
How to Outline the 
Personal Statement 
in One Hour
So you’ve got the content from your Objects and Values exercise. How do you turn that beautiful mess into an essay? 
Because you could, if you like, begin writing your essay without an outline. Many writers do. In fact, some writers will write a 
first messy draft in order to discover the outline. But if you’d like a little more structure before you dive in, here’s how to 
create a basic outline, or what I call “Outline 1.0”

Step 1: Decide on the Big Chunks
First, name the 3-5 big chunks of the essay. What do I mean by the “big chunks”? Broadly speaking, I mean the beginning, 
middle and the end. If you identify as a Type A or C student you might choose to use the Narrative Structure and come up 
with five parts (see below). If you’re a Type B or D student you might instead choose 3-5 elements you know you want to 
include in a Montage of your life.

Here are a examples from the four example essays you read earlier:

Essay A “On Debate” (Narrative Structure):
Status Quo: I used to be really shy.
Inciting Incident: Then I joined a debate class.
Raising of the Stakes: It was important that I break free of my shyness not just for me but for my parents.
Moment of Truth: None. (Note that we don’t need every part for the structure to work.)
New Status Quo: Now I’m the kid up at the blackboard, leading discussions, and standing up for my beliefs.

Essay B “Endodontics” (Montage Structure): 
I’ve always been curious. 
I’ve been working with my hands for years.
I’ve always been obsessed with details.
I’m a math geek.
I love sharing my knowledge with others.
All these qualities will serve me well in my career as--not an engineer, but--an endodontist (dentist).

Essay C “Raising Anthony” (Narrative or “Challenges” Structure):
Note that for students who’ve dealt with significant challenges, I suggest a variation on the Narrative structure called the 
“Challenges” structure, which is a basic three-step structure: 
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1. Challenges: Separated from mom at three, absent and alcoholic father, terrible babysitters, no structure at home, 
misbehaving brother.

2. What I did about it: I assumed the role of parent by taking my brother to school, learning to cook, watching 
parenting videos, having brother formulate his own penalties.

3. What I learned: I’m grateful for my experiences, as I became resourceful, independent and confident and now I 
believe I can face any challenge.

Essay D “Scrapbook” (Montage Structure): 
Here’s the physical process of creating a scrapbook.
This (essay) is the scrapbook of my life. (Note this is also the thesis and focusing lens.)
Family is really important to me (and here are the images and details to prove it).
Mission work, travel, and teaching are also important to me (and here are more images and details to 
demonstrate these things).
No matter what I do, these values will remain important in my life.

See what we’re doing here? We’re simplifying things by beginning with the largest pieces of the story. If we were talking 
about the movie Finding Nemo, we might say the largest pieces are: 

1. Marlon (dad fish) and Nemo are together.
2. Marlon and Nemo get separated.
3. Marlon and Nemo reunite.

So really simple.

How do you choose the big chunks of the essay?
For Type A and C students (using the Narrative Structure), here’s an exercise I love: 

Create a Timeline
First step: Take out a blank sheet of paper and draw a line down the middle. 

Second step: Chart the major events of your life on the timeline. Include any major challenges, any moves from one location 
to another, any births and deaths in the family, and anything else that you feel has shaped or change you. 

Third step: Once you’ve created your life timeline, tell your life story to someone while that person just listens.

Create a Timeline (Variation)
First step: Draw a line down the middle of a blank sheet of paper and hand it to a partner or mentor.
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Second step: Rather than creating your own timeline, speak your life story aloud to a partner or mentor and have that 
person chart your life events on the timeline for you. This frees you up as you talk.

Third step: Have your partner tell you your life story while you listen. 

To watch an example of Ethan doing this, click here.

Once you’ve created the timeline, work with your partner to identify the beginning, middle and end of your essay. If 
possible, try identifying: 

Type A:
1. Status Quo: How did things used to be?
2. Inciting Incident: The event that started it all. The moment things began to change.
3. Raising of the stakes: What happened to build suspense for you--and others?
4. Moment of truth (or) Turning point: Was there a moment when you had to make a big choice? Or when things 

were in danger of going down a dark path, but then turned around?
5. New status quo: How are things now?

or: 

Type C:
1. Challenges
2. What I did about it
3. What I learned

For Type B and D Students (using the Montage Structure), if you’re still having 
difficulty identifying the “big chunks,” I find these additional exercises can help 
draw out themes:

1. The “21 Details” Exercise
On a blank sheet of paper, make a list of 21 details from your life: interesting facts that describe some small, random part 
of who you are.

As an example, here are some of my 21 details:
We moved 20 times while I was growing up and I attended 13 schools.
My biggest pet peeve is when the waiter takes my food before I’ve finished.
I eat salad with my hands. And never with dressing.
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The worst feeling in the world is the dentist’s air suction tube sucking air over my teeth.
I love popping bubble wrap.
When I was young I used to use my finger to wipe off the top layer of toothpaste that I shared with my sister so I 
wouldn’t get her germs.
I’ve never, ever seriously contemplated suicide.
I find most people fascinating and can talk to just about anyone.
I’ve won several awards in my life, but I’m most proud of these two: finishing second in the elementary school 
Spelling Bee when I was nine and being named MVP of the middle school floor hockey All-Star game when I was 
eleven.
The most painful thing I ever experienced was breaking my kneecap in the 10th grade during a basketball game. 
The physical pain wasn’t the worst part, though: it was losing the rest of the season and watching my team go 
0-18.
My three younger brothers and I have never, as far as I can remember, ever had a fight.

2. Create a “Stuff You Should Know About Me” list.

How? Fill a blank sheet of paper with a list of things you’d want the college admissions officers to know about you. Can be 
done with a parent, friend, counselor, or all three.

3. Make sure you’ve completed the Values Exercise and have placed the first letter of your 
intended major or career beside 5-7 of the qualities you think would be required of an expert in that field. (Example: for 
“Doctor” you might place a “D” beside “helping others” or “listening.” An aspiring “Engineer” might place an “E” beside 
“collaboration” or “creativity.”)

Once you’ve done all three of these...

Read the step-by-step process described at the bottom of this page. 

Complete the “Essential Qualities” and “How I’ve Demonstrated These Qualities” Exercise. 

For Type D students (students who don’t know what they want to study):

First ask: is there a career you might be interested in that you could use as a placeholder for a Type B essay (and use 
the process described above)? Note that I like Do What You Are as a resource for exploring career options.

If not, I recommend first doing the same brainstorming exercises mentioned above: 

1. Complete the “21 Details” exercise.

See above for description. 

2. Create a “Stuff You Should Know About Me” list.

How? Fill a blank sheet of paper with a list of things you’d want the college admissions officers to know about you. Can be 
done with a parent, friend, counselor, or all three.

3. Make sure you’ve completed the Values Exercise. 
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Once these three are complete, here are some good questions to ask: 
Do any of the items on my 21 Details or Stuff You Should Know About Me lists connect to any of my Top Values?   
Did any of the experiences on my 21 Details list help me develop any of my Top Values?
Do I recognize any themes or common threads in my lists?
Is there anything in my life that I love to do that could serve as a “focusing lens?” (Example: I love scrapbooking, 
so my essay could be The Scrapbook of My Life (or) I love applied math, so my essay could be How I See the 
World Through Applied Math (or) I love traveling and language so I could write about How Traveling and 
Language Have Shaped My Life. 

Step 2: What to Do After You Create a Basic Outline
Option A: Just write it!

That’s right. If at this point in the process you feel inspired to begin writing, Go for it. Follow the muse. One great way to 
figure out the story you’re telling is to just start writing and see what comes out.

Option B: Create Outline 2.0 

A second option is to create a more robust outline by taking the large chunks of the essay and naming them more 
specifically. How?

Step 1: Name the DVD Chapters

You know how when you click on the Menu of a DVD, the different chapters are labeled? 
Quick example from Star Wars:

1. Opening Logos
2. A New Hope
3. Imperial Boarding Party
4. Artoo’s Mission
5. Vader Confronts the Princess
6. Lost in the Desert
7. Land of the Jawas

...etc.

Note that DVD usually have a chapter per scene (so maybe 40-60 per film), but I’m just asking you to label 5-7 different 
chapters (or paragraphs) of your essay. 

To use the Endodontics essay as an example (since I’ve already referenced it), a basic outline of the chapters or 
paragraphs might look something like: 
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Outline 1.0
1. Curiosity
2. Detail-focused
3. Working with hands
4. Working with others
5. What I want to study and why

And this is a fine outline to use to begin writing an essay. But to create a more specific outline, you’ll want to...

Step 2: Turn Your DVD Chapter Titles into Paragraph Thesis Sentences

What do I mean by “paragraph thesis sentences?” I mean: take each of your DVD chapter titles and turn each one into a 
sentence that makes a point. Or, put differently, the sentence should tell me what that paragraph is doing, 
what its purpose is.

To expand on the example above, Outline 2.0 for the Endodontics essay might look something like: 

Outline 2.0
1. As a kid, I was always curious. (Transition: And it didn’t stop in second grade.)
2. A few years later I designed my first pair of shoes.
3. In high school I moved on to more advanced projects.
4. And once I obtained my driver’s license, I began working on cars.
5. My love of details applies to my schoolwork too.
6. I also love sharing this appreciation with others.
7. I want to study Endodontics.
8. Which is actually kinda’ like working on phones and cars.

And note that, when done well, Outline 2.0 will end up reading like a short version of the full essay. To see what I mean, 
read the first lines of the paragraphs in the original essay. (Pretty neat, huh?)

Let me make one thing clear: this is hard to do. Often, my students need to write a first (or second or third) draft just to 
figure out what each paragraph should be doing. So there’s no pressure to create Outline 2.0 before beginning a draft (see 
the “Just write it!” option above). I recommend creating enough of an outline so that you feel you have some sense of what 
each paragraph is doing, or at least what its contents are. The specifics will emerge. 

Another Option for Creating Outline 2.0: 

The Focused Objects Exercise (or) Dreaming the Essay

Here’s a process I love that allows students to use their creative unconscious to begin imagining their essays, it’s something 
I like to call a Focused Objects Exercise or Dreaming the Essay. What’s needed? Only a blank sheet of paper and 
(preferably) a partner (although it can be done alone). 
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This assumes the student has already created Outline 1.0 and, to illustrate this, I’ll use the basic outline for the 
Endodontics essay, since we’re getting to know that essay pretty well. To refresh:

Outline 1.0
1. Curiosity
2. Detail-focused
3. Working with hands
4. Working with others
5. What I want to study and why

Here’s what a Focused Object Exercise may sound like between Brian (imagined student) and his counselor, Mr. Sawyer:

Mr. Sawyer: Okay, Brian, close your eyes for a second and focus on curiosity. What does curiosity mean to you? What 
does it look like? Feel like? Taste like? Smell like? What objects or images do you associate with curiosity? What images 
from your past might demonstrate that you’re curious? [Notice that the imaginings don’t have to deal precisely with objects.] 

Mr. Sawyer: When you’re ready, jot down a few objects or images that you associate with curiosity.

Brian writes down what he sees/hears/feels. Mr. Sawyer puts on some music in the background that has no lyrics.

Mr. Sawyer: Finally, what color do you associate with curiosity? It doesn’t have to make sense, but pick a color that 
for you feels like curiosity. When you’ve got it and you’re ready to move on, let me know.

Brian: (After writing down a color.) Okay, I’m ready.

Mr. Sawyer: Great. For the next section, let’s think about details. You can close your eyes if you want, or you don’t 
have to. So: what details do you tend to notice in life? What are some examples of details you notice that other people 
tend to skip over? What’s one of your favorite details? 

Brian writes. Mr. Sawyer puts on a different piece of music. Repeat for each section, continuing to allow the student to 
imagine and brainstorm content for each of the individual paragraphs. 

When all paragraphs have been imagined, the counselor (Ethan) takes the piece of paper and “tells” the essay back to 
Brian by reading back to him what he wrote. This allows Brian to see/hear/feel his way through the essay, almost as though 
he is dreaming the essay.
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The Importance of Throwing Out 

Everything You Think You Know 
(A Quick Note to Counselors)

At this point it may be starting to feel like some essay-related stuff that once felt complex and nuanced may actually be 
codifiable!

Let me assure you that it isn’t. As mathematician George E. P. Box said, “All models are wrong. But some are useful.”

That’s why I try to throw out everything I know every time I start a new session with a student.

What do I mean?

Imagine how it would feel if you sat down with a counselor to tell him your deepest story and he said to you, "Oh, you're a 
Type C person."

There is no such thing as a Type C person, and the techniques I have been describing are just creative options that I've 
either invented or adapted. The techniques can be useful in a jam or if you have no idea what else to do but should not be 
used as a substitute for good old fashioned listening.

At this point it feels appropriate to introduce (or reiterate) my core counseling values, which are here. These are the 
principles I try to bring to every session.

I recommend thinking of any techniques and categorizable types as fluid, and malleable. Or as tools in my bag of tricks. 
But I believe it’s important to listen before I dig into my bag of tricks, particularly early in the process when we have lots of 
time. Listening may not be the most efficient way of writing an essay, but some of the deepest and best counseling work I’ve 
experienced (on both sides) has been pretty darn inefficient. 

At it's best, a counseling session should feel like a creative, mutual exchange of ideas rather than a diagnosis, 
categorization or prescription.

Having said that, by this point some of you are interested in delving deeper into what makes certain essays (and stories) 
work better than others. So up next you’ll find in-depth structural analyses of Four Amazing Essays.
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