
 

How to Make Your College Application Stand Out 

College admissions officers consider much more than grades and test scores. They want to 

understand how you spend your time, what you care about, how you have responded to 

challenges, and what you might contribute to their campus community. 

No single activity or essay can guarantee admission. However, when several applicants have 

similar academic records, a thoughtful application and memorable personal statement may help 

one student stand out. The goal is not to appear perfect. It is to present an honest, specific, and 

coherent picture of who you are. 

What Should You Include on Your Application? 

Your application should include the experiences that best demonstrate your interests, character, 

responsibilities, and growth. Depending on the application, these may include: 

• School clubs and organizations 

• Sports, music, theater, art, or other creative activities 

• Volunteer and community service 

• Part-time jobs, internships, or summer employment 

• Leadership roles 

• Academic honors and awards 

• Independent projects, research, or entrepreneurship 

• Religious, cultural, or civic involvement 



• Hobbies pursued seriously outside school 

• Responsibilities at home, such as caring for siblings or helping with a family business 

The Common Application specifically recognizes work, hobbies, community engagement, and 

personal or family responsibilities as meaningful activities—not just formal clubs. Common 

App’s first-year guide encourages students to use this section to show who they are beyond the 

classroom. 

Do not assume that an experience is unimportant simply because it did not result in a trophy or 

official title. Working after school to help your family, teaching yourself computer 

programming, caring for a relative, repairing cars, writing stories, or organizing an informal 

neighborhood project may reveal more about you than membership in several clubs. 

Quality Matters More Than Quantity 

Admissions officers are not simply counting activities. A long list of brief memberships may be 

less persuasive than sustained involvement in a few meaningful pursuits. MIT’s admissions 

guidance, for example, advises students to concentrate on activities that genuinely interest and 

challenge them instead of choosing activities merely because they might look impressive. MIT 

Admissions also explains that applicants are evaluated in the context of the opportunities 

available to them. 

For your most important activities, try to communicate four things: 

1 What you did: Describe your actual work rather than relying only on a position title. 

2 How long you did it: Long-term commitment can demonstrate reliability and genuine interest. 

3 What difference you made: Mention a measurable result when one is available. 

4 What you learned: Show how the experience affected your abilities, interests, or direction. 

For example, “Member of the environmental club” provides little information. A stronger 

description might say, “Organized monthly recycling collections, recruited 15 volunteers, and 

helped introduce labeled recycling stations throughout the school.” 

Be accurate. Do not inflate titles, hours, responsibilities, or results. A modest accomplishment 

described honestly is more credible than an exaggerated claim. 

Choose Accomplishments That Reveal Something About 

You 

Awards and honors are useful, but their importance depends on what they communicate. An 

accomplishment may demonstrate intellectual curiosity, persistence, creativity, service, courage, 

or improvement. 

https://www.commonapp.org/apply/first-year-students/
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Whenever possible, give the reader enough context to understand an achievement. If an award is 

unfamiliar, briefly explain what it recognizes and whether it was given at the school, district, 

state, national, or international level. 

You should also think about the story created by the application as a whole. Do your courses, 

activities, recommendations, and essay reveal consistent interests or values? They do not need to 

fit a perfectly planned theme, but they should help the reader see a real person rather than a 

collection of credentials. 

Use the Additional Information Section Carefully 

Many applications provide space for relevant circumstances that do not fit elsewhere. This 

section can be useful for explaining: 

• A significant illness or family crisis 

• A temporary decline in grades 

• Limited access to advanced courses or activities 

• Extensive employment or caregiving responsibilities 

• A school transfer or unusual academic situation 

• Other circumstances that affected your opportunities or performance 

Keep this explanation factual and concise. It should provide context, not repeat your résumé or 

become a second personal essay. Yale’s admissions staff similarly advises applicants to use 

additional-information space for circumstances that help readers understand their high school 

experience. 

What Is the Purpose of the Personal Statement? 

The personal statement gives admissions officers information they cannot obtain from a 

transcript. It should reveal how you think, what matters to you, and how your experiences have 

shaped you. 

Your subject does not need to be dramatic or unusual. Yale’s essay guidance notes that an 

applicant’s perspective is more important than the novelty of the topic. A familiar experience can 

produce an excellent essay when the writer offers specific details, honest reflection, and a 

distinctive point of view. 

A strong personal statement answers at least one of these questions: 

• What should the admissions committee understand about me? 

• What experience has influenced the way I think or act? 



• What do I value, and why? 

• How have I changed? 

• What might I contribute to a college community? 

• What important part of my identity is missing from the rest of my application? 

A Reliable Structure for the Personal Statement 

There is no single required formula, but the following structure can help you create a focused 

and engaging essay. 

1. Begin With a Specific Moment 

Open with a scene, decision, observation, or problem that places the reader inside an experience. 

Instead of beginning with, “Leadership has always been important to me,” you might describe 

the moment when only three volunteers appeared for an event you were responsible for 

organizing. A specific opening creates interest and gives you something concrete to reflect upon. 

Avoid beginning with a dictionary definition, a famous quotation, or a broad statement about 

life. The admissions committee wants to hear your voice. 

2. Explain Why the Moment Mattered 

After establishing the scene, help the reader understand its significance. What were you 

thinking? What did you want? What made the situation difficult, surprising, or meaningful? Do 

not spend the entire essay describing events. The personal statement is not merely a story about 

what happened; it is an explanation of what the experience reveals about you. 

3. Show Your Response 

Describe the choices you made and the actions you took. This is where qualities such as 

initiative, judgment, curiosity, compassion, or persistence can emerge naturally. Rather than 

announcing, “I am resilient,” show the reader what you did after a setback. Evidence is more 

convincing than a list of positive traits. 

4. Reflect on Your Growth 

Reflection is often the most important part of the essay. Explain how your understanding 

changed. Perhaps you learned that leadership involves listening rather than giving orders. Maybe 

an unsuccessful experiment taught you to enjoy the process of revising an idea. Perhaps caring 

for a family member changed the way you understand patience and responsibility. 

Growth does not require a perfect ending. In fact, acknowledging that you are still learning can 

make the essay more believable. 



5. Look Forward Without Making Grand Promises 

Conclude by connecting the experience to the person you are becoming. You may briefly 

mention how the lesson will shape the way you learn, work with others, or participate in a 

college community. 

Avoid ending with an unsupported declaration that you will change the world. A modest but 

specific sense of direction is usually more effective. 

How Can the Essay Become a “Tie-Breaker”? 

Admissions decisions are holistic and complex, so colleges do not necessarily place two 

applicants side by side and select the one with the better essay. “Tie-breaker” is best understood 

as a metaphor. 

A strong essay may make a difference when it: 

• Adds a meaningful dimension not visible elsewhere 

• Helps readers remember the applicant 

• Provides context for the applicant’s choices or circumstances 

• Demonstrates maturity and self-awareness 

• Shows intellectual curiosity or personal values 

• Gives the admissions committee confidence that the student will contribute to campus life 

• Creates a clear, human connection with the reader 

The best essay does not attempt to guess what admissions officers want to hear. It gives them a 

reason to understand and remember the person behind the application. 

 

 

Common Personal-Statement Mistakes 

Repeating the Activity List 

If the application already lists your offices, awards, and accomplishments, do not summarize 

them again. Focus closely on one experience or idea and explore its meaning. 



Trying Too Hard to Impress 

Complicated vocabulary and overly formal sentences can bury your natural voice. Clear, precise 

writing is more effective than language chosen merely to sound intelligent. 

Writing About Someone Else 

A coach, parent, teacher, or grandparent may have deeply influenced you, but the essay must 

ultimately reveal something about you. Keep the focus on how the relationship changed your 

thinking or behavior. 

Claiming Growth Without Showing It 

Do not simply state that an experience made you stronger or taught you never to give up. Explain 

what changed and provide evidence of that change. 

Choosing a Topic Only Because It Sounds Impressive 

An ordinary subject you genuinely care about will often produce a better essay than a prestigious 

experience described without insight. 

Ignoring the Prompt or Word Limit 

Answer the assigned question and follow every college’s instructions. Requirements differ by 

institution, and some colleges require supplemental essays in addition to—or instead of—a 

general personal statement. 

Losing Your Own Voice 

Ask a trusted teacher, counselor, family member, or friend to review your essay, but retain 

control of the final version. Feedback should help you clarify your ideas and correct errors, not 

turn the essay into someone else’s writing. Yale’s guidance likewise recommends seeking 

feedback while ensuring that the essay continues to sound like the applicant. 

A Final Checklist 

Before submitting your application, ask: 

• Have I included my most meaningful activities and responsibilities? 

• Do my descriptions explain what I actually contributed? 

• Have I provided context for unfamiliar awards or unusual circumstances? 

• Does my essay reveal something that is not obvious elsewhere? 



• Does the opening draw the reader into a specific experience? 

• Have I shown my actions instead of merely listing my qualities? 

• Does the essay include genuine reflection and growth? 

• Does it sound like me? 

• Have I followed the prompt and word limit? 

• Has someone carefully proofread it? 

• Is every statement accurate and honest? 

Final Thoughts 

You cannot control the number of applicants, the priorities of a college, or the final admissions 

decision. You can control the clarity, honesty, and care with which you present yourself. 

Build your application around the experiences that have genuinely mattered to you. Describe 

your contributions accurately, explain your circumstances when necessary, and use the personal 

statement to offer a thoughtful glimpse of the person behind the grades. The result will not 

guarantee admission, but it can give an admissions committee something valuable: a clear reason 

to remember you. 

 


