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FAQs from Webinar: Five College Essay Questions Every Counselor Should be Able to Help Their 

Students Answer 

 

Answers provided by: Cyndy McDonald, President of GuidedPath and McDonald & Associates, and Ethan 

Sawyer, The College Essay Guy. 

 

Webinar topics 

Q.  What were the 5 questions? I think I missed one or two. 

A.   Ethan:  The five questions were: 

 1. How do I figure out what to write about? 

 2. How do I structure my essay? 

 3. How do I outline my essay? 

 4. How do I revise my essay? 

 5. How do I bring my essay to life? (or) How do I make it not-boring? 

 

Q.  Why can’t you just let students write their essays on their own? 

A.   Cyndy:  I believe it is an essential part of the journey students are embarking on as they prepare to 

leave high school and go into the next chapter of their lives. Having a process to help students approach the 

essays helps them write deeper and more meaningful essays.  

  

Ethan: They can totally write them on their own, and a few do! But like Cyndy, I believe that their working 

through the process can help them go deeper, as the college essay process is about so much more than 

writing an essay. I believe it’s about digging through the past, finding a few gems, dusting them off, and 

making them shine. A counselor can help identify the gems.  

 

Writing Process 

Q.  You mentioned the Four Types of College Essays; what are they? 

A.  Ethan:  The four types of essays are: 

1) Student has faced significant challenges and knows what he/she wants to study. 

2) Student has not faced significant challenges and knows what he/she wants to study. 

3) Student has faced significant challenges and does not know what he/she wants to study. 

4) Student has not faced significant challenges and does not know what he/she wants to study. 

 

Cyndy:  I have used these college essay types with my students. They relate to them and can easily identify 

where they stand. It makes getting started a lot easier. 
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Q.  Ethan, you mentioned one of the four essence objects you would put in a box as a green pen.  What are 

your other three essence objects? 

A.  Ethan: It’s always changing! Today I would put in 1.) my mala beads, which keep me grounded and 

remind me to breathe; 2.) the book Unconditional Parenting, which I’m reading now and which is helping 

me understand the kind of parent I want to be (my first child is due in three months!); and 3.) metal 

chopsticks, which remind me of my time living in Korea and the thousand delicious meals I ate there. 

 

Q.  Cyndy, what would your four essence objects be? 

A.  Cyndy: My four essence objects would be:  

1. My scriptures- to represent my spiritual side 

2.  My phone- because I like staying in touch with family, friends and colleagues. 

3.  My rings- (can I have two items count as one?)- one is my wedding ring and the other is my 

mother’s ring; because being a wife and a mother (grandmother) are the most important roles I 

have. 

4.  My watch- because I am always aware of time, and how much I am trying to cram into each and 

every day. 

 

Q.  What tools do you use if the student is stubborn about writing? 

A.  Cyndy:  I find using graphic organizers helps students to organize their thoughts is effective. I have 

created 3 graphic organizers based on the University of California questions or the Common Application 

questions. 

  

Ethan: I have lots of ways, but my current favorite is this list of 100 Brave and Interesting Questions. 

 

Q.  I have a student who is not interested in the whole essay writing process. He feels like it is “jumping 

through hoops”.  How do you help students overcome this mental block? 

A.  Ethan: [Putting on counseling hat.] I’d ask him to go deeper. What does jumping through hoops mean to 

him? Does this feel like another situation in which he was made to jump through hoops? How did that make 

him feel? Is this situation like that situation, or could it be that it’s different? I’d get more info on his 

world—on what that experience was like. Then I’d gently guide him toward re-framing the essay-writing 

experience. There are many ways to do this, but a few of the top of my head are to let him know the essay 

can make the difference. I’d ask if college was important to him (maybe it’s not!). If it is, I’d ask: Has 

writing ever been fun—if so, when? How could this be like that time? I’d ask: Could there be any potential 

value to writing an essay? If so, what? etc. I’d describe to him how this is about so much more than 

applying to college. Finally, I’d tell him this is going to be fun. Because it is.  

 

Cyndy: It is a good thing the essay is then the entire application. If a student is not interested (or able to 

compose a good essay) let their qualities shine through in other parts of their application. Sometimes having 

a peer help with the brainstorming helps unlock the inspirational and motivational dam. 

 

Where Can I Find This Information? 

Q.   Will this be available on the website?   

A. Cyndy: You can watch the recording on our youtube channel.  

 

Q. Ethan shared a list of values, for a values exercise.  Where can we find that? 

A. Ethan: you can find it at http://www.collegeessayguy.com/guide-values-exercise 

 

http://www.guidedpath.net/
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Q. I am intrigued by the Essence Objects exercise.  Where do I find that? 

A.  Ethan: you can find it at http://www.collegeessayguy.com/guide-values-exercise 

 

Q.  I missed part of the presentation, can I get a copy of the presentation? 

A.  Cyndy:  yes, a copy of the presentation outline is located at slideshare.net 

 

Q.  This was well done and very informational.  What other topics have you covered? 

A.  Cyndy:  Check out our recorded webinars from the past year by clicking here. 

 

Q.  What presenters have you had for your professional webinars? 

A.   Cyndy:  We have had Peter VanBuskirk, Dr. Steven Antonoff, Bill Dingledine,  Blake Vawter (Oregon 

State University), Lynn O’Shaughnessy, to name a few.   Upcoming presenters will be:  Tyler Coon (ACT), 

Maria Furtado (Colleges That Change Lives), Dr. Elizabeth Stone, and one more popular author to be 

announced soon! 

 

RESOURCES: 

- View PRESENTATION:  

http://prezi.com/k5s40pijybth/?utm_campaign=share&utm_medium=copy&rc=ex0share 

- View RECORDING: 

- https://www.youtube.com/user/myccanetvideos 

- View Ethan’s RESOURCES: 

- http://www.collegeessayguy.com/guide-index/ 

- Sign up for Ethan’s 6 week webinar series: 

- http://www.collegeessayguy.com/counselor-webinar 

- Have your students sign up for Ethan’s 6 week 

webinar series: 

- http://www.collegeessayguy.com/student-webinar 

 

View other PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT webinar recordings 

- Topics include: Trending in College Admissions, College Admissions in the 21st Century, 

Counseling Students Who Think They Can (a whole series). 

 

Sign up for Summer 2014 webinars: Ready, Set, Go! 
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