


● “PIQ” is an acronym for Personal Insight Questions.



● Here, we’ll discuss the logistical components of the PIQ section of the UC 
application.



What are the basics?

There are 8 questions to choose from. Students must submit 4 responses to 
complete the UC Application. 

There is a 350-word maximum. There is no minimum amount to write, however, 
please make sure students provide a complete response. The UC application will only 
count up to 350 words. 

All the questions are of equal value. There are no questions that are better, nor are 
there required questions for first-year applicants. Students to choose questions that 
reflect who they are and provide UC admission representatives insight on their 
experiences, environment and overall circumstances.
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● In the following slides we’ll discuss the uses for, and importance of, the PIQ 
responses. 

● It is helpful to keep in mind the most effective provide new information that 
cannot be found elsewhere in the UC application, or explain more fully 
something that appears elsewhere on the application (extracurricular 
activities, special programs, academics, etc.).



● First and foremost, students begin the submission process by entering 
information. 

● It is strongly recommended that students write/type their PIQ drafts in a 
separate document (e.g. Word, Google Doc, etc.), rather than typing 
responses directly onto the UC application. This is because there is a 20-
minute time-out function in the new application. 



Self-Advocacy:
● The majority of UC campuses do not allow or consider interviews (unless 

required in a supplemental application process such as for fine arts majors) or 
letters of recommendation. The PIQs are a perfect opportunity for your 
students to advocate for themselves.

● Encourage your students to share their stories. Whether everyday life or a 
unique experience, whatever it is, make sure it reveals something about them 
(their character, values, life).

● UC admission representatives want to learn what the student did and WHY. 
What your students have learned, experienced, accomplished, or endured
and how they’ve applied it to their academic journey or life experience will 
help readers better understand the context of the student.

● The focus should always be on the student who is applying, whether the 
impact of an experience on them or their impact on others. 



● The PIQs allow students to tell their story- and UC admission representatives 
do want to hear it! 

● Students are more than grades and courses, and UC recognizes that. If a 
student chooses to come to a UC campus, they’ll be spending about 4 years of 
their life living, learning, and contributing to the campus community. Of 
course, not every moment is in a classroom. Strong PIQs convey a sense of 
what the student might get involved in on campus, and where their interests 
lie.

● It is also important to note that “unique” experiences are not necessary, 
every perspective is unique. 



● All UC campuses are academically selective, look for competitive applicants. 
Context is key. 

● UC does not compare student-to-student. Each student is reviewed within 
their own individual experience and environment.





https://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/counselors/freshman/comprehensive-
review/

● These are the 14 factors that the UC system considers through holistic review 
for freshman admission. How these factors are utilized may differ from 
campus to campus, but they all play a role in understanding the student fully.

● Each of the PIQ prompts address at least one of these 14 factors.
● Campus faculty determine how the 14 factors are used in admission. 
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● In the newly redesigned UC application, students are prompted to respond to 
any 4 of the 8 questions on one page.
○ Students must input at least one letter into 4 response boxes to be 

able to submit their application. The application will not allow 
students to continue without any information submitted in the PIQ 
section. 

● The application also explicitly states much of what has been covered in this 
presentation: 
● Students are encouraged to select the 4 questions that best convey 

their experiences.
● All of the questions are given equal consideration.

● It is noted that responses should be between 250-350 words. Students should 
use the space available to them in the best way that authentically conveys 
their experiences. More words does not necessarily equate more context, yet 
brevity without context or substance may not add value.



● There is no set of preferred questions.
● It is important for students to remember which questions will best highlight 

strengths within the Activities section and/or bring clarity to parts of the 
About Me section or Academic History.

● “You” or “Your” can be found in every question, so stay focused! Make sure 
students limit their discussion of outside influences and focus their response
on their accomplishments, experiences, challenges, and contributions. 



● The prompts most frequently selected are those that ask about leadership 
experience and an academic subject that inspires the student, while those 
least selected asks what makes a student stand out as a strong candidate to 
the UC.

● This slide demonstrates a rather balanced response rate across the prompts.
● There is no “right” or “best” way to earn admission to the UC. All questions 

are equally valued and students should make sure that they are answering 
what is best for their narrative.

● These percentages shift year to year, just as applicants change year to year.
● Ultimately, this illustrates that all of the prompts are utilized by applicants.



To provide you additional context when working with your students, we have taken 
elements from multiple applications as example case studies. Any similarity to real-
life circumstances is purely coincidental.



There are no “bad” or “good” PIQ responses. Rather, helpful responses are those that 
add value to their application, for example: provide context about a student’s lived 
experiences; provide information for Admissions to consider that is not found 
elsewhere in the application; focus on the impact on the student, and/or the impact 
they had on others; provide specific or tangible examples.

Furthermore, “missed opportunities” are those that do not provide additional 
information or context for Admissions to consider in the comprehensive review. 
“Value-added” responses are those that allow Admissions to learn more about a 
student. These can be entirely new topics not mentioned in the application, or 
new/additional information about something briefly mentioned (i.e. in the 
extracurricular activities, a class listed in the academic record, a special program the 
student participated in),
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Although the student reflects back on their freshman experience and learns that 
patience is necessary, they could have provided more details on their leadership role 
in this program as well as specify the problems that arose.
UC admission representatives appreciate tangible information and concrete 
examples. This student could have included an example of what she/he/they did to 
contribute to the experience of the freshmen in the group. 
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While a 350-word minimum seems brief, a lot can still be said.



● This student is able to provide a value-added response on leadership by 
providing concise and specific details on the campaign process for their school 
to become a sanctuary district.

● Another notable point here is that students can write about whatever topic 
they desire, and should always return the focus to themselves. Whether they 
write about their values, ideologies, identity/ies, etc., the focus should always 
be the impact on, or importance to, them and not necessarily on the idea 
itself.
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● The focus here was on the narrative and descriptive language, rather than the 
learning outcomes or insight as to why IB was beneficial to the student.

● Examples and specific details about the impact of IB on their academic 
experience, or how what was learned in IB will help them succeed at UC 
would have improved this response. The student could have addressed this 
topic in many ways, but instead the descriptive prose detracted from the 
information. 

● Encourage students to refrain from dialogue as it does not have additive value 
and takes up word count. 
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The student is able to provide an insightful response explaining how the philosophy 
course inspired specific actions taken to volunteer, how the course impacted their 
perspective and changed it, and how this course influenced their choice of intended 
major. Their detailed reflection on their experiences provides concretes examples 
and steps.
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While this story was moving, and compelled strong feelings of hoping this student 
continues to flourish, it didn’t translate into a sense of how what happened in 
middle school is relevant to the current experience of the student.
UC admission representatives are interested in the current context of the student, 
which may include an ongoing impact of an earlier event.  

More importantly, the student did not fully answer the question which asks about 
how the challenge impacted the students academic journey and achievement. 

In summary, this response:
● Focuses on an experience in the past, without relating it to their present.
● Could have focused or provided more detail on how “developing strong 

relationships with my peers, school, and family” could have affected their 
academic achievement.





The student directly addresses the question and answers it in detail by providing 
specific examples of how they have taken advantage of an educational opportunity. 
She/he/they are clear and concise so it’s easy to understand. Additionally, the 
student provides more depth by discussing academic and personal growth, adding 
more context of the leadership, and connected those experiences to the intended 
career in the medical field. 
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● Validate students’ experiences
○ There is no perfect formula for a “strong” PIQ. Rather, students should 

focus on providing information and context about themselves that we 
don’t otherwise have.

○ There is no particular topic that students “must” write about.
○ “Leadership” is broadly defined. It may be in an employment position, 

as a contributor to the family economic situation, as a sibling 
responsible for younger siblings or an elderly relative. It is not limited 
to school clubs and organizations, nor traditional leadership roles. 

○ Students can write, within reason, using their natural voices. This is 
not an academic essay; it is strongly encouraged for students to speak 
from the “I.”

● Students should utilize narrative opportunities as best they can (descriptions 
of extracurricular activities, awards/honors, special programs; additional 
comments sections; PIQs)
○ While each response is “brief,” much context can be provided 

concisely.
○ Avoid repetition. If something has already been addressed elsewhere 

in the application, use the available space for: a) a different topic, b) 
highlighting a different perspective of the same topic.

○ UC considers content, not necessarily structure – there is no need to 
concentrate on writing style, poetry, comedy, or even raps.



○ Making use of all narrative components of the UC App
■ Topics mentioned in the PIQs that aren’t mentioned anywhere 

else.
■ Additional comments - how to utilize, not a space for PIQ #5.
■ Question #8 is not a question to summarize everything that has 

already been said.
● Demystify the perceived “need” to address “the perfect 4”: leadership, 

creativity, standing out, academics
○ Not everyone has a creative side, and creativity doesn’t only 

encompass studio or fine arts.
○ Not everyone has faced what may be deemed “a significant 

challenge”.
○ Student may feel challenged by not pursuing a “traditional” major.

● Supporting students
○ Start their first draft by talking out loud

■ Start by writing similarly to a journal entry, without concern for 
word count.

■ Take sufficient breaks between drafts and 
reviews/proofreading.

○ The whole application should reveal good representation of their 
interests in and out of the classroom.

○ Provides a lens through which to understand other components of the 
application.

○ Students should be their own best advocate.
■ Proofread to ensure it makes sense to readers; using the 

appropriate language, grammar, no extra words.
○ Students can write about whatever topics they’d like

■ What’s most helpful is to understand the student in their own 
words, from their own perspective.

■ Highlighting interests that may or may not be a class.
■ There is a misconception that students are not allowed to 

write about their identities, ideals, values, or beliefs. While not 
true, it is more important to focus on how these have 
impacted, or why they are important to, the student.

● Remind students not to focus too much on the wording of the question
○ It adds value to the application when a student provides context 

through their narrative components.
○ Campuses do not assess or grade whether or not, or to what extent, a 

student responds to a specific question.
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PIQs are an opportunity for students to showcase themselves; their interests, their 
experiences, their highlights. While it is unlikely for students to share their entire 
life’s story in one (or four) PIQ responses, they are able to provide a snapshot of 
these pieces. They are personal because they are about them. UC wants to know 
who students are when we review these responses as components of the overall UC 
application.



PIQ responses are not an audition or portfolio piece wherein students sample their 
writing styles to Admissions. They are not academic essays in which students must 
have topic and concluding sentences, or “hooks” to capture the attention of 
admission readers. They should not be a repository of SAT words and advanced 
lexicon akin to the sesquipedalian prose of research journals. Finally, they should not 
be a complex survey of a student’s life; rather than listing out life events, students 
should focus on 1-2 examples in each as a way of providing highlights when the
application is reviewed.






