
Tips from Confessions of a Scholarship Judge 
 

*ELIMINATE MISTAKES!* 

 
Visual Appearance of your Essay 

 10pt or 12pt font 

 Print on nicer paper- when applicable 

 Use bold and underlining sparingly 

 Don’t scribble something on a typed 

paper after you’ve printed it (take the 

extra time to re-print it without 

mistakes) 

 Use black ink only 

 Use a header with your contact 

information on each page if your essay 

is longer than one page 

 Don’t use clear plastic cover (it 

prevents judges from being able to 

write on it) 

 Don’t begin with “I deserve this award 
because” or “My name is…” 

 

The Content of the Essay 
 Use specific examples over vague 

statements (e.g. Want to be a 
pediatric nurse vs. Want to go into 
medical field) 

 Write your future plans  in terms of 
helping others 

 Consider your audience (teachers, 
professors, people who pursued 
careers in giving back) 

 Don’t knock down your peers to 
build yourself up 

o AVOID: “While other kids in 
my class were ___ I was ___” 

 Use your shortcomings to say how 
you’ve turned your life around 

 Avoid references to perfection (you 
can’t and won’t achieve perfection) 

 BE UNIQUE 
 Show some specifics:  

o “4 years in a youth group”  
vs 

o “ 4 years serving 31,200 
meals to people who are 
homeless with my youth 
group” 

 Avoid religion, politics and 
controversial issues 

 Show off your maturity 
 Tell a story of how you got where 

you are 
 Don’t be afraid of humor 

 
Other Tips for your Essay 

 READ THE DIRECTIONS OF THE ESSAY 

 Don’t dwell on your GPA; judges rarely 
use GPA to determine a winner 

 If you haven’t been involved in 
extracurricular activities because you 
care for your family, MENTION THAT  

 Don’t forget activities outside of 
school 

 Don’t quote pop culture 
o pop culture icons status 

change… 

 Committees like it when you’ve 
helped people 

 Have a neutral or professional email 
to send from 

 Have two or more people read over 
the essay 

 Double check use of: their, they’re, 
there, it’s, its, effect, and affect 

 Use ACTION words 

 Don’t use acronyms without 
explaining them first (e.g. National 
Honors Society (NHS)) 

 
Places to Apply for Scholarships 

 Fastweb.com 

 Bigfuture.collegeboard.org 

 Career Cruising 

 Scholly.com 

 Local Scholarships 

 Parents/Guardians workplace 
 

Source:  Barsch, Josh. Confessions of a scholarship judge: How to win more scholarships by 
understanding what the judges HATE. Morrisville, NC, Lulu, 2009. 

 



 
 
Things scholarship judges might ask you to write about…. 

 A time you overcame adversity 

 A time you experienced diversity 

 Why you want to study what you want to study 

 Who you are as a person 

 Something that changed you as a person 

 What are you passionate about? 
 
Things to think about when forming your essay… 

 What is something you do that is unique? 

 What are you particularly good at? 

 Could you tell a story to answer the judges’ question? 

 Why do you want this scholarship in particular and what 
makes you qualified to receive it? 

 
The best scholarship essays… 

 Tell a story 

 Keep the judges engaged in the essay 

 Contain minimum to no errors in grammar, sentence 
structure or spelling 

 Are thought out and are edited more than once 

 Clearly represent why the winner is a good investment of 
scholarship money (winner has a clear path to success) 

 
The best applicants… 

 Express why they want the money & what they will do with it 

 Explain themselves beyond their grades and SAT scores 

 Focus in on specific examples of achievement while creating 
a more general sense of their involvement in the community 

 
 

Want more help with your scholarship essay? 
Meet with Ms. Van to brainstorm, edit or finalize your essay! 

Email: vanoverbekea@greenville.k12.mi.us 
Phone number: 616-225-1000 ex 8204 


