What’s the best way to stand out
on my college admissions essay?
Wendy Kahn: A college application
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is crammed with your grades, test
scores, activities, teacher and counselor
recommendations—information that
tells colleges how others see you. The
college essay is the only part of your
application that tells colleges how you
see yourself.
The best college essay gives a group
of strangers a small “snapshot” of who
you are and how you became that person. To stand out, your essay should tell
a story only you could tell. Write about a
transformative experience that changed
your beliefs or gave you a new insight.
As one admissions director has put it,
“colleges look within students’ essays
for evidence of growth and resolution.”
In most academic writing, the focus
is on keeping the “I” word out of the
equation. In contrast, in a good college
essay the “I” word should be front and
center. Be sure, though, to write about
other significant people as well. We are
defined as individuals largely in terms
of our experiences with other people,
and acknowledging this reality in your
essay will keep you from appearing
self-absorbed.
Here’s an example: Last year one of
the students I counsel wrote a successful
essay about her week-long Israeli military experience as part of the URJ’s
Eisendrath International Exchange. She
described in vivid detail how much she
had dreaded the military portion of the
program, and then showcased her own
grit and transformation from frightened
novice to confident group leader during
the course of the week, as well as her
unanticipated insights about Israeli patriotism. She was admitted to every school
on her list, including her highest reach.
Gael Casner, College Find, Greenbrae, California (HECA, NACAC,
WACAC*): Having read thousands

of applications for UC Berkeley, a
school that requires two essays from
each student, as well as thousands
of essays from my own clients, I know
the positive impact a well-written
essay can have on a college’s decision.
The following tips can help you
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