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“In my years running admissions at
Wharton, I read thousands of essays. The
ones I remembered weren’t the most
impressive. They were the most sonest,
msightful, and human.”

Thomas Caleel

A college essay isn’t a writing assignment. It’s a window into your mindset.

It shows us who your child is beyond the transcript, test scores, and résumé. It
reveals how they think, what they value, and what kind of presence they may
bring to a college community.

That’s why our approach isn’t about gimmicks, formulas, or trying to sound
impressive. It’s about helping your student tell the story only they can tell —
clearly, strategically, and with integrity — while making sure that story fits the
larger application they are presenting.
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Why This Essay Matters More
Than You Think

In a competitive admissions landscape,
many students look strong on paper. They
have rigorous classes, high grades,
meaningful activities, and thoughtful
recommendation letters.

The essays are one of the few places where
the student becomes more than a profile. It
helps admissions officers understand how
they think, what they notice, how they
reflect, and what they may contribute to a
college community.

But the essays do not work in isolation. A
strong personal essay can make an
application more memorable, but only when
it supports the larger story the application is
telling. The goal is not just to write something
beautiful. The goal is to help the reader
understand the student betters.

Admissions officers (AOs) are asking:

e Who will we remember after reading
hundreds of files?

e Who gives us areason to lean in,
advocate, or fight for them in committee?

e Who will add something real to our
classrooms, communities, and broader
city?

Great essays do not just tell a story. They
help the whole application make sense.
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Most Students Make 7hese Mistakes

Before we talk about what makes an essay work, it helps to understand why so
many essays fall flat.

Most weak essays do not fail because the student is a bad writer. They fail
because the essay is doing the wrong job.

Students often:

X_ Rehash your résumé in X Choose a topic because it
paragraph form instead of sounds impressive rather than
revealing something new about because it shows real insight,
themselves. growth, or perspective.

X Tryto sound smart with X Write beautifully but say very
complex words and lose the little because the essay has
voice that would have made the style, but no clear “so what”.

essay feel honest.

)( Treat each essay as a separate )( Focus too much on someone
assignment instead of asking else — a parent, coach, teacher,
how the personal essay, or role model — without bringing
supplements, activities, and the story back to themselves.
recommendations work
together.

A strong personal essay should not simply prove that your student can write. In
650 words, it should help admissions officers understand what the rest of the
application is really showing them.
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The Main 7ypes of College Essays

Families often talk about “the application essay” as if there is only one. In reality,
students may write several different kinds of essays, and each one has a different
job.

The Common App Personal Essay (CAPE) gives
students the most space to reveal something
meaningful about who they are, how they think, or
how they have grown.

The “Why this college?” essay asks students to
show genuine fit. Strong responses go beyond
naming programs or professors and explain why the
school makes sense for this specific student.

The “Why this major?” essay connects academic
interests to curiosity, preparation, and direction. It
should feel thoughtful, not over-rehearsed.

Community, identity, or background essays help
admissions officers understand what has shaped
the student and how they engage with the world

around them.

Activity or extracurricular essays allow students to
go deeper on one commitment, showing meaning,
impact, initiative, or growth.

Short-answer supplements may be brief, but they
still matter. Often, the shortest answers reveal fun
facts or quirks about the student.

Each essay has a role. The strongest applications make sure those roles work
together. Students often mistakenly repeat themselves in each long essay
instead of treating them as chapters that build upon one another.
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What Strong Essays Actually Do

Strong essays are not always built around dramatic topics. A student does not
need to have experienced tragedy, won a national award, or launched something
impressive to write an essay that matters.

Often, the best essays come from smaller moments — a conversation, a mistake,
a question, a responsibility, a routine — that reveal something meaningful about
how the student sees the world and their core underlying values.

A strong essay usually does a few things:

e It reveals something new instead of
repeating what is already obvious from
the Activities List or transcript.

e It shows how the student thinks by
giving the reader access to their
judgment, curiosity, values, or
perspective.

e It uses specific anecdotes rather than
broad claims. Details make the essay
feel lived, not manufactured.

It reflects growth or insight so the story
moves beyond what happened and
shows why it matters.

e It supports the larger application by
helping the reader understand the
student more clearly.

The topic is only the starting point. What matters is what the student makes of it.
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High-Level Tips for Betler Essays

There is no single formula for great college essays. If there were, every essay
would sound the same (and many already do).

But strong essays usually begin with better questions.
Instead of asking, “What topic will sound impressive?” students should ask,
“What does this essay need the reader to understand about me?”

From there, a few principles can help:

v~ Choose revealing anecdotes, not just
impressive events.
The best topic is often the one that shows how
the student thinks, grows, notices, or
responds.

v~ Be specific.
Details make the essay feel real. Broad
statements usually make it feel generic.

v~ Reflect, don’t just report.
The essay should not only tell us what
happened. It should show why it mattered.

Vv~ Make sure each essay adds something new.
If every essay says the same thing, the student
may be missing a chance to show range.

v~ Read the essays as a set.
The Common App Personal Essay (CAPE) and
supplements should work together, not
compete with or repeat each other.
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The Bigger Picture:
Essays Are One Piece of the Puzzle

|

Essays matter. But they do not exist in a
vacuum.

The strongest applications do not feel like a
collection of separate parts. They feel like a
coherent story.

The transcript, course choices, activities,
recommendations, intended major, test
scores, and essays should all help the reader
understand the student from different
angles.

When those pieces reinforce one another,
the application feels intentional. When they
do not, the reader may sense the disconnect,
even if every individual piece seems strong.

A student may write beautifully about
curiosity, leadership, or service. But if the
rest of the application does not support that
story, the essay loses power.

This is why essay review is valuable, but
application strategy is often the deeper
need.

The question is not only, “Is this essay
good?”

The better question is, “Is this essay doing
the right job inside the larger application?”
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Essay Strategy Checklist

As your student drafts and revises, use these questions to pressure-test
whether the essay is doing its job.

Do your essays:

[[] Reveal something meaningful that is not obvious elsewhere in the
application.
The essay should add dimension, not repeat the transcript, activities list, or
résume.

[[] Begin with aspecific moment, story, image, or idea.
The reader should feel grounded in something real, not dropped into a broad
statement about passion, leadership, or hard work.

[[] Show how the student thinks and acts in the world.
Admissions officers (AOs) should come away understanding the student’s
judgment, curiosity, values, or perspective.

[[] Move beyond what happened into why it mattered.
The essay should reflect, not just report.

[[] Show growth, change, or deeper self-understanding.
By the end, the reader should understand how the experience shaped the
student.

[[] Sound like the student, not like an adult or a thesaurus.
Polished is good. Overproduced is not.

[[] Work with the supplements, not repeat them.
The Common App Personal Essay (CAPE) and supplemental essays should
build a fuller picture together.

[] Support the larger application strategy.

The essay should reinforce the student’s broader story — academic
interests, activities, recommendations, college list, and intended direction.
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Our Final Advice:
Be Real, Be Strategic, Be Brave

Admissions officers (AOs) are human.
They relate to applicants and are moved by:

e Vulnerability

Honesty

Growth

Nuanced Thinking

A Clear Perspective or Opinion

If your story matters to you, it will matter to them.

And if you need help bringing that story out—
we're here for that.

helped thousands of students and know what moves the needle.

If your family is earlier in the process — or unsure what story the
application should tell —a complimentary Strategy Call may be the
better first step. Essays are most powerful when they are built from a
clear admissions strategy, not patched together at the end.

® If your student already has drafts ready to go, our Essay Review
‘ \, service offers expert, line-by-line feedback from experts who've

Book a complimentary strategy call with our team. v,

Let’s build an application narrative that reflects your values
and your child’s unique journey.
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