
Experiences and Sob Stories 

How do I write about my experiences (e.g., work, research, 

conferences)? What’s the best way to include specific examples and 

anecdotes to make my essay more memorable? 

Writing about experiences is another great opportunity to use the Tell-Show-Lesson 

Learned structure described in the answer to the previous question above. The following 

example is modified from the Skeleton document, which gives very similar advice: 

1. Tell what you did: “In my sophomore year, I worked in Dr. Abdullah’s zebrafish 

lab researching the topic of… My duties included…” 

2. Show some particular aspect of the experience that highlights your strengths 

or technical skills that you developed:  “The next year, I was third author on a 

paper reporting our findings on…” 

3. Lesson Learned–describe the lesson you learned and/or how this experience 

has prepared you for graduate school: “This experience taught me the 

importance of…” OR “I learned valuable skills/techniques, including… This 

knowledge is essential for an aspiring…, and I look forward to continuing to 

develop my skills in graduate school” OR “These skills will serve me well in my 

future role as a…” 

 

Should I write a “sob story” to show how remarkable I am for 

overcoming adversity? 

No. Even when you are asked to write diversity statement, or asked to describe 

overcoming adversity, these prompts are not asking you to describe tales of woe. As 

an op-ed from the Daily Bruin helpfully explains, “diversity statements… require 

[applicants] to describe their past and possible future contributions to an environment of 

equity, diversity and inclusion.” However, they “don’t rely on personal traumas or 

hardships,” and instead “explore applicants’ experiences more deeply – and equitably” 

than a simple litany of bad things that happened to you. For more on writing diversity 

statements, see the “Diversity Statements” section of the previous page. See also the 

answer to the previous question above (“How personal is too personal? How much 

information is too much information?”). 
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