English 12 / AP Literature

Ms. McKever
Tips and Guidelines for Personal Essays

1. Good writing makes any topic interesting.  The essay is a place to showcase your passion, enthusiasm, and writing skills.

2. Use short story techniques: dialogue, descriptive details, anecdotes, analogies, allusions, images.

3. Show rather than tell.

4. Use strong verbs. (stride rather than walk, achieve rather than get)
5. Use no more than one or two linking verbs per paragraph (is, was, are, were).

6. Avoid: a lot, get, got, hopefully, really, pretty, this, these, thing, very, went.

7. Avoid the passive voice. (Passive: “I was given an A.”  Active: “I earned an A.”)

8. Avoid vague pronouns: “They said they would fail them if they didn’t tell them.”

9. Avoid clichés: “I worked my fingers to the bone.”  “Only time will tell.”
10. Avoid needless repetition over and over, again and again, and saying the same thing twice, or three times, or four times, or five times.
11. Watch for grammar, punctuation, and spelling.

12. Try to avoid the following transitions: “for example,” “more importantly,” “in conclusion.”

13. Vary sentence structure.

14. Maintain your unique voice.

15. Do not be boring.  

What works?  

Honesty, brevity, conciseness, precision, self-revelation, personality, and passion.

