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RESPONDING TO HIGH-STAKES
PROMPTS WITH PURPOSE

This resource provides foundational guidance on how to approach writing personal essays for
graduate or professional school applications, as well as for jobs, internships, and fellowships.
Writers looking for more detailed guidance on graduate school Statements of Purpose should
consult the resource Approaching the Graduate School Statement of Purpose.

UNDERSTANDING THE SITUATION YOU'RE WRITING
INTO

Writing applications for fellowships, graduate or professional programs, or jobs means writing
for readers whose decisions shape your future opportunities. This situation may feel similar to
your experience of writing for undergraduate admissions, but unlike readers of your college
admissions essay, these readers don’t just want to know that you’re smart, hardworking, or
passionate about science. Instead, they are reading with specific institutional goals in mind, and
what those readers want to see can vary widely from one opportunity to the next.

Some committees are primarily interested in how you think and reason. Others are focused on
communication skills, research potential, leadership, or the ability to collaborate productively.
Most importantly, application readers are almost always asking an implicit question alongside
the prompt itself: How does this applicant fit our community’s needs, values, and mission?

Because of this, a personal statement or application essay is never just a personal narrative. It
is also a response that implicitly makes a case for fit—showing, through experience, reflection,
and choice, how the writer aligns with the program’s goals and selection criteria. It is a response
to a particular rhetorical situation, which is shaped by the audience, the purpose of the award or
program, and the criteria by which candidates will be evaluated. In other words, while you are
not actually writing a thesis-driven argument or trying to “prove” a claim, the narrative itself does
the persuasive work by highlighting the experiences and decisions that match what the program
is looking for. While the instinct in high-stakes writing is often to “perform brilliance” for decision-
makers, applicants typically produce stronger, clearer, and more memorable writing when they
slow down and respond deliberately to what the prompt is actually asking and what the program
is trying to select for in that specific context.

WHERE APPLICATION ESSAYS OFTEN GO WRONG

Even experienced writers can struggle when responding to high-stakes prompts. The pressure
to succeed, combined with unfamiliar genres and unknown evaluation criteria, can push writers
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toward habits that feel efficient or safe in the moment but ultimately weaken their responses.
Some common mistakes are:

Reading Without Interpreting

This occurs when a writer skims the prompt and jumps straight into drafting without pausing to
analyze what the question is really asking. High-stakes prompts can sometimes appear
deceptively simple and can therefore result in an applicant responding to an imagined prompt
rather than addressing the motivation and decision-making the question calls for.

Writing in Performance Mode

This involves trying to sound impressive or exceptional rather than being precise, reflective, or
concrete. This approach often results in vague claims that are difficult for readers to evaluate.
Application writing with an orientation toward performance will rely on familiar but empty
phrases such as “I'm passionate,” “I'm driven,” or “I've always loved science,” rather than
illustrating those qualities through specific experiences and choices.

Neglecting Readers’ Needs

This occurs when a writer assumes that readers already understand the significance of their
experiences or research. Writers sometimes rely too heavily on technical language without
pausing to explain why a detail matters or how it shaped their thinking. In other cases, writers
focus so heavily on describing activities that they neglect to interpret them for the reader.

Forcing Past Material Into a New Prompt

Because application cycles often require many essays with overlapping themes, writers
sometimes attempt to reuse material written for another school, scholarship, or program without
fully reconsidering the new rhetorical situation. This can lead to essays that technically answer
the prompt while still feeling misaligned with the goals, values, or expectations of the application
at hand. In many cases, the essay continues to prioritize the concerns of the original prompt
rather than the new one.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO THINK RHETORICALLY?

To think rhetorically means recognizing that writing is always shaped by a relationship between
writer, audience, purpose, and context. In high-stakes applications, this involves asking not just
“What do | want to say about myself?” but also “What does this reader need to learn about me
in order to make a decision?” It requires attending closely to the language of the prompt, the
mission of the institution, the criteria by which success will be judged, and then shaping your
response accordingly. This is challenging to do when preparing a high-stakes application, but it
is not impossible. Typically, an applicant will only have partial information about who will be
reading their application and what their criteria are, but effective applicants will take the time to
gather as much information as they can access and use it to shape what they write.
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HOW TO APPROACH A HIGH-STAKES WRITING
PROMPT

Interpret the Prompt

When you first read a prompt, resist the urge to start writing. Take time to learn about who is
asking the question by exploring the program’s website—its mission, goals, faculty or staff bios,
and, when available, profiles of past awardees or participants. This broader context helps you
understand what the prompt is really trying to assess and how your response will be read.

Consult our companion resource Audience Awareness for Application Writers for more guidance
on how to imagine the audience for applications, since you often are not told exactly who will
read your work.

Once you've gathered this context, you can begin working with the prompt using the steps
below:

1. Underline the criteria or values. Look for any words that show what the program
prioritizes: leadership, creativity, social impact, research potential. Note that this
information may not be directly referenced in the prompt and may instead be shared in
descriptions of the mission or goals of the organization running this search.

2. Identify the scope. Are they asking for one story, a career trajectory, or a research
proposal? Keep the frame narrow enough to stay focused.

3. Rephrase the prompt in your own words. Before you start writing, pause and
translate the prompt into a clear, specific question you can keep in mind as you plan
your response. This step helps prevent you from answering a different or imagined
question and gives you a simple checkpoint you can return to while drafting and
revising. Example: “They want to know if | can connect my research experience to
their lab’s goals.”

4. After you write a draft, test your answer to the prompt. Some prompts appear
deceptively simple, but they require careful reflection and consideration. Questions
like “Why do you want to be a doctor?” or “Why do you want to work at [our
company]?” often ask about motivation, reasoning, or decision-making rather than a
list of personal traits or evidence that you would do well in that role. As you look over
your rough draft, check whether your response starts to list qualities or achievements,
pause and ask what kind of reasoning the question actually calls for. Then refocus on
the experiences, moments, or choices that led you to this path and explain how they
shaped your decision.

Read Similar Prompts Carefully

When preparing multiple applications at once, you may notice similarities among prompts.
When you notice these similarities, pause and examine them closely rather than assuming they
are asking the same thing. Applicants working on multiple applications often group prompts
together in an effort to write more efficiently and reuse material across submissions. While this
strategy can be effective, it can also lead writers astray if subtle differences in the prompts’
purposes are overlooked. In the process of forcing prompts into the same category, important
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distinctions are often smoothed over, and the very nuances that matter most to admissions
readers can be lost.

Graduate school application prompts, for example, often use similar language (words like
background, personal experience, and values appear again and again), but they are not always
asking for the same kind of response. Small differences in phrasing can signal very different
expectations: some prompts ask you to explain why you are pursuing graduate study, while
others ask how your experiences will shape the contributions you make to a particular academic
community. The following examples illustrate how closely related prompts can require distinct
rhetorical moves, and why reading for purpose, instead of categorizing by similar language, is
essential when planning a response.

Prompt: Describe your background, Prompt: Describe your background or
experiences, or personal journey and how personal experiences and explain how
they have influenced your decision to they have shaped who you are. How wiill

pursue graduate study in this field. these experiences inform the perspectives
and contributions you bring to our
academic community?

Theme: Motivation/trajectory Theme: Identity/contribution
Underlying questions/topics: Underlying questions/topics:
e Why this field? e Who are you now?
e Why graduate school? e What perspectives/values do you
bring?

e Past experiences — intellectual
motivation o How will you participate in and shape

: . our unique campus?
e A narrative of preparation and g P

direction e Less about “why grad school,” more
about fit and contribution

Use the Writing Prompt to Shape Ideas Before
Responding

Use this short exercise to tether your thinking to the prompt’s guidance. You can then expand
this short outline into a full response that stays aligned with the prompt.

In one sentence, restate what the application prompt is asking for.

In one sentence, name what your audience values.

In one paragraph, describe one example that shows you acting on that value.
In a few sentences, explain and interpret the significance of that example.

In one sentence, write what you want the reader to remember.

Check Before You Submit
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Make sure to reread the prompt after you review your response. Check to make sure you
haven’t unintentionally drifted away from the questions in the writing prompt. After you read your
response and reread the prompt, ask yourself:

Have | answered the question asked, not the one | wanted to answer?

If applicable, would a reader outside my field understand why my work matters?

Do my specific examples illustrate something that directly responds to the prompt?
Does my story connect to what the reviewers value, whether those priorities are stated
clearly in the prompt or implied elsewhere in the application materials?

This document is licensed under Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International. To view a copy of
this license, visit http.//creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/.
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