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WHEN ARE WRITTEN RESPONSES 
REQUIRED?

• Answer 4 of 8 promptsUC Application 

• 1 Essay PromptPrivate Schools, 
Common Application

• Often 1 Essay PromptScholarships 

• VariesProgram Applications 



WHEN ARE THEY NOT REQUIRED?

CSUs (SDSU, 
CSUSM, etc.)

Community 
Colleges

Others (varies 
by college)



Why are they asking?

Think of it as a 
conversation with the 

Admissions Officer. 
What would you SAY to 
an Admissions Officer if 
you were face to face 

for an interview?

Colleges want to know 
you better—your life 
experience, interests, 

ambitions and 
inspirations.

It is the glue (the 
context) that holds all 

the separate fragments 
of your application 

together

It gives depth, 
context and 

clarity.



UC Personal 
Insight 

Questions



Inside an admissions officer’s brain…

How is this 
student going to 
be an asset on 
your campus?



Picture yourself in college

• Does your PIQ response relate to your 
major, minor or career?

• Does your PIQ response relate to clubs
you will join, start or lead?

• Does your PIQ response relate to 
community service you will perform in 
college?

• Does your PIQ response relate to how you 
will interact with fellow students, staff 
and professors?

• Does your PIQ response relate to how you 
will approach studying, groupwork, or 
academics?





Tips for 
answering UC 
Personal 
Insight 
Questions

Share NEW information not 
already covered elsewhere in 
your application.

Share

Use specific, concrete examples, 
but not “scene-setting.” They 
don’t need to be in the moment 
with you. 

Use

Use YOUR OWN AUTHENTIC 
VOICE . Use “I” and “My” and 
“Me.”

Be You

Answer the question, “So what?” You play 
a sport. So what? You play an instrument. 
So what? You love an academic subject or 
a club. So what? Colleges want to know 
how you’ll enrich their campus.

Answer





AVOID •Acronyms

•Titles

•Quotes

•Dialogue

•A “hook”

•Writing
about
someone 
else

•Story-telling

•Scene-setting

•Flowery 
Language

•Jokes and 
Sarcasm

•Summarizing 
other parts of 
your 
application



What Schools Look For

• Thoughtful, incisive reflection – some sense of who the 
student is.

• Any of the following personal qualities: leadership, 
creativity, initiative, innovation, passion, persistence, 
maturation, tenacity, self-discipline, motivation for 
academic success, and commitment to others.

• Students who have done activities to enrich their 
education. 

• Students who have had meaningful participation, not 
just a listing of activities.  Quality over quantity should 
be the general guideline.



What Schools Look For 
(cont.)

• Community-based awareness. Students who have 
demonstrated a sensitivity to and respect for 
differences, e.g., through sustained community service. 

• Students who are informal leaders – the type of student 
who makes things happen – a catalyst who motivates 
others, who initiates or takes responsibility for 
something that meets a perceived need.



EXPLAIN
Don’t complain
*Extremely important for Prompts 4 and 5.

Don’t write all about the challenge. Write 
about how you overcame it.



Be AUTHENTIC 
rather than 

strategic



UC Personal 
Insight 
Questions

• There will be 8 prompts.

• You can answer any 4.

• Limit: 350 words each.

• Choose the four that best 
showcase who you are.

•All questions are given 
equal consideration in the 
application review 
process, which means 
there is no advantage or 
disadvantage to choosing 
certain questions over 
others. 



The UC technical stuff

• 350 word maximum per prompt (Word Count/Character Count)

• Do not try to compose your PIQs while filling out the application 
online. Write your essays/responses in Word first. 

• Save to a safe place like Google Docs. 

• Use Spellcheck, and then have at least two people read your 
essay for grammar, spelling, content and flow. 

• When you’re sure you’re ready to submit it, copy and paste it into 
the online application. PLAIN TEXT! (Application won’t save font 
type, font size, special characters, images, etc.) 



How 
important 

is 
grammar?

For the UC System, it 
is not read for 
mechanics, spelling, 
grammar or style.

However, you should 
proofread and edit. *Even 
thought it’s not scored on 
this, it will not make a good 
impression if it’s full of 
errors. 



Additional Comments 
Section

• Is not required. Do not fill it out unless you truly need to.

• It is not your opportunity to answer a fifth prompt!

• It is for information not found elsewhere on application

• It might explain gaps and deficiencies

•Open format



Quickwrite #1: Leadership

•How do you define “leader”? List three  
words that you think describe what a leader 
is.
•1.
•2.
•3. 

•Do any of these words apply to you? How? Is 
there a time in your life when you displayed 
any of these traits?



UC PIQ # 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.



Quickwrite #2: Creativity

•Can you think of a time your viewpoint was unique 
compared to others? What was the issue or 
problem from your perspective?  How was your 
approach different from another person’s?

•Was there ever a problem where your intuition and 
imagination guided you to the solution?

•Do you have a passion for music, theater, visual art, 
dance, etc.? What have you gained from it that has 
affected other parts of your life? 



UC PIQ # 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.



Quickwrite #3: Talent

• List three of your talents or skills:
•1.
•2.
•3.

•Were these talents or skills the same a few years 
ago? What changed? What improved?

•Which of the three talents or skills is the most 
meaningful or important to you and why? Does the 
talent come naturally or have you worked hard to 
develop this skill or talent?



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



Quickwrite #4: 
Opportunities and Barriers

• Educational Opportunities: List any programs or additional classes that 
have better prepared you for college:
• 1.

• 2.

• 3.

• Educational Barriers: Have you faced any barriers or challenges related 
to school and/or your schoolwork? How did you overcome or strive to 
overcome them? List three personal characteristics or skills you had to 
call on to overcome this challenge:
• 1.

• 2.

• 3.

• Feel free to write about either an opportunity or a barrier. It’s OK if 
you’ve experienced one and not the other



UC PIQ # 4
Describe how you have taken 

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



Quickwrite #5: Challenges

•Have you had a difficult experience in your 
life? How did you get through it? What did 
you learn going through this experience? 

•If you’re currently working your way through 
a challenge, what are you doing now and 
does that affect different aspects of your life? 
For example, ask yourself, “How was my life 
changed at home, at my school, with my 
friends, or with my family?”



UC PIQ # 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?



Quickwrite #6: 
Inspiring Academic Subject

•Do you have a passion for one specific 
academic subject area, something that you 
just can’t get enough of? If that applies to 
you, what have you done to further that 
interest? Discuss how your interest in the 
subject developed and describe any 
experience you have had inside and outside 
the classroom — such as volunteer work, 
internships, employment, summer programs, 
participation in student organizations and/or 
clubs — and what you have gained from your 
involvement.



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



Quickwrite #7: Service

•Have you contributed to a positive change at 
your school or in your community?

•What steps have you taken to accomplish 
this? Remember, even small changes can 
have a big impact.

•Why were you inspired to act?

•What did you learn from your effort?



UC PIQ # 7
What have you done to make 
your school or your 
community a better place?



Quickwrite #8: Originality

• List three of your personality 
traits. How would friends/family 
describe you?
• 1.

• 2.

• 3.

• What do you value in your life? 
What’s important to you?
• 1.

• 2.

• 3.

• What are you passionate
about?
• 1.

• 2.

• 3.

• What items or possessions do 
you cherish? List them here and 
think about why they’re 
meaningful to you:

• 1.

• 2.

• 3.



Quickwrite #8: Originality continued

•Does anything overlap? 

•Is there one thing that stands out? 

•Are there any that you would want 
to share more information about?



UC PIQ # 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?



UC Personal Insight Prompts

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.



UC Personal Insight Prompts

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?



Final 
UC Tips

Write early. Get feedback. 
Start with 8; narrow to the 
best 4. 
Don’t “recycle” your Common 
Application essay. Admissions 
officers pick up on that.

Choose the four prompts most 
relevant to your experience and that 
best reflect your individual 
circumstances.

UCs do not want creative writing, 
although other universities might.



Hazy

My dad worked very hard, 
so I want to be a good 

student.



Adds concrete details to be 
exact

Growing up, I watched my dad work two full-
time jobs to save money so I could go to 

college, which motivated me to attend after 
school tutoring four times a week to maintain 

an exceptional GPA.



Peer Review a Friend’s Essay

•How did the essay make you feel?

•Did it provide NEW information? What 
did you learn?

•Was it clear and concise/Did it flow well?

•Would you admit this student? Yes/No?



























There is 
no “one 
size fits 
all” for 
every 
college

University of California campuses want 
you to answer questions about 
yourself. They do not want an “essay.” 
Don’t consider it a “piece of writing.”  

However, every college/college system 
is different so the type of essay another 
college wants might be very different 
from what UC wants.

Ask yourself: what is this other college 
seeking? Creative writing? A unique 
story? Diversity on campus? Spiritual 
faith? Unique talent? Competitiveness?



Other 
Universities



Common Application
•Can be found at www.commonapp.org
•Hundreds of private universities use the 
common application.
•For the essay portion, seven prompts are 
given. Students may choose any one prompt. 
•Response should be 250-650 words
•Common App allows you to upload your 
essay from Google Drive
•Page 3 of your handout

http://www.commonapp.org/


Common Application 
2019 Essay Prompts

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. 

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? 

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

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.



Common Application 
2019 Essay Prompts

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

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?

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.



How are Common App Essays 
different from UC PIQs?

•Common App is an ESSAY. 

•UC PIQs: answering questions.

•Common App responses can be creative writing. 

•UC PIQs should not “set the scene”, use flowery 
language, include dialogue, etc. 

•Common App: you only submit ONE essay (250-
650 words.) 

•UC PIQs: you submit 4 short responses (350 
words each.) 



Examples of scholarship application prompts

• Briefly describe your long- and short-term goals. 

• How will your study of _________ contribute to your immediate or long-
range career plans?

• Why do you want to be a ____________?

• Explain the importance of (your major) in today’s society.

• Why are you a good candidate to receive this award? How are your 
values aligned with the values of (the organization granting the 
scholarship)?

• If you had the authority to change your school in a positive way, what 
specific changes would you make and why?

• Describe how you have demonstrated leadership ability both in and out 
of school.

• From a financial standpoint, what impact would this scholarship have on 
your education?



For Future Questions:

•Karla Whitaker
kkwhitaker@ucsd.edu

Sharing via Google?
swagsandiego@gmail.com
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