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When a high school student tells parents they want to
study business because they plan to become a CEO, start a
company, or lead the next major brand, the ambition may
be genuine. But there is a problem with using that
ambition as the central argument in a college application:
it says very little about what the student actually wants to
learn.

Admissions officers at competitive undergraduate business
programs are not necessarily put off by aspiring CEOs.
Leadership, entrepreneurship, and professional ambition
can all be legitimate interests. What matters is whether a
student can explain what attracts them to business beyond
the prospect of success.

That distinction is worth understanding before your child
begins writing application essays. The strongest academic
interests are not simply impressive-sounding career goals.
They are questions a student has a credible reason to want
to investigate.

The Problem With Saying “I Want to Be a CEO”
Consider two students applying to study business.

The first wants to become an entrepreneur, build a
successful company, and lead a team. The second is
interested in why some small businesses struggle with
cash flow even when sales are growing. After helping at a
family business, this student has begun wondering how
inventory costs, payment delays, and pricing decisions
affect whether a company survives.
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Both students have ambitions. But the second has given
admissions readers something more useful: a glimpse of
how they think.

This distinction is consistent with the guidance published
by leading institutions. Cornell's SC Johnson College of
Business asks applicants to discuss the topics or issues
they care about, why those issues matter to them, and how
their interests align with the school. The University of
Pennsylvania's Wharton School similarly asks applicants to
discuss an important current issue and explain how a
Wharton education would help them explore it."

Neither example requires a student to have a fully formed
career plan. Instead, both invite applicants to connect
their interests with the academic opportunities they are
seeking.

The lesson for parents is straightforward. A future title
tells a college where a student hopes to end up. An
intellectual interest helps explain what the student hopes
to learn along the way.

HELP YOUR CHILD FIND THE QUESTION BEHIND
THE AMBITION

A useful business interest often begins with an observation
that leads to a question.

A student who enjoys selling handmade products might
become curious about why customers choose one product
over another, even when the alternatives are similar. That
curiosity could lead to marketing research, consumer

behavior, or pricing strategy.
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A student who organizes fundraising events might notice
that donations fluctuate depending on how an appeal is
presented. This could develop into an interest in
behavioral economics: the study of how people make
economic decisions.

A student who helps manage inventory for a family
business might become interested in supply chain
management, which examines how goods move from
suppliers to customers and how organizations manage
costs, timing, and disruptions.

A student who enjoys mathematics and solving financial
puzzles might explore accounting, financial analysis, or
fraud examination.

These are possible directions, not labels your child needs
to adopt. The point is to identify a question that grows
naturally from something the student has noticed, studied,
built, or experienced.

Parents can help by asking three questions:

What have you noticed about how businesses operate
that you genuinely want to understand?

What experience made you curious about this?
What would you like to investigate further?

The answers should come from the student. A
sophisticated-sounding specialty chosen by a parent or
consultant is unlikely to be convincing if the student
cannot explain it in ordinary language.

WHY SPECIFICITY MATTERS MORE THAN
IMPRESSIVE TERMINOLOGY

Naming a specialized field does not automatically
strengthen an application.

A student who declares an interest in supply chain
analytics but cannot explain what supply chains involve
has not demonstrated meaningful academic curiosity.
Likewise, an essay filled with references to investment
banking, market disruption, or entrepreneurship may
remain superficial if it contains no clear explanation of
what the student wants to understand.

Specificity means being precise about the underlying
question, not using the most advanced vocabulary.

For example, compare these two statements:
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“I'want to study finance because I am passionate about
investing and hope to become a successful business
leader”

“I became interested in finance after helping organize a
school fundraiser. I wanted to understand why having
money pledged was different from having enough cash
available to pay expenses on time.”

The second statement gives the reader a concrete starting
point for understanding the student's interest. It also
opens the door to discussing cash flow, budgeting,
financial planning, and the difference between revenue
and available cash.

The experience itself does not need to be extraordinary.
What matters is what the student noticed and how that
observation shaped their thinking.

The College Board's guidance on admissions essays
emphasizes authentic voice, a distinctive perspective, and
strong writing. It also advises students to reveal their
character rather than simply repeat their achievements.?
That advice supports a broader principle: an application
should help readers understand the person behind the
record, not merely the student's list of accomplishments.

THE OVERLOOKED ADVANTAGE OF
QUANTITATIVE THINKING

Business is not only about leading people or generating
ideas. It also involves measuring results, evaluating trade-
offs, interpreting evidence, and making decisions with
limited resources.

A student interested in marketing might compare survey
responses to understand what influences purchasing
decisions. An aspiring entrepreneur might calculate
whether a product's selling price covers its production and
delivery costs. A student interested in operations might
examine how changes in inventory levels affect waste and
customer demand.

These examples demonstrate how mathematical reasoning
can connect to real business questions.

That does not mean every prospective business student
must conduct advanced statistical research in high school.
Nor does it mean that quantitative ability automatically
matters more than leadership, communication, or
creativity in every admissions process.
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Rather, students should recognize that business interests
become more meaningful when they engage with how
organizations actually make decisions.

If your child enjoys working with numbers, encourage
them to investigate a relevant question using information
they can reasonably access. If their strengths lie
elsewhere, they can still demonstrate careful thinking
through observation, research, interviews, or a well-
explained project.

The objective is not to manufacture a research credential.
It is to show that curiosity can lead to a more informed
understanding of a problem.

TURN AN INTEREST INTO EVIDENCE

Once a student identifies a promising question, the next
step is to explore it.

That exploration might involve tracking expenses for a
school event, interviewing a local business owner about
customer retention, comparing the pricing strategies of
competing products, or studying how a retailer manages
seasonal demand.

The activity does not need to produce a groundbreaking
result. It should give the student something real to reflect
on.

WHAT DID THEY INITIALLY BELIEVE? WHAT DID
THEY DISCOVER? WHAT SURPRISED THEM?
WHAT WOULD THEY INVESTIGATE NEXT?

These questions help distinguish genuine engagement
from an interest selected primarily because it sounds
impressive.

Parents should also resist the temptation to turn every
hobby into a business project. A student does not need to
launch a company, manage a large team, or create an
elaborate initiative simply to prove they are serious about
business. A modest experience examined thoughtfully may
provide a more credible account of their interests than an
ambitious project the student cannot explain in detail.

WHAT PARENTS SHOULD DO BEFORE
APPLICATION SEASON

Start with your child's existing experiences rather than a
list of supposedly impressive business specialties.
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Review classes, part-time jobs, volunteer activities, family

responsibilities, personal projects, and everyday
observations. Look for recurring questions or problems
that have captured your child's attention.

Next, investigate the actual programs on the student's
college list. Business schools differ in their curricula,
admissions requirements, and application prompts. Some
ask applicants to explain their academic interests; others
emphasize experiences, community contributions, or fit
with a particular program. Cornell's published
undergraduate admissions guidance, for example,
explicitly connects applicants' interests with their
intended school's academic focus.”'

Finally, make sure the application remains honest. The
Common App requires applicants to affirm that submitted
information is their own work, factually true, and honestly
presented.” Parents can ask questions, discuss ideas, and
offer encouragement, but the student's reasoning and
writing should remain their own.

THE GOAL IS NOT TO SOUND LIKE A CEO

Your child does not need to predict their future with
certainty at seventeen.

They may eventually become an entrepreneur, an
accountant, a financial analyst, or something they have not
yet encountered. Their interests may change as they study
business and gain experience. That is a normal part of
education, not a weakness to conceal.

What an application can communicate is a more
immediate kind of readiness: the student has noticed
something about the world, wants to understand it better,
and can explain why a particular academic program may
help.

That is a more useful foundation than simply announcing
an ambition to lead.

The question parents should ask is not, “How can my child
sound like a future CEO?” It is, “What has my child become
curious enough about business to investigate?”

The answer can help shape a more authentic application—
and give the student a clearer sense of what they actually
want to learn.
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