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What Colleges Look For



What Colleges Look for…in Your Essay 

Intellectual Curiosity
Will you thrive in classes? Do you go 

beyond the surface with interests?
1

Service to Others
Do you care about others? What 

causes do you stand for?2

Collaboration
Do you value diverse perspectives 

and talents in your endeavors?3

Initiative/Impact
What waves will you make on 

campus? Will you use their 

resources?

4

Consistent Engagement
Can you commit long-term? Have you 

invested in your community?

5

Types of College Essays

Personal Statement
Your central narrative (500-650 
words). Shares skills, qualities, 
values, and interests on a theme 
of your choosing.

Supplemental Essays
Institution-specific essays. Show 
your fit with the college and 
demonstrate genuine interest.

Additional Context Essays
What else do they need to know 
that will help them better 
understand your application.

Understanding the Purpose 
of the College Essay
Your (unspoken) thesis:

I will make an awesome college student.

How do you prove this?

By demonstrating the skills, qualities, interests, and values 
you'll bring to college.



Maximizing All Writing Opportunities

1
Personal Statement

Your central narrative and values.

2
Activities List

Showcase engagement and impact.

3
Supplemental Essays

Demonstrate fit and interest.

4
Additional Info

Provide context and clarification.

Don't put all your eggs in the personal statement basket! Use every written component to build a compelling case for admission.

4 Traits of an Outstanding 
Personal Statement

1 Core Values
Offer insight into one or more of your fundamental values and beliefs.

2 Depth and Insight
Go beyond surface-level narration to show intentional reflection.

3 Vulnerability
Feel personal and potentially reveal something meaningful about 

yourself.

4 Craft
Demonstrate cohesive, thoughtful writing that flows naturally.



Writing About Challenges: Narrative Approach

1
Focus on Growth
What did you learn? How did it shape you?

2
Demonstrate Resilience
How did you respond? What strengths emerged?

3
Stay Positive
Be forward-looking. Avoid dwelling on negativity.

4
Be Authentic
Share genuine reflection and meaningful insights.

College Essay Guy

My eyes flutter open and I see blinding lights. I feel an overwhelming nausea, 
grab the bucket next to me and throw up. I lay my head down in exhaustion and 
feel a cast around my head. I had just gotten surgery on my left ear to have 
bilateral cochlear implants for profound deafness. This was the start of my 
journey.

I was the kid who had to spend hours after school rebuilding my speech and 
language skills with a speech therapist, the one who always wore my hair down 
so no one would notice the implants, the one at the swimming parties who would 
pretend I had to go to the bathroom just so no one would see me take them off. 
And every night I had to remember to charge my batteries, so I could hear the 
next day. 

Hearing Loss Essay

College Essay Guy

On top of all this, I was also shy. In school, I sat in the back of the class so no one 
would notice me. When my teachers forgot to turn on my microphone in class, I 
wouldn’t say anything because I was afraid to bring attention to myself. After 
school, I had to review my classmates’ notes because I couldn’t simultaneously 
write and hear everything the teacher said. I remember so strongly a feeling of 
unfairness that I was literally the only student in my school who had to deal with 
these issues. 

There was one place where I was an equal and didn’t feel like I was constantly 
catching up: my ballet classes. There, I was more outgoing and didn’t constantly 
feel pressured to speak--dance was a language that didn’t require talking. 
Though dance became an escape, it still wasn’t enough to balance out my need to 
fit in.

Hearing Loss Essay



College Essay Guy

In order to overcome my nearly constant frustration, I decided I needed to connect to my 
deafness. I started an internship with a speech pathologist and for the first time interacted with 
other people with hearing loss: kids of all ages, each with their own struggles. During junior year, 
I did an independent study and learned more about the effects of deafness on language 
development. 

When I heard about Leadership Opportunities for Teens (LOFT), a program that promotes 
leadership skills and self-advocacy with teenagers like me, I joined. There, I had an epiphany. 
During a discussion with other participants from all over the country, several of them spoke of 
being bullied, and I realized for the first time how supportive my own academic environment had 
been. Whereas other students dealt with taunting and physical abuse, I was in a school with 
accommodating teachers and students who were curious about my experience. The only person 
who had been contributing to my shyness and fear was myself. And from my dance experiences, I 
knew I was capable of more. 

Hearing Loss Essay
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Armed with my new knowledge of the science of deafness and a little hope, I 
began advocating for myself. Instead of feeling overwhelmed, I began to feel 
proud of my abilities to keep up with my hearing peers. Gradually, I found 
myself feeling more relaxed in school and empowered to try new things I had 
never done before, like running, volleyball, and cheer. I even began introducing 
myself to strangers. Now, as a senior, I find myself in leadership positions like 
yearbook editor and a freshmen mentor. And every time a teacher forgets to turn 
on the microphone, I raise my hand in front of the entire class and remind the 
teacher to please turn it on. And she does.

Hearing Loss Essay
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I’ve spent my whole life dealing with my hearing loss and the obstacles it threw 
in my path. Looking back at the moment where I woke up from surgery, I don’t 
think of the nauseating side effects; I see it as a blessing that gave me the gift to 
hear and a challenge to overcome obstacles that have made me braver.

650 words

Hearing Loss Essay



Montage Essays: An 
Alternative Approach
• Not writing about challenges: all the moments relate under a 

common theme

• There is more freedom to jump around in time

• Shows more varied sides of you

College Essay Guy

Since 1941, my family has had an odd tradition.

Three days a week, my great-grandfather Pop brought home ribs. After dinner, 
he'd go around the table inspecting each plate, making sure each rib was 
stripped down to the bone. If he found one morsel, you couldn't be excused. Pop 
believed that, before you could leave the table, you had to finish your ribs.

This lesson has stuck with me. Whether I'm staying up until two in the morning 
to figure out the Radius of Convergence of a Power Series or identifying 
solutions to countless concerns issued by my school district, I strive to finish my 
ribs.

But this is just one of many lessons food has taught me ...

The “Food” Essay Example

College Essay Guy

During Thanksgiving, instead of going around the table to express "thanks," my 
family writes notes on the tablecloth—the same one for the past 26 years. You'll 
find thoughts from my Dad. But only until 2004. Or corny jokes from my 
step-dad. But only until 2016. And you'll read "Family is everything" from my 
great-grandmother Non. But only until 2017.

My family is far from perfect, but it's in the presence of a tablecloth where time 
freezes and I begin to feel an unfamiliar sense of stability. It's where my brother 
Noah told my Dad he loved him after six years of not communicating; where 
Mom sat next to Dad without a lawyer by their side, and where my family has 
gathered for every birthday at the same restaurant since I was four.

The “Food” Essay Example



College Essay Guy

To me, eating means celebrating—culture, people, life. And I celebrated Non's 
life by trying a dish I've feared since my first Passover: Gefilte fish, a stuffed 
seafood concoction. It's not the taste I remember clearly but rather how it began 
a cascade of tasting other Jewish foods—chopped liver, beef tongue, pickled 
herring. In the time since, I've realized Gefilte fish is more than just the 
unfamiliar food tucked away in my great-grandma's fridge, it represents the 
opportunities that arise from trying new things.

Because Gefilte fish is everywhere.

The “Food” Essay Example
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In some cases, Gefilte fish has meant testing different locations of bins to 
minimize food waste in a school with no cafeteria. Or researching how 
biofortification can create an allosteric inhibitor reducing the release of ethylene, 
thus increasing the shelf life of produce.

The lessons I learn through food aren't just limited to traditional meals, though.

The “Food” Essay Example
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For the past five years, I've sold Otter Pops, a type of popsicle, at Spokane's 
annual race. Every year my business grows---I hire new employees to manage 
new stands throughout the course to sell thousands of Pops. But while my 
popsicle empire expands, one thing remains true: I take a break amid the chaos 
to eat my own Otter Pops. It's the same reason I play volleyball with friends after 
a long week of school and swim in the river with my football teammates after we 
finish conditioning. I take tremendous pride in these things; in fact, I find them 
necessary.

The “Food” Essay Example
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And when I cook, I transform a part of raw Earth into raw culture. Preparing 
steak enables me to remember my great-grandfather while eating it reminds me 
of its destruction to the environment. This is how I understand the world— I 
cook to discover myself; I eat to learn about the world around me.

But we've become a product of the industrial food system, leading us to believe 
food is just another commodity and rendering us unable to identify that it exists 
at the seed of our very identity. This is why I want to study Anthropology and 
Public Policy--to restore the bond between humans, food, and culture and to 
create the policies that will ensure those who are food insecure have the same 
opportunity to do so themselves.

The “Food” Essay Example
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I have so much left to eat in this world---so much to change, so much to create, 
and even more to impact.

I'm hungry …
(648 words)

The “Food” Essay Example

Topics to Approach with Caution

Single Game Moments Service Trips Resume/Academic Achievements Moving Schools

Sport Challenge Essays The Big Performance Grandparent passing Why X Person Is Your Hero

The Tough Grade Your First Heartbreak Illegal/Unethical Activities Things that age you younger

If choosing common topics, offer unique perspective and deep personal reflection to make them stand out.



Should Students Write About 
Mental Health/Anxiety?
It depends:

Increasing Popularity
It has become one of the 

most popular topics since 

the pandemic.

Consider the Purpose
Is writing about it going to 

show the skills, qualities, 

and values they're going to 

bring to the college?

Potential Risk
It may be a risky topic for some schools.

Essay Timeline Suggestions

1 Early Summer
Begin brainstorming and drafting personal statement. Allow 

time for reflection.

2 Late Summer
Revise personal statement. Seek feedback from trusted 

advisors.

3 Slightly Later Summer/ Early Fall
Start supplemental essays. Research colleges thoroughly for 

"Why Us?" essays.

4 2 Weeks Prior to Application Deadlines (at least)
Finalize all essays. Submit applications with time to spare.

Research for “Why Us?” Essays
Course Catalogs Find specific classes that excite 

you

Faculty Research Identify professors whose work 

interests you

Student Organizations Discover clubs that match your 

interests

Campus Culture Understand unique traditions and 

values

Academic Programs Research special opportunities 

and resources

Deep research shows genuine interest and helps you articulate specific 

reasons for wanting to attend.



Parent Role: The Cheerleader

Provide 
Reassurance
Remind them 

everything will work 

out. College is about 

what you make of it.

Offer Support
Ask how you can help. 

Be mindful not to 

over-insert yourself.

Follow Their 
Lead
Get excited about the 

colleges and 

programs they're 

excited about.

Parent Role: The Essay Coach

Highlight Values
Remind your child of what makes 

them unique.

Brainstorm Together
Look at supplemental prompts early. 

Share topics they might not consider.

Support Writing
Offer practical help with structure and 

conciseness.

Parental Mistakes to Avoid
• Demanding achievement-heavy narratives

• Expecting overly eloquent prose

• Comparing to online samples

• Overreacting to drafts



College Essay Guy Resources
• Podcast

• Free Resources

• Video Courses for Families

• One-on-one coaching

Q&A
Steph Metruk: stephanie.metruk@collegeessayguy.com

Complete this feedback form to get the slides.


