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Personal College Application Essay 

The "Five Families" 

When I was 16, I lived with the Watkins family in Wichita, Kansas. Mrs. Watkins was the coordinator of 

the foreign exchange student program I was enrolled in. She had a nine year old son named Cody. I 

would babysit Cody every day after school for at least two to three hours. We would play Scrabble or he 

would read to me from Charlotte’s Web or The Ugly Duckling. He would talk a lot about his friends and 

school life, and I would listen to him and ask him the meanings of certain words. He was my first friend 

in the New World. 

 
My second family was the Martinez family, who were friends of the Watkins’s. The host dad Michael 

was a high school English teacher and the host mom Jennifer (who had me call her “Jen”) taught 

elementary school. She had recently delivered a baby, so she was still in the hospital when I moved into 

their house. The Martinez family did almost everything together. We made pizza together, watched 

Shrek on their cozy couch together, and went fishing on Sunday together. On rainy days, Michael, Jen 

and I would sit on the porch and listen to the rain, talking about our dreams and thoughts. Within two 

months I was calling them mom and dad. 

 
After I finished the exchange student program, I had the option of returning to Korea but I decided to 

stay in America. I wanted to see new places and meet different people. Since I wasn’t an exchange 

student anymore, I had the freedom--and burden--of finding a new school and host family on my own. 

After a few days of thorough investigation, I found the Struiksma family in California. They were a 

unique group. 

 
The host mom Shellie was a single mom who had two of her own sons and two Russian daughters that 

she had adopted. The kids always had something warm to eat, and were always on their best behavior 

at home and in school. It would be fair to say that this was all due to Shellie’s upbringing. My room was 

on the first floor, right in front of Shellie’s hair salon, a small business that she ran out of her home. In 

the living room were six or seven huge amplifiers and a gigantic chandelier hung from the high ceiling. 

The kitchen had a bar. At first, the non-stop visits from strangers made me nervous, but soon I got used 

to them. I remember one night, a couple barged into my room while I was sleeping. It was awkward. 

 
After a few months I realized we weren’t the best fit. In the nicest way possible, I told them I had to 

leave. They understood. 

 
The Ortiz family was my fourth family. Kimberly, the host mom, treated me the same way she treated 

her own son. She made me do chores: I fixed dinner, fed their two dogs Sassy and Lady, and once a 

week I cleaned the bathroom. I also had to follow some rules: No food in my room, no using the family 

computer, no lights on after midnight, and no ride unless it was an emergency. The first couple of 

months were really hard to get used to, but eventually I adjusted. 
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I lived with the Ortiz family for seven months like a monk in the deep forest. However, the host dad 

Greg’s asthma got worse after winter, so he wanted to move to the countryside. It was unexpected and I 

only had a week to find a new host family. I asked my friend Danielle if I could live with her until I found 

a new home. That’s how I met the Dirksen family, my fifth family. 

 
The Dirksen family had three kids. They were all different. Danielle liked bitter black coffee, Christian 

liked energy drinks, and Becca liked sweet lemon tea. Dawn, the host mom didn’t like winter, and Mark, 

the host dad, didn’t like summer. After dinner, we would all play Wii Sports together. I was the king of 

bowling, and Dawn was the queen of tennis. I don’t remember a single time that they argued about the 

games. Afterward, we would gather in the living room and Danielle would play the piano while the rest 

of us sang hymns. 

 
Of course, those 28 months were too short to fully understand all five families, but I learned from and 

was shaped by each of them. By teaching me English, nine year-old Cody taught me the importance of 

being able to learn from anyone; the Martinez family showed me the value of spending time together as 

a family; the Struiksma family taught me to reserve judgment about divorced women and adopted 

children; Mrs. Ortiz taught me the value of discipline and the Dirksen family taught me the importance 

of appreciating one another’s different qualities. 

 

Getting along with other people is necessary for anyone and living with five families has made me more 

sensitive to others’ needs: I have learned how to recognize when someone needs to talk, when I should 

give advice and when to simply listen, and when someone needs to be left alone; in the process, I have 

become much more adaptable. I’m ready to change, learn, and be shaped by my future families. 


