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Every year, students assemble applications that look strong on paper — rigorous classes, good 

grades, a long list of activities, thoughtful recommendations — and still don’t stand out. The reason 

is rarely a lack of effort. It’s a lack of coherence. Selective colleges aren’t counting accomplishments; 

they’re looking for clarity, depth, and direction. An application stands out when your activities, course 

selection, recommendation letters, and future goals all tie together to form a clear picture of who you 

are as both a student and a person. 

That’s the whole game: not doing more, but doing things that connect. 
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Start with the “Why,” Not the Résumé 

 

It’s unreasonable for a fifteen-year-old to know exactly what they want to do with their future. But a 

successful profile stems from a localized source of ambition. Before a student picks activities, 

summer programs, or essay topics, they need to answer a seemingly simple question: what do I 

actually care about, and why? This is the foundation of the narrative — the through-line that explains 

the choices. 

A few prompts to help you identify your narrative: 

• What activities make me lose track of time? 

• What problem do I want to solve, and where does that motivation come from? 

• What academic subjects do I enjoy most — and which applications of those subjects do I find 

interesting? 
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The Three Steps That Turn Interests Into a 
Story 
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1. Find your why (the narrative). Take some time for self-reflection. List out the majors and careers 

that interest you, and try to find a topic that genuinely excites you. This makes the activities you 

commit to feel less like college checkboxes and more like genuine passion projects toward a larger 

goal. 

2. Build the thread (the evidence). When applying to college, you’re not just stating your passions 

and narrative — you’re demonstrating them. That takes years of continued commitment and 

development. It isn’t about stretching yourself thin across as many random clubs, sports, 

instruments, and summer programs as possible; depth and length of commitment are what really 

matter. Activities and roles you take on early can grow into far more impactful experiences over time, 

as you step into leadership, expand the scope of your work, meet inspiring peers and mentors, and 

build toward a finished product. 

3. Translate it (make it clear). You’re nearing the end of high school, and you’ve built a unique, 

impressive profile while maintaining academic excellence. Now it’s time to write your college 

application essays — to translate those efforts into the 150–650 word essays you’ll submit to the 

admissions committee. We’ll cover this in depth in the sections that follow. 
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The Story Develops Over Time — Not the Night 
Before Deadlines 

 

A strong narrative isn’t something you spin up the summer before senior year. It’s something you 

develop throughout each year of high school. 

Grades 9–10 — explore. Try different clubs and electives. See what you like, and cut the things that 

don’t give you that spark. Look for ways to explore your interests further, and reflect on why you like 

what you like and what related paths you could take next. The most important thing is to take 

initiative. Do something. 

Grades 10–11 — focus and build depth. Home in on the one or two extracurriculars that stand out 

most. Step into a leadership role. Combine your curiosity and passion to innovate and make a real 

impact — through clubs, student organizations, non-profits, personal passion projects, or research. 

Ultimately, you want your work to have an impact on the community around you. Beyond your 

personal efforts, seek out real-world experience in your field: as you turn 16 in your junior year, 

internships and work experience open up. Apply to opportunities that give you a taste of real-world 

work. 
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Grade 12 — tighten the translation. Complete the Common App, refine for the UC personal-insight 

questions and regular-decision supplements, and align your personal statement and every 

supplement to the same narrative anchor — your why. 

S E C T I O N  0 4  

Where the Story Becomes Visible: The Essays 

 

Your narrative is an encapsulation of who you are as a prospective major. The essays are where 

you articulate it. 

Real talk 

The activities list gives you just 350 characters per entry — a checkbox summary that barely 

does justice to four years of work. The essays are where you finally get to tell the whole story. 

 

These essays are not writing assignments, and being an exceptional writer isn’t the deciding factor. 

It’s about how well you use 650, 350, or even 150 words to tell your story. Admissions officers 

reading hundreds of files are all asking: Who will I remember? Who do I want to advocate for? Who 

will add real value to our institution? 

The process involves several essays, each with a different role: 

• The Common App personal statement (CAPS): a 650-word essay sent to essentially every 

school you apply to on the Common App. This is your chance to show who you are and how 

you’ve grown. 

• “Why this college?”: readers want to see how your background and experiences align with 

the institution — whether you’re a genuine fit. Research the school’s courses, student 

organizations, ongoing research, and faculty, and connect the dots between the work you’ve 

done and how it will translate there. 

• “Why this major?”: help the reader truly understand why. Why do you want to study this 

major? What have you done in high school to demonstrate that interest? What do you plan to 

accomplish with the degree, and how will it serve your larger goals? Admission to a prestigious 

university isn’t the finish line — it’s a steppingstone. This prompt is often combined with “Why 

this college?” 

• Community / identity / background essays: show what shaped you and how you engage 

with the world. 

• Activity essays: go deep on one commitment — meaning, impact, initiative, growth. 
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• Short-answer supplements: brief but revealing. Be authentic; show your personality and your 

quirky side. 

The mistake most students make is treating these as separate assignments and repeating 

themselves. Think of them instead as chapters that build on one another. 

What strong essays do well 

You don’t need a dramatic story to write a memorable one. Far more often, the essays that land 

grow out of ordinary material — a chore, an argument, a routine nobody else would notice. What 

makes those work isn’t the event; it’s what the writer does with it. A strong essay earns its place by 

telling the reader something the transcript and activities list can’t: how you reason, what catches 

your eye, where your thinking has shifted. It trades sweeping claims (“I’ve always been passionate 

about…”) for a single concrete scene, and it never stops at what happened — it lands on why that 

moment stuck. Done well, it also quietly works for the rest of the file, handing the reader a lens that 

makes everything else click into place. 

The mistakes that flatten them 

Most disappointing essays aren’t badly written — they’re aimed at the wrong target. A few recurring 

ways that happens: narrating your résumé in full sentences, so the reader learns nothing new; 

picking a subject because it sounds prestigious rather than because it exposes how you think; 

dressing plain ideas in oversized vocabulary until your real voice disappears; polishing the prose 

while forgetting to answer “so what?”; or spending six hundred words on an admirable parent, coach, 

or mentor and barely fifty on yourself. Any one of these can sink an otherwise capable writer. 

Ask a better question 

The fix usually starts with a different question. Swap “Which topic will impress them?” for “What do I 

most need this reader to understand about me — and does this draft actually get them there?” That 

reframe tends to sort out the rest on its own: you reach for the small revealing moment instead of the 

trophy, you stay concrete, you spend as much time reflecting as recounting, and you make sure 

each essay pulls its own weight instead of echoing the last. Treat the personal statement and 

supplements as one set that, read together, adds up to a person — not four takes on the same 

anecdote. 
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The Bigger Picture 
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Even a great essay can’t carry an application by itself. The files that work read less like a folder of 

separate documents and more like a single argument made from several directions — courses, 

grades, activities, recommendations, intended major, scores, and essays all nudging the reader 

toward the same conclusion about who you are. When those signals agree, the application feels 

deliberate. When they contradict each other, readers feel the seam even if every part looks polished 

on its own. A beautiful piece about your love of research falls flat if nothing else in the file suggests 

you’ve ever chased it. That’s the real reason strategy tends to matter more than line edits. 

The real question isn’t “Is this a good essay?” — it’s “Is this essay pulling in the same direction 

as everything else?” 
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Be Real, Be Strategic, Be Brave 

 

The people reading these files are, in the end, people. They lean toward candor, self-awareness, a 

willingness to sit with uncertainty, and a point of view that’s clearly the writer’s own. If a story 

genuinely matters to you, that usually comes through. But getting there is a practice, not a deadline-

week sprint. 

 

Ready to find your story? 

Not sure what story your application should tell yet? At Del Mar Admissions, your first 

consultation is free — let’s build a plan that reflects your values and your student’s real 

strengths. 

 

hello@delmaradmissions.com 

 


