down as 
many thoughts as you have 
answering the prompt.

• Organize the list of thoughts 
into categories of like-ideas.  

• Identify the 2-3 themes that are 
emerging.  These will be your 
main ideas for each supporting 
paragraph.  

o Ensure that the main ideas 
are answering all parts of 
the prompt (typically multi-
part prompts).
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Example prompt: “the best ways 
to annoy your teacher”



OUTLINE AND FREE WRITE

Outline

Insert themes into essay structure. (see “Write An Excellent Essay Worksheet”)

Develop thesis
This is your answer to the question.
Does this statement answer the question?

Free write

Free write for about 5-10 minutes nonstop.
Be Yourself. Admissions officers want to learn about you and your writing ability. 
Write about something meaningful and describe your feelings, not necessarily your 
actions. If you do this, your essay will be unique. Many people travel to foreign 
countries or win competitions, but your feelings during these events are unique to you. 

23



24

BREAKOUTS



ROLE OF MENTOR IN ESSAY DEVELOPMENT

• Figure out mentee’s “story”.
• What is the consistent portrait mentee is painting of their character, 

their goals, and their ability to reach them?

• “Narrow thoughts” on question/topic selection.
• What are the 4 most important and/or unique aspects of your 

mentee’s life?

• How to think about the audience and their reaction to essays. 
• What will pique an admissions officer’s interest? 

• Edit essays using learnable moments
• Do they include imagery and details?  Are they starting with what the 

audience knows? Is there reasonable organization to the essay?  Do 
they have grammatical errors and can sentences be phrased better?  

• Prioritize researching best-fit colleges
• Writing experts to help with reviews.
• Have they considered colleges’ academic/social/financial 

characteristics?  How do they know it’s a best fit college?
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• Start by mainly providing 
“comments” and grammatical 
fixes.

• After 1-2 revisions, begin to 
edit sentence structure and 
syntax; continue to make 
grammatical fixes.

• Finally, provide a heavy edit, 
getting the essay to a near 
final state of completion.

• Send to Christina to receive 
expert review. 

• Meet to discuss final 
revisions.

RECOMMENDATIONS:
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WRAP UP



NEXT STEPS

• Submit rough draft PIQs to Christina for an expert essay review.

• Refer to College Access Portal for presentation and personal statement 
resources

• Clear prompt selections with Christina FIRST!
• Request expert review, begins in October 
• College Applications DUE: November 30

• Create UC and CSU application accounts
• UC, opened Aug 1
• CSU, opens Oct 1

• Additional deadlines to be on the lookout for:
• FAFSA, opens Oct 1
• EOP application 
• Institution specific scholarships

• Next Workshop: UC Applications
• Oct. 14 @ 5-7 on Zoom
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https://oceandiscoveryinstitute.org/college-access-portal/


THANK YOU.
oceandiscoveryinstitute.org


