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CRACK THE CODE TO UC ADMISSIONS —
Proven Steps, Insider Tips, and Zero Fluff.

Your Future Starts Here.

This is a fast-action guide. You won't find fluff or filler here, only
actionable steps and solid facts to help you tailor your application to

what admissions officers consider.

Actually, THIS IS A SUCCESS MAP!
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For a moment, imagine receiving your UC acceptance letter with the help of
an insider’s perspective. What difference would that make?

However, in the interest of transparency, the three tips I provide will NOT
guarantee admission to UCLA. However, you will have a MUCH clearer picture
of how to proceed. You will still have a dramatic impact on your chances of
admission! Right?

Knowing what admissions officers look for will give you valuable insights that
translate into greater control over your application and admission process!

DON’T LEAVE YOUR UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA

DREAM TO CHANCE — Learn the Strategy That

Helped Hundreds Gain Admission.
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Before I show you exactly how your application is

evaluated and walk you through the steps to clarify

the process, let me clear up some false
beliefs about UC admission.

False Belief #1: You need straight A’s to get into a UC.

False Belief #2: All UC campuses evaluate applications the
same way.

False Belief #3: You can apply to each UC campus
individually.

False Belief #4: The UC Personal Insight Questions are
written like personal statements.
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same way.

False Belief #3: You can apply to each UC campus
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False Belief #1:

You need straight A’s to get into a UC.

False Belief #2:

All UC campuses evaluate applications the
same way.

Reality: While challenging courses and high grades are helpful, UC
admissions use a holistic review process, which considers

extracurricular activities, personal insight responses (PIQs), special
circumstances, and other factors.

Note: Most admitted students have less-than-perfect GPAs.

Reality: Each campus conducts an independent review of your
application. Criteria weights vary with some campuses prioritizing

GPA and others focusing on leadership, geographic diversity, or major
preparation.
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False Belief #3:

You can apply to each UC campus
individually.

False Belief #4:

The UC Personal Insight Questions are
written like personal statements.

Reality: You cannot tailor your application to one school. You will fill
out one UC application and check off your chosen campuses. You can

apply to all nine undergraduate campuses with one application,
though you must pay application fees for each campus.

Reality: The PIQs are specific, short-answer prompts, not essays. They
are evaluated for clarity, reflection, and authenticity. Trying to turn

them into dramatic personal statements often weakens your
message. Furthermore, they should show your “personal insight”. The
University of California admissions officers mean what they say when

they call these “personal insight questions”.
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WHY SHOULD YOU LISTEN TO ME?
I have walked thousands of
students through the chaos and
confusion of college admissions,
from first-gen applicants unsure
where to start, to high-achievers
dreaming of top-tier UC and
private schools.

As a professor, college advisor,
and admissions coach with
degrees from UCLA, Harvard,
UChicago, Claremont, GWU, and
more, I have helped students
craft compelling applications
and essays that go beyond
grades and statistics. I have also
written and published 50+ books
on college admission available
on Amazon, including my recent
best-selling 350-page book for
high school students, Medical
School Bound.

Every one of my students who is
now at the University of
California is ecstatic. One
student cried when she received
her acceptance letter from UCLA.
Parents call me, thanking me
profusely for helping their son or
daughter gain admission to UC
Berkeley. These moments
profoundly touch my heart,
inspiring me to provide help to
everyone I meet.

Whether it is cracking the code
on UC personal insight questions
or navigating waitlists, I have
seen what works and built this
guide to give you that exact
edge.

Let’s Go!
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STEP 1:

Set The Foundation
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Understanding The UC’s Mission And What
They Look For

Mission and Core Values

A. The tripartite mission: teaching, research, and
public service
B. Commitment to access, equity, and affordability
C. Diversity, inclusion, and social impact 

•

•

•

Teaching: The UCs are committed to delivering high-quality
education that prepares students for civic engagement,
leadership, and career success.

Research: Each campus is driven by both faculty-initiated inquiry
and student involvement in cutting-edge innovation across
disciplines.

Public Service: The UCs utilize resources and knowledge to
enhance, improve, and serve communities locally and globally.

The UC system operates on a foundational mission of teaching,
research, and public service. This commitment shapes every facet of
UC admissions and the educational process:
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Why is this important to you?

Because these guide their thinking when they consider you as a
candidate. Are you committed to learning on a high level,
researching deeply into subjects of your interest, and serving your
community with intent, integrity, and selflessness?

Thus, for the University of California…

At the heart of the UC mission is a commitment to access, equity, and
affordability. The UC system remains one of the few elite institutions
that offer high-level education while prioritizing need-based aid and
socioeconomic diversity. Programs like the Blue and Gold
Opportunity Plan ensure that eligible California students from
families earning under $80,000 annually can attend tuition-free.

The UC's commitment to diversity and inclusion…

Diversity and inclusion are also deeply ingrained in UC’s DNA. The
system consistently leads initiatives to expand representation among
first-generation students, underrepresented minorities, and students
from underserved high schools.

The University of California does not consider race in admissions due
to Proposition 209; however, it carefully evaluates a student’s context
through their participation in student activities, essays, and other
information provided in the application, including their school
environment, family income, and personal hardships.
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What Sets the UC System Apart
A. The scale and scope of the research enterprise

B. Access for California residents through the Master Plan

C. The rejection of standardized testing and the emphasis

on holistic review
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Several defining features set the UC system

apart from other public university systems:

•

•

•

•

Research: The UC system brings in more than $6 billion in annual
research funding. Students at every
campus, including undergraduates, have access to world-class
research facilities and opportunities.

The California Master Plan: This framework ensures that the top
California high school graduates are guaranteed a spot in the UC
system, often through pathways like ELC (Eligibility in the Local
Context - top 9%).

Test-Free Admissions: As of 2021, UC no longer considers SAT or
ACT scores, although language proficiency tests are required of
some students. This has transformed the admissions process,
elevating the importance of GPA, course rigor, essays, and
context.

Holistic Review: Admissions officers assess applicants using 13
comprehensive factors, including academic achievement,
leadership, creativity, and special talents. Each application is read
in full, with no single factor determining admission.

These distinctive features mean that a student who understands the
UC system’s goals and philosophy is better equipped to tailor their
application for success.
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STEP 2:

Know The UC’s 13 Comprehensive
Factors
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• Weighted and capped UC GPA in A–G courses completed in 10th
and 11th grade.
 

• Rigor of coursework relative to what is available at your school.

• Includes academic projects, special class assignments, or
achievements.

• Graduates (Eligibility in the Local Context – ELC) UC
automatically considers ELC status for in-state applicants.

• Not used for admissions, but may be used for placement or
scholarships.

• Includes the number and rigor of senior-year courses.

• For example, a significant upward trend in grades.

1. Academic Grade Point Average (GPA)

2. Performance in Academic Courses

3. Outstanding Performance in Special Projects

4. Rank in the Top 9% of your California High School

5. Scores on Standardized Tests (SAT/ACT)

6. Quality of Senior-Year Program

7. Demonstrated Academic Improvement
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• Includes arts, athletics, leadership, or other accomplishments.

• Such as EAOP, MESA, Upward Bound, or similar outreach
programs.

• Overcoming barriers like low-income status, first-gen background,
foster care, homelessness, etc.

• Consideration of your high school’s context (rural, urban,
underserved, etc.).

• Family responsibilities, health issues, or disruptions that affected
academic performance.
 

• Leadership, motivation, intellectual curiosity, initiative, etc.

8. Special Talents, Achievements, and Awards

9. Participation in Educational Preparation Programs

10. Academic Accomplishment in Light of Life Experiences

11. Geographic Location

12. Extenuating Circumstances

13. Other Academic and Personal Qualities
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Each UC campus uses these factors
independently and holistically, meaning:

•

•

•

•

No single factor guarantees admission.

Context matters: UC evaluates achievements relative to opportunity.

These are assessed through your UC application, especially the Personal Insight
Questions and academic
history.

You must understand where they are coming from as you develop your application.
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STEP 3:

Make Your Personal Insight Questions
Count
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The Impact of Storytelling
A. Why certain essays stand out in UC

admissions

B. What successful PIQs have in common

Some essays linger in the minds of UC readers long after they have
finished. These stories are typically not about winning awards or
launching nonprofits. More often, they are about honesty,
introspection, and clarity of voice.
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Let’s explore what makes certain Personal
Insight Questions rise above the rest and how

you can craft your own memorable responses.

Great PIQs do not try to sound perfect. They sound real. They bring
the reader into a moment, a conflict, or a realization. They are not
afraid of nuance or vulnerability. They are often revealing and share
an instance of transformation of mindset. And they always show a
shift in perspective or self-awareness. Think “growth through
adversity” or how you gained emotional/intellectual maturity.

Many students want to tell their story about language barriers,
making friends in a new city or country, experiences with sports or
coaches, or their parents’ divorce. Probably half of all essays are on
these three topics. First, consider a different topic or, if you are going
to write on one of these, approach what you share in a unique light.

Additionally, many students attempt to stand out by writing in an
unusual format. Be careful with your creativity. Most stories get lost in
the weeds while trying to be different. Either the reader cannot figure
out what you wanted to say, or they stop reading before you get to
the point you wanted to make.

Successful applicants use storytelling to highlight identity, agency,
and resilience. They avoid generalizations and instead focus on
scenes, choices, and feelings.
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Characteristics of Compelling PIQs
Across hundreds of applications, the strongest

essays tend to share the following qualities:

Authenticity: The voice sounds like the student, not like a
thesaurus.

Specificity: The story includes real details, names, places,
and actions.

Reflection: The student explains what they learned and
how they changed.

Structure: The response has a clear flow, often with a
problem, action, and insight.
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Use the STAR method:
Situation: Set the scene.

Task: What was the challenge or goal?             

Action: What did you do specifically?            

Result: What was the outcome or insight?

Situation: Set the scene.

Task: What was the challenge or goal?             

Action: What did you do specifically?            

Result: What was the outcome or insight?
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Realize and empathize with the admissions officers' task.

Give them an eye-catching sneak peek at the beginning.

Remember, they have literally hundreds of thousands of essays to read. Imagine this.
UCLA received more than 150,000 applications, and each student presented four
personal insight questions. That translates to well over 600,000 essays. Though there
are many readers, even reading a few hundred essays a day is tough, slugging through
the thicket of paragraphs.

The first sentence is critically important. Make it interesting. Get their attention. Create
the scene. Add tension, curiosity, or interest. People are driven by the desire to find out
the ending of this story. It is simply human nature, much like the anticipation you feel
for the conclusion of a television show or movie.
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Entice the reader with a compelling
scene, challenge/opportunity, and
insight.

Use your words wisely.

The more enticing you write this first sentence, the more
naturally the reader will be compelled to read, even when they
are exhausted. Craft a narrative that sparks curiosity,
encouraging readers to explore your personal insight question
and discover the full story and what you learned from the
experience. Remember, it is your PERSONAL INSIGHT that

counts.

Use emotion. You have 350 words. Make them feel your scene,
challenge, experience, and insight.

However, paragraphs are helpful. Why? In a five-paragraph essay
or 500-word essay, the typical paragraph has 100 words. There is
a reason. The human mind cannot capture a block of 350 words,
and there is no separation of thoughts or ideas. It is 100% easier
to read three or four paragraphs than one 350-word blob.

Make it easier for the reader. They want to see your introduction
or story, but they also want to know the challenge, opportunity,
and lessons learned. Using the STAR method provides you with a
framework.
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Gather interesting snippets as you
go.

As you remember ideas you want to add to your
application or anecdotes for your essays, jot them
down somewhere. I recommend creating a Google
Doc with tabs. One tab should be for jotting down
ideas as they come to you.

Many students say, “I don’t know what to write.”Yet,
there are tons of stories from your life. You often tell
them to your family, friends, and acquaintances.
What happened when you went climbing, skiing, or
parasailing? What wisdom do you remember from
your grandmother? Where is your favorite place to
be quiet or have fun? You have a unique life, even
though you may believe everyone is the same.

Some students tell me, “But my story is not unique.”
It is true that other people may play soccer, support
a robotics team, or serve at a nursing home, but
your experience is different, and your insights are
not the same. You can do this!

Collect bits of inspiration from everywhere. Keep
your eyes open to catchy ideas, interesting openers,
and ideas that pop into your mind.

By following these simple steps, you will significantly
improve your chances of the reader finding you
interesting and wanting to learn more about you.
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STEP 4:

Avoid these common mistakes
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Avoid the mistake of telling the story of your life or getting lost in your explanation.
Although you are allowed to be proud, also be humble. This is not a time to appear

conceited, brash, or ungrateful.

Do not forget to provide your lessons learned or insights from your experience. This is
not a personal statement.

Do not consider this a creative writing exercise. Leave that, if you must, to your
Common App Personal Statement. This is not the place to be overly flowery. The reader

must read numerous examples and needs to understand you and what you have
gleaned from your experiences.

Do not use AI to write your essay. The UCs are validating your experience section and
using plagiarism checkers for your essays. Besides, there are distinct telltales to

ChatGPT and other sources beyond the m-dashes, contractions, and syntax. Your
application may be thrown out!
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EDIT, EDIT, EDIT
Read your essay over and edit. A
messy essay is like a messy dorm
room with clothes strewn all over.

Have someone else review your
personal insights to provide you
with feedback. Students often
believe that people will
understand their acronyms,
humor, or phraseology. Often,
they do not get it. The PIQ must
make sense to someone who
does not know you.

Also, your essay must look and
feel like your work.

When different people ‘rewrite’
your essay, the tone, style, and
feel will look obviously different
in your different personal insight
questions. Avoid having someone
overedit. AI is even more
blatantly obvious.

Be aware. This is your essay and
your work.

You do not need to be someone else. You are
good enough the way you are.
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You Do You!
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WANT TO TAKE YOUR UC PLANNING TO
THE NEXT LEVEL?
You have already taken a bold first step by investing your time and energy in
understanding how UC admissions really work. Now imagine what might be possible
when you are guided by four decades of insider knowledge from someone who has
helped thousands of students just like you open those life-changing acceptance emails.

If you are serious about rising to the top of the UC admissions pile, I have created
something that will elevate your application beyond what you thought possible.
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“Winning Strategies for Admissions to the
University of California” is my expanded

PDF book.
It is your personal blueprint, your competitive

edge, your strategic advantage.

And now, as a thank you for being part of my community, you
can access it with an exclusive 20% 'family' discount. 

This expanded 13-chapter guide delves deeper into crafting standout
activity lists, mastering coursework strategy, decoding holistic review,
and writing PIQs that actually engage readers. One chapter is even a
fill-in-the-blank workbook to help you apply each insight with
precision.

I have poured critical details into this guide, along with strategies I
use to help students gain admission to UCLA, UC Berkeley, and every
other UC campus.
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This is the moment to stop guessing and start
gaining an edge.
Click below to take one step closer to holding that UC

acceptance letter in your hands.

Click Here for the $14.95 Complete UC Admissions Guide

Click here for a discounted one-hour consultation with Dr.
Rachel Winston
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