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A student can join a science club, participate in a business

competition, volunteer with a nonprofit, and complete

several summer programs without ever having to decide

what question they personally want to answer. Each

activity can be worthwhile. But there is a different kind of

learning that begins when a student identifies a problem,

decides to investigate it, and takes responsibility for what

happens next.

That is the appeal of a self-directed project.

For parents of students applying to highly selective

universities, independent work can offer a meaningful way

to develop an academic interest beyond the classroom. A

student might investigate why local streams become

polluted after heavy rainfall, build a program that analyzes

public transportation delays, or study how the wording of

a fundraising appeal affects donations.

The project does not need to be extraordinary. It needs to

be genuine, appropriately ambitious, and developed far

enough that the student can explain what they attempted,

what they discovered, and what they would do differently.

The value of an independent project is not simply that the

student did something unusual. It is that the student can

show how they think when the next step is not already

written in an assignment.

WHY  ADM ISS IONS  OFF ICERS  MAY  F IND

INDEPENDENT  WORK  MEAN INGFUL

Admissions offices do not have a universal rule that

independent projects are better than clubs, sports,

employment, or community service. In fact, MIT explicitly

tells applicants that activities should reflect what

genuinely interests them, not what they believe will look

impressive. It also emphasizes that students have different

opportunities and responsibilities depending on their

circumstances.1

Yale's admissions guidance similarly identifies intellectual

initiative, curiosity, creativity, and an enterprising mindset

as qualities it values. Yale also emphasizes that applicants

are evaluated in context rather than according to a single

formula.2

These principles explain why an independent project can

contribute meaningfully to an application. It can provide

evidence of initiative and sustained interest, particularly

when the work connects naturally to the student's

academic goals.

Consider two hypothetical students interested in

environmental science.

One participates in the environmental club and attends

meetings about recycling. The other also participates in a

club but notices that students routinely discard unopened

food after lunch. They begin documenting what is

discarded, examine the school's existing procedures, and

propose a practical way to measure and reduce waste.
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The second student's project offers a specific example of

identifying a problem and attempting to address it. But the

first student's participation could be equally meaningful if

they took responsibility for organizing a successful

initiative, educating their community, or improving an

existing program.

The distinction is not between independent work and

organized activities. It is between merely listing

participation and being able to explain one's actual

contribution.

START  W ITH  A  QUEST ION ,  NOT  AN  IMPRESS IVE

PROJECT  T ITLE

One common mistake is beginning with a project that

sounds sophisticated and then searching for a reason to

justify it.

A student might announce an intention to develop an

artificial intelligence system, publish a research paper, or

launch a nonprofit because these achievements appear

impressive. But without a genuine question or a realistic

plan, the project can quickly become a collection of

ambitious promises.

A better starting point is something the student has

already noticed.

A student interested in economics might wonder why two

neighborhood businesses selling similar products charge

different prices. A student interested in psychology might

question whether people remember information

differently when it is presented visually rather than in

writing. A student interested in computer science might

notice that an existing tool makes a simple task

unnecessarily difficult.

Each observation can become a manageable investigation.

The student should then ask what they can reasonably

learn, what information or materials they need, and how

they will determine whether their work answers the

original question.

Parents can help by asking questions rather than supplying

the entire plan:

These questions help students develop ownership of the

work instead of simply executing an adult-designed

activity.

THREE  EXAMPLES  OF  PROJECTS  THAT  CAN

DEVELOP  INTO  SUBSTANT IAL  WORK

The following examples illustrate how an ordinary interest

can become a structured project. They are hypothetical

models, not admissions formulas or guaranteed routes to

recognition.

1 .  COMPUTER  SCIENCE :  BU ILD  A  TOOL  THAT

SOLVES  A  REAL  PROBLEM

A student notices that classmates struggle to keep track of

assignments across several online platforms. Rather than

announcing that they will revolutionize education, they

begin by interviewing a small group of students about the

problem.

They identify the most common difficulty, build a basic

assignment organizer, and ask users to test it. Several

students find the original layout confusing, so the student

revises the design and documents the changes.

A useful final project might include a working

demonstration, the code, a short explanation of design

decisions, and a discussion of limitations. The student's

strongest evidence is not the claim that they created an

innovative technology company. It is the concrete process

of identifying a problem, testing a solution, and revising

the work.

2.  BIOLOGY:  INVEST IGATE  A  QUEST ION  US ING

PUBL ICLY  AVAILABLE  DATA

A student interested in ecology wonders whether local

environmental conditions are associated with changes in

water quality. They identify an appropriate public dataset,

examine how measurements were collected, and learn to

distinguish correlation from causation.

The project could include graphs, a description of the

methods, a discussion of data limitations, and questions

that remain unanswered.

If the student lacks access to laboratory equipment, a

carefully designed analysis of existing data can still be

intellectually worthwhile. They should not imply that they
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conducted laboratory experiments when they did not.

3.  ECONOM ICS :  EXAM INE  A  LOCAL  BUS INESS

QUEST ION

A student notices that a neighborhood business changes

its prices during certain periods. They investigate possible

explanations, compare publicly available prices across

competitors, and study how demand, costs, and customer

preferences might influence pricing.

The student might discover that the available information

is insufficient to establish why the business made a

particular decision. That limitation can itself be an

important lesson in evidence-based reasoning.

A strong project explains the question, the information

gathered, the analysis performed, and what can—and

cannot—be concluded from the results.

DOCUMENT  THE  WORK ,  ESPECIALLY  WHEN

THINGS  GO  WRONG

Parents sometimes assume that a project needs a polished

final product to be useful. In reality, the process can be just

as important as the result.

MIT's official Maker Portfolio guidance explicitly asks

applicants to provide evidence of their building process,

including photographs, explanations, and information

about what has been completed. For code projects, MIT

requests the codebase and a working demonstration. Its

guidance states that reviewers are interested in the

process, not just the finished product.3

That guidance applies directly to students preparing

substantial technical or creative work for possible portfolio

submission. It does not mean that every student should

submit a portfolio or that all colleges use MIT's criteria.

For families, the practical lesson is to encourage students

to maintain a simple project record as they work.

That record might include the original question, dated

notes, early versions, research sources, test results,

feedback, changes made, and unresolved problems. A

student writing a research report could preserve drafts

and document the method. A student building an

application could keep version histories and screenshots of

earlier designs.

Suppose a student builds a program that initially produces

inaccurate results. Instead of hiding the problem, they

investigate the cause, discover that the input data are

inconsistent, and revise the program to handle those

cases.

The revised version may be more useful, but the

explanation of the original failure also shows how the

student approached a real problem.

The student should document what actually happened, not

manufacture failures to make the story more compelling.

HOW  AMBIT IOUS  SHOULD  THE  PROJECT  BE?

A self-directed project does not need to produce a patent,

publication, nonprofit, or commercial product to be

worthwhile.

Its scope should match the student's experience, available

time, and resources. A project that answers a narrow

question carefully can be more valuable as a learning

experience than an enormous undertaking that remains

unfinished.

Parents should also be careful about projects that depend

on expensive equipment, private research placements,

paid mentorships, or access to institutions unavailable to

many students. Yale's admissions guidance emphasizes the

context in which students pursue their activities, including

the opportunities available to them.2

A student should not feel compelled to spend thousands of

dollars or hire a research mentor merely to create an

independent project.

Nor should every hobby be converted into an admissions

activity. Reading, music, athletics, family responsibilities,

employment, and friendships can be meaningful parts of a

student's life without becoming formal projects.

The goal is to make room for genuine exploration, not to

turn every available hour into application preparation.

HOW  SCHOLAR  COACH  HELPS  STUDENTS  TURN

AN  INTEREST  INTO  A  REAL  PROJECT

For parents, the difficult part is often knowing where to

begin. A student may have strong interests but struggle to

choose a manageable question, determine what evidence

to gather, or decide when a project is sufficiently

developed.
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Scholar Coach can help families work through these

decisions in a structured way.

First, we identify the student's genuine interests. We

examine academic strengths, existing activities,

coursework, independent reading, and questions the

student has already explored. The purpose is to find a

promising direction based on the student's actual

experiences rather than select a project because it appears

impressive on a college application.

Second, we narrow the idea into a workable question. A

broad interest such as artificial intelligence, economics,

public health, or environmental science is not yet a

project. We help the student identify a specific problem,

define a realistic scope, and determine what they could

investigate or build with the resources available.

Third, we establish a practical plan. Depending on the

project, this can include identifying credible sources,

selecting an appropriate method, breaking the work into

stages, setting milestones, and deciding what evidence to

preserve. For research involving human participants,

sensitive information, or potentially hazardous activities,

the student must also follow applicable ethical, privacy,

and safety requirements.

Fourth, we evaluate the actual work as it develops. The

student should be able to explain their reasoning, identify

weaknesses, interpret results carefully, and make revisions.

Scholar Coach's role is to guide the student's thinking and

development, not manufacture research findings or

present adult work as the student's achievement.

Finally, we help the student communicate what the

project demonstrates. Once the work has substance, we

can help the student describe the process clearly, select

relevant evidence, and explain what they learned. If the

project is relevant to a college's optional portfolio, we can

also help the family review that institution's submission

requirements and determine whether additional materials

are appropriate.

The result is a project with a clear purpose, a realistic plan,

and evidence of what the student actually accomplished. It

also gives parents a concrete way to support their child's

development without taking control of the work.

THE  GOAL  IS  INTELLECTUAL  OWNERSHIP,  NOT

ANOTHER  L INE  ON  A  RÉSUMÉ

An independent project can give a student the opportunity

to pursue a question beyond the classroom, develop

practical skills, and learn how to respond when the answer

is not immediately obvious.

But it is not the only way to demonstrate curiosity, and it

does not guarantee a stronger admissions outcome. A

sustained commitment to an existing activity, a meaningful

job, or responsibility within a family can also reveal

initiative and maturity.

The most useful project is one the student wants to pursue

even when the work becomes inconvenient, the first

approach fails, or the result is less impressive than

expected.

Before asking what project will impress an admissions

officer, ask what question your child is genuinely willing to

spend time understanding. Then help them build

something real enough that they can explain not only what

they accomplished, but how their thinking changed along

the way.

SOURCES
1 MIT Admissions, Extracurricular Activities:
https://mitadmissions.org/apply/prepare/activities/
2 Yale Undergraduate Admissions, What Yale Looks For:
https://admissions.yale.edu/what-yale-looks-for
3 MIT Admissions, Creative Portfolios:
https://mitadmissions.org/apply/firstyear/portfolios-additional/
4 Common App, Approaching the Activities Section:
https://www.commonapp.org/files/FY-Apply-College-Activities-Section-
Common-App.pdf

Want a plan built around your student?
Book a free consultation. The short intake takes about a minute and opens right away.

BOOK  NOW  →

W E B www.scholarcoachinc.com SCHOLAR  COACH  ADM ISS IONS  INS I GHTS CA L L (862) 754-3562
© 2026 Scholar Coach, Inc. All r ights reserved. Copying or reproducing str ictly prohibited.

https://www.scholarcoachinc.com/#book
https://www.scholarcoachinc.com/#book
https://www.scholarcoachinc.com/
tel:+18627543562

