
VOLUNTEER MANUAL – USC/VOA BOOT CAMP 2021 

GETTING STARTED ANSWERING THE PROMPT. (For those assisting students that have 
not completed their first drafts. Getting the student started and focusing on developing 
their initial brainstorming into a draft.) 

STEP1; Have student pick a prompt 

STEP 2; Start Writing: Have student Answer the question in 1 – 2. Sentences. 

STEP 3: Examples/Detail: Have the student provide detail and /or list 1 or 2 examples. (5 

to 10 sentences). 

STEP 4: Reflection: Have student conclude and reflect on what they talked about above. 
(1 to 3 sentences) 

Remember the goal is to end the answer with a positive and strong statement about 

them. 

STEP 5: Write: Have the student transfer what they wrote o the handout into a 
paragraph form. Don’t worry about cleaning them up, unless you have extra time. They 

will clean the answers up in a future communication. The goal is to get them to have a 
skeleton. 

 

FINDING & TELLING YOUR STORY 

The goal is to help students identify and write about what makes them compelling and 
unique. Use the following questions/tips as a guide when reading and revisit their 
drafts: 

1. Ask students, what did you want the readers to learn about your from this 
answer? Did they convey this? How can they better cover it? 

2. As you’re reading: 

• Pay attention to confusing language and events. If it confuses you it has the 

potential to confuse the readers. 

• Pay attention to detail – Did the student fully talk about the events and 
examples they are using? 

•Ask questions like what? How? Why? When? To help them fully discuss 

something they have included. 

3. Ask yourself: 
• What did I learn about the student? Did you learn something new in each 

answer? 



 
GRAMMAR & CONTENT REVISIONS 
 
• Did the student answer the prompt completely?  
 
• Did the student focus on high school years. Only provide brief background for any 

event that happened prior to high school. They must always talk about how those past 
events have affected them currently.  

 
• Do all of the answers make sense? Are they clear? 

 
• Delete information that is not focused on themselves: not parents, not teachers, not 

siblings. If the talk about these things it must always be in relation to them. 
 

• Ensure that students use I & ME statements and NOT (we, us, they, them, she, it, etc.)  

 
• Do the answers flow well and are they organized correctly? 

 • Suggested organization. 
  • Answer the question, 1 to 2 sentences. 

  • Brief background, 1 to 2 sentences 
  • Provide and explain, 1 or 2 examples/detail, 5 to 7 sentences 

  • Reflect and make connection, 1 to 2 sentences. 
 

• Did they pick one thing to focus on in each prompt, except UC prompt 7 & 8. 
 
• Check for grammar. Common grammatical errors include: switching between present, 
future, and past tense in one answer. / Subject verb agreement. / Misuse of 
prepositions / Run on sentences. 
 
• Misspelled words. 
 
• Check for cultural vernacular. Check student’s essays for cultural phrases. Sometimes 

the words and phrases may make sense to us as we read it, but to others who are not 
familiar with our students’ social and cultural context is may seem like a foreign 
language. 
 
• Slang/Acronyms. Avoid slang and abbreviated words. A common acronym to the 
student may not be common to someone else. 
 
• Check for incorrectly used or out of place words – (Thesaurus drops.) Make sure word 

choices make sense with the sentences they are in as well as the students overall 
written voice.  

 
• Avoid the use of rhetorical questions. 



 
VOLUNTEER HELPFUL TIPS 
What admissions officers are looking for 
 
• Completely answered prompts 
 

• New Info. Students should not over emphasize that they have straight A’s, but focus 
on the other things in their lives that they are involved in or experience. 

 
• Personal Statement is meant to put the student’s Academic achievements in context. 

 
• PIQ’s are NOT ENGLISH PAPERS, instead think of them as an Interview on Paper. 

 
• UC – 350 words max / Common App. 650 words max 

 

• EXAMPLES EXAMPLES EXAMPLES 
 

THINGS TO KEEP IN MIND 
Often times we have difficulty reading and revising because we don’t want to feel like 

we are writing the personal statement for the student. So we’ve prepared a couple of 
Do’s & Don'ts 

 
• It’s not our job to tell students HOW to ell their story. We are just here to make sure 

they tell it. (Use examples make suggestions) 
 
• Avoid correcting based on personal preference and style. 
 
• If it makes sense, then it is fine. No need to change it because you think it can be 
better said. 
 
• Remember our language is a bit more sophisticated then the student so you don’t 
want to take away the authenticity of the student’s paper. The paper needs to sound 

like a high school student wrote it.  
 
Remember your job is to make sure the students have answered the questions and 

organized them properly. NOTHING MORE. 

 

 

 


