
 

The Personal Essay 
 

WHAT IS A PERSONAL ESSAY? 

 

Forget everything you’ve learned to pass the Regents exam. It’s time to throw out the all 

the formal rules of general introductions, thesis statements, and strict organization.  The 

personal essay is much more fun than that.  A personal essay tells a story – your story – 

about a particular experience, event, person, place, or thing. 

 
WHAT CAN I WRITE ABOUT? 

 

Anything.  As long as you answer the question being asked.  Most personal essay 

prompts are very general, so that they can apply to a wide variety of people.  For 

example, if you are asked to write about one of your “happiest memories,” you could 

write about the time you went to Disney World, the moment you first fell in love, or the 

day you were selected MVP of your baseball team.  All of these topics would relate to the 

essay prompt. 

 
CAN I USE THE PRONOUN “I”? 

 

Yes—you must!  You are writing about yourself and something that happened to you.  

You will definitely need to use the first-person voice. 

 
HOW DO I BEGIN A PERSONAL ESSAY? 

 

Unlike a traditional literary essay in which you must begin your introduction with a 

general statement and end with a thesis statement, the beginning of the personal essay can 

be creative.  The goal is to capture your reader’s attention.  Some suggestions: 

 --Begin with an image  (The sweat trickled down my nose as I rounded second base.) 

 --Begin with a question  (Have you ever scored three homeruns on a single day?) 

 --Begin with a startling statement (I was so happy when we lost.) 

 --Begin with dialogue (“What’s the matter with you?” my coach screamed.) 

 
HOW DO I ORGANIZE A PERSONAL ESSAY? 

 

It depends.  Most often, you will be telling a story, about a person, place, or thing.  

Consider the best way to make your points in an organized fashion. Just like any essay, 

the personal essay should have logical paragraph breaks; where you put them is largely 

up to you.  

 

 

Name: ________________________ 
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HOW LONG DOES IT HAVE TO BE? 

 

As with most essays, a personal essay should be at least four paragraphs.  A stronger 

personal essay will be five or more paragraphs.  While you don’t want to overload your 

reader with unnecessary detail, you do want to bring him/her into the scene.  You want 

your reader to come away with a thorough understanding of your thoughts and/or 

experience. If you are writing a college essay, be sure to check the maximum length 

requirements.  For the common application, the maximum word count is 650 words.  

 
HOW DO I END THE ESSAY? 

 

While your essay does not have to end with a formal conclusion, it should convey a main 

point or idea.  Usually, a personal essay ends with the writer’s final reflections on what 

s/he has written about.  

 
WHAT’S THE MOST IMPORTANT THING I SHOULD KNOW ABOUT THE 

PERSONAL ESSAY? 

 

A personal essay must be exactly what the name says: personal.  There must be 

something original or unique about your thoughts or experience that makes it impossible 

for anyone else to have written it.  When you’re finished writing, ask yourself, could 

anyone else have written this essay?  For example, if I write about my trip to Disney 

World and simply name all the rides I went on and tell you that I had fun, my essay could 

be anybody’s essay about Disney World.  However, if I tell you that my father was 

selected from the audience to dance in the “Hoop-De-Doo” western review, or that 

Cinderella asked my brother out on a date, I’ve made my essay one that only I could have 

written. 


