
S C HO L A R  CO A CH
ADM I S S IONS  INS I G H T S

TUESDAY,  OCTOBER  20,  2026

BOOK  CONSULTAT ION  →

A DM I S S I O N S  S T R AT E GY

Dissecting the Syllabus: The Secret to Proving Fit in
“Why This College” Essays

AG
By Alex Gomelskiy
Founder and Director of Admissions Strategy, Scholar Coach, Inc.

October 20, 2026

A campus tour can tell a student where the library is. A

university website can explain its mission. Neither

necessarily reveals what studying at that college would

actually look like.

That information often lives deeper in the academic

catalog: in required courses, advanced electives, faculty

research, laboratory methods, and sometimes the reading

lists that shape a class. For students writing a “Why This

College” essay, these resources offer something more

useful than another reason to praise the university. They

help connect the student's intellectual interests to the

work they could pursue there.

The goal is not to prove that an applicant has memorized a

department's website. It is to show that the student has

investigated the program closely enough to identify a

meaningful academic opportunity—and can explain why it

matters.

Yale's admissions guidance emphasizes intellectual

curiosity, critical thinking, and the capacity to make

effective use of the university's academic resources. Its

essay advice also stresses that a student's perspective

matters more than choosing an unusual topic. Together,

these principles suggest a useful approach: research the

college in detail, then use that research to reveal how you

think.

Sources: Yale Admissions: What Yale Looks For and Yale

Admissions: Essays.

1 .  GO  BEYOND  THE  COURSE  CATALOG :

INVEST IGATE  WHAT  HAPPENS  INS IDE  THE

COURSE

Many applicants stop their research after finding a course

title that sounds relevant to their interests. A student

interested in artificial intelligence might mention an AI

course; a student interested in literature might name a

seminar on modern fiction. This is more specific than

praising a college's reputation, but it may still be

superficial.

The next step is to investigate what the course actually

studies.

Depending on what the institution makes publicly

available, useful details may include:

Yale's official course-search system, for example, allows

students to explore course descriptions and links to syllabi

where available. Its registrar notes that syllabi are not

universally visible to the public; some are accessible

through the institution's learning platform. Applicants

should therefore use the materials that are legitimately
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The questions the course investigates.

The methods students learn to use.

The kinds of assignments or projects they complete.

The texts, datasets, experiments, or case studies they

analyze.

The prerequisites that indicate how the course fits into a

larger sequence.
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available rather than assume every syllabus can be

accessed online.

A course description can be useful even when the full

syllabus is unavailable. The important question is what the

student learns from the research.

Consider the difference between these statements:

Generic: “I want to study psychology at your university

because of its excellent faculty and wide range of courses.”

More specific: “I want to investigate how people make

decisions under uncertainty, particularly when their stated

preferences conflict with their behavior. Courses in

judgment and decision-making would help me examine

how researchers design experiments to investigate that

gap.”

The second statement identifies an intellectual question

and the kind of academic work that could help explore it. If

the applicant can connect that question to a verified

course at the institution, the reference becomes more

meaningful.

The course is not the point by itself. It is the bridge

between the student's curiosity and the university's

resources.

Source: Yale University Registrar: Yale Course Search.

2.  USE  ADVANCED  COURSES  TO  SHOW  THE

DIRECT ION  OF  YOUR  CUR IOS ITY

Introductory courses are important, but advanced

electives can help applicants investigate how a department

develops a field of study beyond its foundations.

Suppose two students both want to study computer

science. One is interested in designing reliable software

systems; the other wants to understand the mathematical

limits of algorithms. Both interests belong within

computer science, but they may lead to different upper-

level courses, research questions, and projects.

Researching advanced offerings can help each student

identify a more precise academic direction.

The same principle applies across disciplines:

Biology: A student interested in genetics might investigate

courses or research opportunities involving gene

regulation, molecular mechanisms, or computational

genomics.

Economics: A student curious about inequality might

explore how econometrics, causal inference, or

development economics can be used to test explanations

for differences in economic outcomes.

English: A student interested in narrative might investigate

how a course approaches literary history, narrative

perspective, genre, or close reading.

Engineering: A student interested in sustainable energy

might look for opportunities to examine materials, energy

systems, or the modeling of environmental impacts.

These examples are starting points for research, not claims

that every university offers a course with those exact

titles.

The student should verify the actual course, its current

availability, and any prerequisites. A course that appears in

an old catalog may not be offered during the student's first

year—or even every year.

More importantly, an advanced course should not be

included merely because its title sounds impressive. The

applicant should be able to explain what they want to learn

from it and how it relates to an existing interest.

A useful test is simple: if the course title disappeared from

the essay, would the student still have a clear intellectual

question to discuss? If not, the reference may be doing too

much of the work.

3.  INVEST IGATE  FACULTY  RESEARCH  AND

LABORATORY  METHODS

Faculty research can provide another way to understand a

department's academic priorities. But applicants should

distinguish between finding a professor whose work

sounds interesting and identifying a specific question or

method that genuinely connects to their own interests.

A productive investigation starts with the research itself.

Read a faculty member's official profile, a laboratory

overview, or an accessible research abstract. Identify the

problem being investigated, the method used, or the result

that raises a further question. Then consider whether the

work connects to something the student has already

explored.

For example, a student who has built a basic image-

classification model might discover a laboratory

investigating how computer vision systems perform under
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changing environmental conditions. The useful connection

is not simply that both involve artificial intelligence. It is

that the student's experience has raised a question about

model reliability, and the laboratory's work offers a way to

investigate that question more deeply.

In a laboratory-based discipline, equipment and

experimental methods may also matter. A prospective

chemistry student might investigate whether a research

group uses a particular analytical technique, while a

student interested in neuroscience might examine how a

laboratory studies neural activity or behavior.

However, applicants should be careful not to imply

guaranteed access to a professor, laboratory, instrument,

or research position. Undergraduate participation may

depend on prerequisites, availability, selection, funding, or

the structure of the program.

The essay can instead explain why the research

environment is relevant to the student's goals and what

they hope to learn from it.

That distinction makes the writing both more credible and

more accurate.

4.  TURN  RESEARCH  DETAILS  INTO  AN  ACTUAL

ARGUMENT  FOR  F IT

The most common weakness in a school-specific essay is

not necessarily a lack of research. It is the failure to explain

why the research matters.

A student might name three professors, four courses, a

research center, and a campus tradition. Yet a list of

attractive features does not establish a relationship

between the student and the institution.

A stronger essay develops a sequence:

Imagine a student who has created a small application to

help classmates organize their assignments. While

developing it, the student becomes interested in why users

abandon tools that appear useful. That question leads to an

interest in human-computer interaction.

The applicant could then research a university's relevant

courses or research groups and identify a verified

opportunity to study usability testing, interface design, or

human behavior in computing environments.

The resulting essay would not merely say that the

university offers excellent computer science courses. It

would explain how the student's experience generated a

question, why that question deserves deeper study, and

how the institution's academic resources could support

that next step.

The same structure works for humanities and social

sciences. A student who has questioned how historical

narratives change across sources might connect that

experience to a department's methods of historical

analysis or a particular seminar's approach to primary

documents.

The point is not to make a high school project sound more

sophisticated than it was. It is to show what the student

noticed, what remains unanswered, and how they want to

investigate it.

Yale's admissions guidance is particularly relevant here:

the university describes essays as a way to understand the

applicant's perspective and intellectual engagement, not

simply to collect evidence of accomplishments. A specific

academic reference is most useful when it reveals that

engagement.

Source: Yale Admissions: Essays.

5.  A  F IVE-STEP  RESEARCH  METHOD  FOR  “WHY

THIS  COLLEGE”  ESSAYS

Families can use the following process before drafting a

school-specific response.

Step 1: Start with the student's question. Identify the

academic problem, topic, or method that genuinely

interests the student. Do not begin by searching for

impressive faculty names to insert into an essay.

Step 2: Read the degree requirements. Examine required

courses and prerequisites to understand the program's

structure. Determine whether the student would study the

subject through a broad liberal arts curriculum, a

specialized professional program, an engineering pathway,

or another structure.

Step 3: Investigate two or three relevant opportunities.

Look at advanced courses, available syllabi, research

groups, laboratories, or undergraduate projects. Prefer a

few meaningful discoveries over a long list of unrelated

resources.
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Past experience → unresolved question → specific

academic opportunity → future investigation.
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Step 4: Verify the details. Use official university sources to

confirm course titles, faculty research, program

requirements, and access conditions. Check whether

information is current and whether the opportunity is

open to undergraduates.

Step 5: Explain the connection in the essay. For each detail

you include, ask: What does this opportunity let me

investigate? How does it connect to something I have

already done, observed, read, or questioned? Why is it

relevant to the next stage of my education?

If the student cannot answer these questions, the detail

may belong in the research notes rather than the final

essay.

Not every “Why This College” prompt requires a lengthy

academic inventory. Some ask about community, personal

values, or the student's broader reasons for applying.

Applicants should answer the actual prompt and preserve

space for the personal dimension of their interest.

Academic specificity is a tool, not a requirement to turn

every supplement into a miniature research proposal.

HOW  SCHOLAR  COACH  HELPS  STUDENTS  BU ILD

EV IDENCE-BASED  COLLEGE  F IT

Scholar Coach helps students move from general

enthusiasm for a university to a clear, individualized

explanation of why its academic opportunities matter.

Identify the student's intellectual direction. We examine

coursework, independent projects, research, reading, and

extracurricular experiences to identify the questions that

genuinely motivate the student.

Research official academic resources. We review degree

requirements, course descriptions, available syllabi, faculty

research, and undergraduate opportunities relevant to the

student's interests.

Separate meaningful details from name-dropping. We

determine which course, method, or research opportunity

offers a substantive connection to the student's existing

experience and future goals.

Develop the essay's central argument. We help the

student connect prior experience to an unresolved

question and then to a specific opportunity at the college,

using the student's own reasoning rather than generic

praise.

Verify and refine the final draft. We check institutional

details, remove unsupported claims about access or

admissions preferences, and ensure that each reference

contributes to the essay's purpose.

The best school-specific essay does not try to prove that a

student has already mastered everything the university

teaches. It shows that the student has begun asking

meaningful questions—and has investigated why this

particular academic environment could help them pursue

those questions further.
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