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THE “WHY?” ESSAY IN CONTEXT
SUPPLEMENTAL ESSAYS
In addition to the standard admissions materials—your school transcript, standard-
ized test scores, letters of recommendation, and personal statement—many schools 
require students to submit supplemental essays. These additional essays come in 
many different shapes, sizes, and styles depending on what the school is trying to 
learn about its applicant pool. The “Why?” Essay is a type of supplemental essay.

These supplemental essays require in-depth research, careful thought, and atten-
tion. Unlike the personal statement, which is a piece of writing meant for a general 
audience, these supplemental essays will be much more specific; it’s the difference 
between writing a speech for a general audience and writing a personal note. Admis-
sions counselors will read every word of these supplemental essays to gauge the ap-
plicant’s sincerity, fit, and interest. Students must show colleges that they are serious 
about their applications and have made thoughtful choices. 

The most common of the supplemental essays is what we call the “Why?” Essay. 
Though each school asks this question in its own way, the “Why?” Essay essentially 
asks the student to explain why he or she is interested in applying to the specific 
school. Here are some example prompts of the “Why?” Essay from the past few years:

University of Wisconsin–Madison: Tell us why you would like to attend the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin–Madison. In addition, please include why you are interested 
in studying the major(s) you have selected. If you selected undecided please 
describe your areas of possible academic interest. (650 word maximum)

Northwestern University: Other parts of your application give us a sense for how 
you might contribute to Northwestern. But we also want to consider how North-
western will contribute to your interests and goals. In 300 words or less, help us 
understand what aspects of Northwestern appeal most to you, and how you’ll 
make use of specific resources and opportunities here.

University of Michigan: Describe the unique qualities that attract you to the spe-
cific undergraduate College or School (including preferred admission and dual 
degree programs) to which you are applying at the University of Michigan. How 
would that curriculum support your interests? (500 word maximum)

Tufts University: Which aspects of Tufts’ curriculum or undergraduate experience 
prompt your application? In short: “Why Tufts?” (150 word maximum)

Though the wording and word counts vary, the question remains essentially the same: 
Why are you applying here? In other words, the prompt challenges you to explain how 
you and the college are a good match.

“The secret of good writing is telling the truth.”
- GORDON LISH -

EXAMPLE “WHY?” ESSAY PROMPTS
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Tailor the essay to each specific school. 

3 PIECES OF ADVICE

Keep academics at the forefront.

Be complementary (not just complimentary).

This question is all about fit. Each year, schools try to build a class of students that 
will contribute to campus and cultivate a rich academic environment. Your response 
to the “Why?” Essay helps admissions officers determine if you are a good match 
for the school. How do your interests and the school’s strengths align? What can you 
accomplish at the college that you wouldn’t be able to do at another school? Why 
pursue your higher education at this particular school as opposed to somewhere 
else? These are the questions you will want to address in your essay.

Through this essay, colleges are also assessing your interest in the school. If you’ve 
done your research and write compellingly why you are excited about the school, 
your essay will show the admissions officer reading your application that you are 
seriously interested in attending. Conversely, if your reasons are overly general, if 
your motives are incongruent with the school’s offerings, or if your prose is sloppy, 
your essay will not be a very good case for your admittance. In fact, it may hurt your 
chances more than it helps. Schools are interested in accepting students who are 
eager to attend. If your essay is lacking, it may appear like you aren’t interested in 
attending.

So if you are hoping to attend a college that has a “Why?” Essay as part of the appli-
cation, this is the place to really demonstrate your enthusiasm for the school.

WHY DO COLLEGES ASK THIS QUESTION?

Being specific to the school you are addressing will show the admissions officers reviewing your application that you have 
researched the school and know why you want to go there. On the other hand, if you submit an essay that you copied word-
for-word from a different school’s “Why?” Essay, the reader may get the sense that you’re not really interested. This is not a 
general essay meant for any college; it should be an essay that you would only be able to send to that single school.

Remember that you are first and foremost applying to an institution of learning. You will want to address academics and oth-
er learning opportunities (i.e. undergraduate research programs, internship opportunities, honors programs, etc.) available 
at the university before discussing non-curricular offerings (i.e. attending game day or the school’s all-campus party). You 
should also identify some extracurricular activities at the university that you believe will augment your learning experience. 
Be sure to include the more substantial extracurricular activities that the university offers (pre-med or pre-law organizations, 
school newspapers, etc.) before mentioning the “fluffier” ones (sororities, fraternities, recreational sports and activities, 
etc.). Because college is an investment in your education and your future, you should focus most of your time and energy 
on that aspect in your “Why?” Essay.

This essay is all about showing that “You” and “The U” belong together. Just saying nice things about the school won’t show 
that you’re a good fit. Don’t spend your entire essay explaining how beautiful, how competitive, or how prestigious the school 
is — these empty compliments won’t get you far. Instead of trying to flatter the school, stick to explaining why your interests 
match up well with the school’s offerings. What unique class are you dying to take? Why? Which faculty member would 
you like to study with? Why? Is there something about the school’s educational philosophy that appeals to you? Why? Are 
there any cool internship or study-abroad opportunities that you’d take advantage of? Why? If you explain how the school’s 
offereings will enhance your education (and how you will enhance its campus in return!), your essay will be doing its job.



© GalinEducation5

WRITING THE “WHY?” ESSAY
This essay has two pieces to it: you and the college to which you are applying. In order 
for these pieces to fit together, you not only need to research the school, but you also 
have to do some self reflection. Writing these “Why?” Essays can be tricky if you’ve 
never written one before, so follow these steps to get started.

Forget the college rankings and name-brand schools for a minute—after all, there is 
no consensus top school. Your goal should be to figure out what type of school is the 
best fit for you. Instead of blindly diving into your college research, turn inward and 
focus on you first.

If you’re applying to multiple schools, it is likely you will come across this essay more 
than once. No matter which college you are addressing, one piece should remain 
consistent across these essays: you. Therefore, determining your own goals and in-
terests is an important first step to writing this essay.

Start by making a list of your goals for college. Why are you applying to college? What 
kind of experiences—academic, social, cultural, personal—are you hoping to gain 
by attending college? How will college help you and your future? While not all of your 
goals need to be academic in nature, they will likely be the core of your “Why?” Es-
says. Below are some sentence starters in three categories (Academic Goals, Experi-
ence Goals, and After College Goals) to help you put your goals onto paper.

ACADEMIC GOALS

Reflect on what you hope to 
study. You can think in specific 
terms, such as a potential major 
or minor (Psychology, Physics, 
etc.) or consider a broader course 
of study (Science, Social Studies, 
Humanities).

• I want to study...

• I am interested in learning 
more about...

• I am interested in exploring 
the field(s) of...

• I want to dig deeper into the 
field(s) of...

• I am fascinated by/with...

• I want to help solve the 
problems of...

• Studying ____ is important 
for my future in...

EXPERIENCE GOALS

Consider your learning preferenc-
es. Do you see yourself engaging 
in hands-on experiences? Or are 
you more excited about small, dis-
cussion-based seminars? Are un-
dergraduate research experiences 
important to you, or are you looking 
for unique internship opportunities?

• In college, I want to explore...

• I want to challenge myself 
to...

• In college, it is important for 
me to...

• I crave a college experience 
that...

• In college, I plan to 
participate in...

• To get the full-college 
experience, I want to...

AFTER COLLEGE GOALS

Think about your future. Is there 
something specific you want to be 
prepared for (a career, additional 
schooling, living abroad, etc.)? Or, if 
you’re not certain on your path, how 
do you hope your education will help 
you prepare for whatever’s next?

• I am striving to get a job as 
a...

• After college, I hope to be in 
the field of...

• I want to make a difference 
by...

• After college, I plan to...

• I hope college will prepare 
me for...

• By getting involved in ____, I 
should be ready to explore...

STEP 1: START WITH YOU
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With your goals for college in mind, it is time to turn your attention towards the school. In order to write a persuasive response to 
the “Why?” Essay, you’ll need to do your research to learn as much as you can about where you are applying. Learn all you can 
so you will be able to articulate why this particular school is a good fit. So where can you find good information about colleges? 
These are the resources we recommend:

College Guides & Search Tools: There are many different college guidebooks and publications out there, including Fiske, 
Princeton Review, and U.S. News and World Report (just to name a few). These guides can be useful early in the process 
when you are just browsing and also later when you are writing supplemental essays. At Galin, we love using College Planner 
Pro, a searchable web-based portal that allows you to match your interests with potential colleges. We especially like the 
functions in the Fiske Guide Profile and the links in the Research Launch Pad.

College Websites: This is the easiest way to start exploring all that a school has to offer.  But don’t just stick to the home page; 
click around and find the department and major of your interest along with student life and activity pages.

College Visits: The best way to get to know a college (and write about it) is to visit the school itself. Tours and info sessions are 
a great place to start, but walking around campus, visiting the student center, sitting in on a class, and reaching out to current 
students and recent alumni will also help you get the inside scoop. Trips to visit schools across the country can be expensive, 
so we recommend visiting once you’ve done some preliminary research. To find out how to make the most of your college 
visit, check out our Galin Guides: College Visits at www.galined.com/galin-guides

STEP 2: RESEARCH THE SCHOOL

School Philosophy and Core Values

WHAT TO LOOK FOR

What is the school’s mission 
statement and vision? What are 
the college’s “roots”?  Is there a 
core philosophy or emphasis?  

Majors, Courses, and Professors

Find a list of the available majors 
and minors at the school. Which 
ones sound interesting to you? 
Go to the department you might 
major in. What classes sound 
interesting to you? How do these 
courses relate to what you might 
want to do in the future? Find a 
list of professors in the depart-
ment. Which professors are doing 
interesting research? Who might 
you want to study with? 

School Curriculum

If you’re researching a univer-
sity, how many colleges are 
there within the university?  How 
many majors? Is there a gradu-
ate school? Professional schools 
like law and medicine? How are 
course requirements organized 
and how easy is it to take cours-
es outside of your major? (For 
example: Is it an “open” or “core 
curriculum”? Is there anything 
unusual about the curriculum like 
the block program at Colorado 
College or a freshman seminar 
like the Montserrat at College 
of the Holy Cross?) What is the 
school’s calendar?  Is it a semes-
ter or quarter system?  Is there a 
“J” (January ) term?

Internship Opportunities

Looking again at the website of 
the department or major you want 
to pursue, check to see if there 
are internship programs associ-
ated with the department. Which 
ones sound interesting to you? 
How do these internships relate to 
your future plans?

Research Opportunities

Use the school’s search engine 
to find undergraduate research 
opportunities. What kinds of 
opportunities are available to un-
dergraduates? Is this experience 
guaranteed or do you have to 
apply? Which research opportu-
nities sound interesting to you or 
applicable to your future goals?

Study Abroad

Nearly every school has a study 
abroad page dedicated to help-
ing prospective students pick 
programs. Find that page and ex-
plore. What program sounds like 
an awesome adventure to you? 

Academic Activities

Check out the student organi-
zations page on the school’s 
website. Use the search engines 
available to scope out cool and 
exciting school clubs. What is 
a school club related to your 
intended major? What schools 
clubs offer interesting side proj-
ects to pursue?

Student Life and Fun Stuff

Research the residential housing 
options. Does the school require 
students to stay on campus? 
How are the facilities? Are there 
residential learning communities? 
Fraternity and sorority housing? 
Find the fun things to do on and 
off campus: hotspots, student 
unions, Greek life, music scenes, 
recreational opportunities, and 
anything else that sounds fun!
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With your goals defined and preliminary research complete, it’s time to put the two together to show how you and the school are 
a good fit. To help students outline their “Why?” Essays, we’ve developed the Goal Grid below. By using your goals as your main 
points (topic sentences) and connecting them to your research (your evidence), you will be able to make a strong case for why 
you and the college are a good match. To see an example of a Goal Grid filled out, check out the next page.

STEP 3: PUT “YOU” & “U” TOGETHER

QUESTIONS BULLET POINTS FIRST WRITTEN ATTEMPT

Why is this goal 
interesting and/or 
important to you?

What experience(s) 
demonstrate that you 
are serious about this 
goal? How have you 
already taken steps to 
achieve this goal?

What specific 
programs, majors, 
minors, people, 
initiatives, classes, 
extracurriculars, 
etc. does this school 
have that will help 
you achieve this 
goal? What about this 
school makes it stand 
out in this area? (This 
is your evidence.)

GOAL (topic sentence):
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QUESTIONS BULLET POINTS FIRST WRITTEN ATTEMPT

Why is this goal 
interesting and/or 
important to you?

-  Really enjoy writing, but I’ve 
never had much creative writing 
instruction

-  One of the ways I connect 
to family and friends is through 
books

I am interested in studying English Literature and Creative 
Writing. I’ve always enjoyed reading and talking about books 
with my friends and family. I also write creatively in my free 
time, even though I’ve never had formal instruction besides 
the rare assignment in English high school classes.

What experience(s) 
demonstrate that you 
are serious about this 
goal? How have you 
already taken steps to 
achieve this goal?

-  Started book club with friends

-  Independent study in creative 
writing my senior year

To satisfy my love of literature, I’ve started an old-fashioned 
book club with my friends. Additionally, because there is no 
creative writing class available at my high school, I set up an 
independent study with one of my favorite English teachers 
to try writing a short novel first semester of senior year.

What specific 
programs, majors, 
minors, people, 
initiatives, classes, 
extracurriculars, 
etc. does this school 
have that will help 
you achieve this 
goal? What about this 
school makes it stand 
out in this area? (This 
is your evidence.)

-  Creative writing track in the 
English Major

-  Undergraduate clubs such as 
University Review and Literary 
Magazine

-  Influential Speaker Series: 
authors being brought in by the 
University

The University is a great place to study creative writing 
because they offer a track in it within the English major. 
Furthermore, I’d be able to share my love of reading and 
writing with others through the University Review and student 
publications like Literary Magazine. I also noticed that the 
University brings in a lot of authors to the university through 
the Influential Speaker Series.

GOAL (topic sentence): I want to Study English Literature and Creative Writing

 I plan to pursue an English Major at the University. I’m always looking for excuses to write and talk about writing: 
I’ve led my school’s book club the past two years, and this year, I am taking an independent study so I can write my 
own novella (it’s going great, by the way!). Within the English Major at the University, I’d follow the Creative Writing track 
to work at my craft in collaborative workshops. I’m eager to meet other bookworms and believe I’ll find them in these 
workshops or in one of the University’s many literary-minded clubs like University Review and student publications like 
Literary Magazine. I’d also hope to rub elbows with established authors by attending events such as the annual Litera-
ture Festival and monthly Influential Speaker events. With so many opportunities to engage with writing, I’m confident 
the University will be a great fit for me. 

STEP 4: COMPILE GOALS & WRITE THE ESSAY
Once you have filled out a Goal Grid, you should be able to write a strong paragraph based on your findings. For some “Why?” 
Essays, explaining one goal may be enough, but for essays with longer suggested word limits (sometimes upwards of 600 words), 
you might need to compile a list of multiple goals to fill the space provided. Below is an example paragraph based on the grid filled 
out above that would fit within a 150-word limit:



© GalinEducation9

ANNOTATED EXEMPLAR “WHY?” ESSAY
PROMPT FROM UNIVERSITY OF PENNSYLVANIA: How will you explore your intellectual and academic 
interests at the University of Pennsylvania? Please answer this question given the specific 
undergraduate school to which you are applying. (400-650 words) *

My interest in interdisciplinary studies is what has drawn me to Penn’s Cognitive Science program. 
I was first introduced to the program in April during my tour and immediately realized that it 
combines several of my interests into one fundamentally interdisciplinary major. I don’t have to limit 
myself to studying just computer science, psychology, neuroscience, or philosophy when they are so 
connected; rather, I can study them all in one major. Although other colleges offer Cognitive Science 
programs, none seem as detailed and developed as Penn’s. I’m especially intrigued by the option 
to choose from a few concentrations within the major, making it even more customizable to my 
interests. When I visited Penn this fall, I was able to sit down briefly with Professor Charles Yang, the 
Director of the Cognitive Science program, to get an insider’s understanding of the program. I left 
that meeting even more excited about studying Cog Sci at Penn. 

Since a young age I’ve been fascinated with how things work. This fascination manifested in my 
interest in technology, but also my interests in music, psychology, film, history, English, and other 
subjects that can be deconstructed and viewed from different angles in order to more deeply 
understand.

Because of my non-singular interests, I have spent my college process searching for a non-singular 
school—one that does not focus on subjects in isolation, but in a wider context; a school that 
encourages students to make connections between courses. From the research I’ve done, I believe 
Penn provides this type of learning environment.

When I visited most recently, I sat in on a few classes, one of which was a cross-listed course 
focusing on psychoanalysis through literature, taught by both a professional psychoanalyst and 
an English professor. I found the discussion fostered by this dynamic captivating, as was the 
conversation I had with the psychoanalyst afterward. Penn differentiates itself with its plethora of 
interdisciplinary opportunities like this, where diverse experts are available to discuss their ideas and 
unique perspectives with students. The Benjamin Franklin Seminars program, for example, seems 
an invaluable opportunity that emphasizes multi-faceted critical analysis. As someone interested 
in various intersections of STEM and the humanities, I’m especially intrigued by BFSs such as 
“Philosophy of Mathematics,” and “Artificial Intelligence.” One uses philosophy to explain an 
objective field of study, and the other uses an objective field of study to explain a more philosophical 
concept. I am excited for both challenges!

Another important criterion for me is the opportunity to pursue music as a minor or double major. 
Music has been a passion of mine since I was young, both listening and playing (guitar mainly, but 
also bass, sax, and drums). Recently, I’ve approached music in a more academic context, studying 
both music theory and history. I’d like to continue these studies at Penn, with its variety of music-
related disciplines (such as theory, composition, and production) and opportunities to explore each 
in depth. This is seen in its music and technology courses, as well as in classes like “Accordions of 
the New World,” which sounds extremely specific and interesting (I’m not sure I would necessarily 
take it, but I definitely appreciate the fact that it’s offered).

Cognitive Science and music are my main focuses currently, but I understand that students often 
go to college and end up discovering new passions. Although I’m pretty confident that my interests 
now are the ones I’ll continue to pursue, I recognize that there’s a chance they won’t be, and I want 
the option to explore others nonetheless. This is the ultimate reason Penn is my top school: there is 
such a breadth of high-quality classes, that I would have the freedom to explore whatever academic 
areas I want with the knowledge that I am still receiving one of the best educations possible.

*Note: This essay prompt is no longer used in University of Pennsylvania’s application

The student does an 
excellent job highlighting 
how he has already 
interacted with the 
university and connected 
with a faculty member.

The student connects the 
way he thinks with the 
type of interdisciplinary 
learning experience and 
environment he craves. 

The student wastes no 
space: he goes straight 
into making a connection 
between his interests and 
Penn’s specific program.

The student emphasizes 
how Penn differentiates 
itself with interdisciplinary 
opportunities and then 
he provides a specific 
opportunity that he would 
be interested in pursuing.

Another great example of 
tying a specific interest 
to a specific goal that is 
achievable at Penn. 

A nice moment where the 
student is able to inject 
his sense of humor and 
personality into this essay!

The student ends the 
essay with an authentic 
and open tone while 
explaining his “ultimate 
reason” for applying to 
Penn.
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?? ? ?? ?FAQs
Which is more important: the personal statement or the supplemental essay(s)?

Both are important. The personal statement may go to all of your prospective 
schools, but each individual school is going to be paying close attention to the 
specific essays it has assigned. You want both your personal statement and 
supplemental essays to be strong.

Are all “Why?” Essays the same?

“Why?” Essays come in all shapes and sizes. Some prompts ask students to 
focus on specific aspects (e.g. major course of study), and others are more 
open-ended. Word counts vary from school to school. Make sure to follow the 
directions in the application.

Can’t I just write one really good “Why?” Essay and then copy it for all of my 
other schools?

No — each essay should be tailored to each school. You can, however, 
repurpose parts of your essay, specifically the parts that explain your interests 
and goals. After all, while the college is different, you are the same applicant!

What do I write about if I haven’t decided on a major?

Colleges know that your interests and goals may change and evolve, so do not 
worry about mapping out your entire future in this essay. While you do not need 
to identify a specific course of study, you should still talk about some of your 
interests — otherwise it will sound like you don’t have any.

Should I write about a major that is less popular so I have a better chance of 
being admitted?

No — be authentic. You won’t be able to write a very convincing essay if you 
don’t have any experience or interest in a random major you’ve identified.

I’m most interested in going to a particular school because I’m diehard fan of 
the sports teams there. Should I write about that?

It is okay to mention an interest in being part of a spirited campus culture, but 
remember you are applying to an academic institution. Focus on academics.

I want to be the Chief of Hematology and Medical Oncology at the Mayo 
Clinic—how do I address this specific career goal in my “Why?” essay?

You might be getting ahead of yourself. Instead of zeroing in a specific job 
title that will take years of additional schooling and experience to obtain, focus 
on how the school can offer you guidance in preparing for a career in the 
healthcare field. One step at a time.

I like to party. Should I write about that?

No. But showing excitement for campus life is good!
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