
Suppose you’re a high school student looking to earn acceptance into a selective college or university.  How can 

you do it?  It seems reasonable to consider successful graduates of the recent past and follow their example by: 

 

- taking as many AP classes as possible 

- getting the highest GPA possible 

- getting the highest SAT and ACT scores possible 

- leading (or at least joining) as many sports teams and organizations as possible 

 

The cruel paradox is that when everyone tries to stand-out in this way, nobody stands-out in this way.  Yet 

students still gamble on the strategy, partly because it does work for about five percent of a graduating class, but 

mostly because they can conceive of none other. 
 

Strangely, this happens while college admissions offices explicitly state they are not looking for another wave of 

try-hards, but would rather enroll individuals who have uniquely-expressed initiative and creativity. 
 

When faced with such expectations, the natural response of most adolescents is to think, “That’s not fair.  I can’t 

be unique in any meaningful way; I’ve grown-up in the same type of wealthy, cloistered suburbia that all the 

other applicants have.  What am I supposed to do?” 
 

I’m glad you asked. 
 

Naturally, you can’t distinguish yourself during the school year; you’re too occupied exhausting yourself with 

the list of believed-necessities bulleted above.  But now, during the summer, you have two months free to 

separate yourself from the crowd on your own terms.  How should you do it?  In contemplating possibilities, 

consider the following: 
 

1. Is it something commonly undertaken by similar adolescents? 
 

Going on a mission trip with a church youth group 

Attending computer camp 

Volunteering at a tennis program for little kids 

 

If it is, skip it.  Doing what everyone else does is not distinguishing. 
 

2. Is it something organized by someone else? 
 

Helping as a summer assistant in a university lab 

Taking an extra class at a community college 

Working the phone banks for a local fundraiser 

 

If it is, skip it.  You do what other people tell you to do all school-year and it’s not very impressive. 

 

3. Is it something you can imagine succeeding at? 
 

Training to run a 5k in twenty-five minutes 

Making a YouTube channel and posting a dozen acoustic cover songs 

Taking a series of landscape photographs and displaying them at a public library 
 

If it is, skip it.  Anything you can easily imagine doing is too easy to be distinguishing. 

 

 

 

 



4. Is it something you imagine and immediately think will be too difficult and probably lead to failure? 
 

Writing a cell phone app and reaching five-thousand downloads 

Building a sailboat from scratch using only hand tools 

Organizing a political movement that achieves policy changes in local government 

 

If it is, do it.  Pushing yourself onto the boundary of what you maybe can and maybe can’t do requires a courage 

colleges admire, and with good reason.  After all, the least of what they do is the dull classroom transmission of 

well-worn ideas; the best of what they do is the exploration of similar boundaries: what is known and unknown, 

what is currently possible and impossible.  Finding individuals willing to engage in such challenges is worth 

their while. 
 

As a bonus, carrying this trait through the rest of your life may make all the difference in the world.  Working on 

the front lines of a profession is far different from the humdrum routines of base camp and, in the end, will 

probably matter more than the name of the college you’ll have left far behind. 


