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A grocery store shift will not produce a national award. A

restaurant job will not appear on a research journal’s

website. Working at a summer camp may not come with a

prestigious title or a certificate suitable for framing. Yet

these experiences can reveal something important about a

high school student: how they handle responsibility when

someone is counting on them.

For families navigating selective college admissions, paid

work is easy to underestimate. Students may assume that

research programs, academic competitions, nonprofit

leadership, and specialized internships are inherently more

valuable than ordinary employment. Parents may worry

that a job takes time away from activities that appear more

impressive on an application.

Neither assumption tells the whole story. A job’s value is

not determined by its prestige. It depends on what the

student actually does, the responsibility they assume, and

the context in which they do it.

1 .  WHY  ORDINARY  WORK  DESERVES  A  PLACE  IN

THE  COLLEGE  CONVERSAT ION

Selective colleges are trying to understand applicants

beyond their grades and test scores. Their activities

sections provide another view of how students spend their

time, what matters to them, and how they contribute

outside the classroom.

MIT Admissions explicitly acknowledges that some

students devote substantial time to employment or family

obligations, while others have more opportunities to

pursue conventional extracurricular activities. Its guidance

emphasizes evaluating students in the context of their lives

rather than expecting everyone to follow the same

formula.1 Yale admissions officers have similarly discussed

how work commitments can be as meaningful as more

traditional extracurricular pursuits.2

This matters because students do not begin with identical

amounts of free time. One teenager might spend

afternoons at debate practice, while another works four

evening shifts each week. Comparing their activity lists

without considering those differences would miss an

important part of each student’s experience.

A paid job can demonstrate responsibility, reliability,

communication, and judgment. But these qualities are not

automatically established by employment alone. The

application becomes more informative when it shows what

the student was trusted to do and how that responsibility

developed.

Consider two descriptions:

More informative: Worked 15 hours weekly as a cashier,

balanced register accuracy with customer service, and

trained two new employees after gaining experience.

The second description gives the reader concrete

information about the work, the time commitment, and

the student's growing responsibilities. It does not need to

claim that the student transformed the store or became an
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Basic: Worked part-time at a neighborhood grocery

store.
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exceptional leader. The facts already communicate more

than the job title alone.

2.  IDENT I FY  THE  RESPONS IB IL ITY  BEHIND  THE

JOB  T ITLE

The strongest way to describe employment is to look

beyond the position name. A cashier, restaurant host,

camp counselor, or retail associate may perform very

different tasks depending on the employer and the

student's experience.

Start with four questions:

What did the student handle independently? A restaurant

worker might manage a busy section, coordinate orders, or

resolve routine customer concerns within established

policies.

What had to be done consistently? A grocery store

employee might reconcile a register, restock shelves

accurately, follow food-safety procedures, or arrive on

time for early shifts.

What changed as the student gained experience? A camp

counselor might progress from assisting with activities to

leading a group, communicating with parents, or helping a

new counselor learn the routine.

Who depended on the student? Coworkers may have relied

on the student to complete a closing checklist. A

supervisor may have trusted the student to train a new

hire. Younger campers may have depended on the student

to follow safety procedures and maintain a predictable

routine.

These details reveal the substance of the experience. They

also help students avoid a common application mistake:

substituting abstract claims for evidence.

Writing “developed leadership, communication, and time-

management skills” tells the reader what the student wants

the experience to mean. Describing a real responsibility

allows the reader to see where those skills may have

developed.

3.  SHOW  GROWTH  W ITHOUT  MANUFACTUR ING

AN  ACHIEVEMENT

Employment often involves gradual progress rather than a

single dramatic accomplishment. Students learn

procedures, become more dependable, handle unfamiliar

situations, and earn greater trust. That progression can be

worth explaining.

Imagine a student who begins as a restaurant host.

Initially, the job involves greeting customers and following

a seating chart. Over time, the student learns to

coordinate with servers, communicate realistic wait times,

and respond calmly when several parties arrive

simultaneously.

The meaningful development is not that the student

“revolutionized restaurant operations.” It is that the

student moved from following instructions to making

sound decisions within the responsibilities of the role.

The same principle applies to a grocery store employee

who learns to identify inventory discrepancies, a retail

associate who becomes responsible for opening

procedures, or a camp counselor who adapts activities for

children with different needs.

Students should identify changes they can substantiate:

Numbers can help establish scope. Hours worked per

week, months employed, employees trained, or shifts

supervised may provide useful context. But a number is

not automatically an accomplishment. Students should

never invent estimates, imply sole responsibility for a

team's results, or inflate routine duties to make a job

appear more selective.

A modest, accurate description is more credible than an

impressive-sounding claim that the details cannot support.

4.  EXPLAIN  WHAT  THE  STUDENT  LEARNED

THROUGH  A  SPECIF IC  EXAMPLE

The activities list is usually too brief to explain an entire

employment experience. When a job is especially

important to the student's life or development, an essay or

an appropriate additional-information field may provide

room for context.

The key is to write about a real moment, not a generic

lesson.
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Greater independence or responsibility.

Additional duties assigned by a supervisor.

Training or support provided to coworkers.

Specific problems handled appropriately.

A measurable contribution, when a reliable number

exists.
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A student who works in a restaurant might describe

discovering that a small communication error can affect an

entire service team. A camp counselor might explain how

they learned to distinguish between enforcing a rule and

helping a child understand it. A retail employee might

reflect on the challenge of remaining courteous when a

customer is frustrated and the solution is outside the

employee's authority.

These experiences can support thoughtful reflection on

patience, accountability, collaboration, or judgment. The

student should explain what happened, what they did, and

what changed in their understanding or behavior.

A useful structure is:

Not every job needs an essay. If employment is one of

several ordinary activities, a clear activity description may

be sufficient. If it shaped the student's priorities, involved

significant responsibility, or illustrates an important part of

their circumstances, a deeper explanation may be

appropriate.

The goal is not to turn every shift into a life-changing

story. It is to recognize when a genuine experience offers

insight that the rest of the application does not provide.

5.  PUT  EMPLOYMENT  IN  THE  CONTEXT  OF  THE

STUDENT 'S  L I FE

A job can mean different things for different students. One

teenager works a few hours each week to gain spending

money and experience. Another contributes to household

expenses. A third works extensively during the school year,

leaving less time for clubs, competitions, or independent

projects.

Those circumstances should not be assumed, exaggerated,

or treated as interchangeable.

The Common Application provides space for students to

describe activities and work, and its application guidance

also recognizes that responsibilities and circumstances

can help explain a student's experience.3 Applicants should

use the fields available in their application year and follow

each college's instructions.

When relevant, students can clarify their hours, seasonal

schedule, family contribution, or other significant

responsibilities. They do not need to disclose private

financial details unnecessarily, nor should they imply

financial hardship if that is not their situation.

Context helps readers understand the choices a student

made with the time available. It does not guarantee an

admissions advantage, and employment does not replace

the academic preparation a college requires. Its

significance depends on the individual application and the

institution's evaluation process.

Parents should therefore resist the urge to compare a

student's job directly with a classmate's internship or

research placement. The more useful question is whether

the student's application presents their own commitments

clearly and accurately.

6.  TRANSLATE  THE  EXPER I ENCE  INTO  A

CONCISE  ACT IV IT I ES  DESCR IPT ION

Because application fields have strict space limits, students

should prioritize the most informative facts: the role, the

work performed, the time commitment when requested,

and any meaningful development or contribution.

For example:

GROCERY  STORE  CASHIER

“Served customers, processed transactions, maintained

checkout accuracy, and helped restock high-traffic aisles

during evening shifts.”

RESTAURANT  EMPLOYEE

“Coordinated seating and communicated wait times

during peak service; worked with servers to resolve

scheduling and order-flow issues.”

SUMMER  CAMP  COUNSELOR

“Supervised daily activities for elementary-age campers,

followed safety procedures, and adapted games to keep

groups engaged.”
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Situation: What specific problem or responsibility arose?

Response: What did the student actually do?

Result: What happened, including any limitations or

mistakes?

Reflection: What did the student learn that they can

explain honestly?
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These examples are templates, not claims students should

copy regardless of their actual duties. The best description

uses the student's real responsibilities and specific

evidence.

If a student trained coworkers, managed a particular

process, or received additional duties, that information

may be more valuable than a list of routine tasks. If the job

was mainly an entry-level position, there is no need to

disguise it. Showing consistent work and accurately

describing the contribution is enough.

Students should also check the current application

instructions rather than relying on remembered character

limits or outdated examples.

HOW  SCHOLAR  COACH  HELPS  FAM IL I ES

PRESENT  WORK  EXPER I ENCE  EFFECT IVELY

At Scholar Coach, we help students identify the most

informative evidence in their existing experiences rather

than encouraging them to collect activities simply because

they appear impressive.

Our process is straightforward:

Step 1: Establish the facts. We clarify the student's job title,

dates, hours, actual duties, and any changes in

responsibility.

Step 2: Find the strongest evidence. We identify specific

examples of reliability, problem-solving, teamwork,

communication, or initiative that the student can

substantiate.

Step 3: Determine where the experience belongs. We

decide whether the job needs only a concise activities

description or whether it provides meaningful context for

an essay or another application field.

Step 4: Refine the language. We remove generic skill lists,

inflated claims, and unnecessary adjectives, replacing

them with concrete details that fit the available space.

Step 5: Check the broader application. We make sure the

description complements the student's other experiences

instead of repeating the same claims about leadership or

responsibility.

A high school job does not need to become a business

venture, a nonprofit, or an elaborate personal narrative to

deserve recognition. Sometimes its value lies in the

ordinary fact that a student showed up, learned the work,

supported a team, and became someone others could rely

on.

That is worth presenting clearly—not because every job

guarantees an admissions advantage, but because an

accurate application should reflect the life a student has

actually lived.
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