
Standing out from the crowd 

 
 
If you are anything like me, then you probably find the prospect of selling yourself to be one of 
the most difficult things you have to do. Believe me, even after years of experience of applying 
for jobs, it is not something that comes easily but it is something that has to be done if your 
application is to stand out in some way. And remember, everybody else will be doing it, so 
don't put yourself at a disadvantage, and do all that you can to convince whoever is reading 
your application that you are someone worth serious consideration. 
 
The ways in which you present yourself to college admissions officers varies from country to 
country, university to university, particularly in places like the US and much of Canada where 
there is no coordinating body for your applications. This lack of a centralised system means that 
a wide variety of supporting documentation can be asked for to enhance your application. In 
the UK, it is the personal statement that is submitted online through UCAS that does this 
particular job. 
 
Whichever country you are applying to, however, some requirements are pretty much set in 
stone. These are set out below with certain country variations identified: 
 
 
Proven Academic Achievement 
Consistent high achievement as reflected in your academic transcript/references is the most 
important factor in the college admissions decision. Colleges are looking for strong grades in an 
academically challenging program, whether it be A Levels, IB, or Advanced Placement Tests. 
When analyzing your application, Admissions Officers will be looking at the types of courses you 
have taken, the number of courses, the level of courses and the grades you earned. It is worth 
noting that good scores in any of these systems can earn you credits on certain degree courses 
in the US. 
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Standardized Test Scores (US only) 
The amount of significance attributed to standardized test scores in the admissions process 
varies from college to college. Generally speaking, the more selective the college, the more 
important test scores are because of the rigorous and academically challenging programs that 
they offer. It is though important to keep in mind that standardized test scores are only one of 
many factors that college admission officers consider when evaluating an application. 
 
Extracurricular Activities/Work Experience 
It is the quality rather than the quantity of your extracurricular commitments that will be of 
interest to any admissions officer. Regular and sustained commitment to one activity looks 
much better on an application than a list of ten that have made little demand on your time and 
commitment. Admission officers are looking for those students who have invested their time, 
energy and commitment to pursuing one or two activities in-depth. In short, admission officers 
are looking for those individuals who are capable of making a valuable contribution to college 
life. 
 
Special Talents (More true of US institutions) 
Admissions officers are looking for unique individuals, students who have talents and/or 
experiences that set them apart from other candidates: outstanding musicians, writers, actors, 
athletes and editors. Colleges are looking for individuals whose unique talents will make 
significant contributions to their college communities. 
 
Essays (US mainly) 
It is vital that you spend a considerable amount of time planning, drafting and redrafting the 
essay. It plays a critical role in the admissions decision and it is entirely under your control. Take 
the time to write an essay that demonstrates your writing ability and makes your application 
"come alive". The essay is your golden opportunity to let them know more about who you are, 
what you value and what your future goals are.  
 
Interview 
It is not always the case that you will be offered an interview, but it is more likely to happen if 
you apply for a place at highly prestigious institutions, such as Oxford, Cambridge and the Ivy 
League universities. For some colleges, the interview is provided solely to inform you about the 
college and provide you with an opportunity to ask questions. For others, the interview 
provides admission officers with additional information about you and your future goals.  
 
School Recommendations 
As your primary advocates in the application process, teachers, counsellors and administrators 
attempt to present an assessment which is fair and accurate and which emphasizes 
achievements and talents. This comprehensive letter includes information about academics; 
extra-curricular involvement and, most importantly, a sense of the character of the applicant. 
All recommendations remain confidential to ensure integrity. 
 
Teacher Recommendations (Not UK) 
Each college has its own specific requirements for teacher recommendations, but in most cases 
two are requested. Some colleges are very specific and ask for recommendations from teachers 
in certain disciplines. The teachers you choose to write your recommendations should be from 



your Grade 12 courses and should be able to testify to your abilities and accomplishments both 
in and outside the classroom. 
 
Outside Recommendations (Not UK) 
These recommendations can sometimes be helpful to support your out-of-college activities or 
work experience. 
 
The Application Itself 
Presentation is everything! Never work on an original application before completing a draft 
copy with your college counsellor. Neatness and clarity are important. The appearance and 
content of the application will reflect a great deal about you, therefore, it is very important that 
you invest time and thought into each application. Unless otherwise stated, you should always 
type your application. 
 
In the UK, the whole process is completed online and so neatness is not an issue. Clarity and 
coherence most certainly are though. 
 
Legacy Status (Mainly US) 
At some colleges the daughters and sons of alumni receive special consideration in the 
application process. Although legacy status is not a guarantee for admission, alumni children 
often get a "second look". 
 


