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 Moira McCullough  00:00

Welcome to the College Scoops podcast. I'm your host, Moira McCullough and today we
are talking with Amy Kossoff Smith on how to find your wow factor.

Amy Kossoff Smith  00:09
And he had this big button that said 'make me nervous'. And his idea was that great
creative ideas should make you a little bit nervous.

 Moira McCullough  00:23

This is the College Scoops podcast and I'm your host Moira McCullough, we focus on
everything college related from the admissions process to where to eat, stay and explore
on and round campuses. Our guests include founders, educators, authors and experts in
the college space. Join us as these experts share their knowledge, experiences and lessons
learned to help you have stress free, informative and tasty college journeys. Whether it's
your first or last child going to college, or you're just interested in going to a college town
for a game or meal, we've got you covered. If you haven't already, please subscribe to the
College Scoops podcast to get the inside scoop on everything college related and leave
us a review. And thanks to all of our sponsors, partners and the entire College Scoops
Ambassador team for helping us bring valuable content to our community. If you would
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like to support college scoops as a sponsor, please head over to
patreon@patreon.com/collegescoops and sign up as a sustaining listener, insider or
Deluxe sponsor. We have exclusive benefits for our members free ebooks and even a
College Scoops care package. What's your story? Amy Smith, Founder of Power Hour
Editing, a division of Write Ideas Inc. brings her public relations and journalism skills as a
writing coach to help students find and tell a memorable story, college and graduate
school essays activity list resumes and more. Amy has a knack for getting to the heart of
the story fast brainstorming editing an online action plan student worksheets to simplify
the process and valuable advice on standing out in the competitive admissions process.
Her article about offbeat tactics students use to catch the eye of admissions officers
placed first in the William Randolph Hearst Pulitzers of college journalism contest, a
graduate of Northwestern Medill School of Journalism. Amy's personal writing and
publishing ventures were featured on the Today Show ABC national news, The Wall Street
Journal, The New York Times and more. Thank you for joining us today Amy!

Amy Kossoff Smith  02:33
Thanks for having me, I'm excited to be here,

 Moira McCullough  02:35

You and I were introduced by a very good friend, somebody that we can't wait to actually
see in person and spend some quality time was but Emily Weiss of Emily Weiss Consulting,
and she introduced us because she just thought what you're doing and how you have
evolved throughout the years and your PR experience. And now with your own business
with helping students learn how to create their wow factor and help them with their
writing skills. She's like you have to meet. She's a wonderful person. And with your wealth
of experience to NPR, we're trying to bring on executives, professionals in the business to
kind of help college students who are interested in PR or journalism, give them some tips
on what to do courses to take internships, and kind of how you went about it and what
you would recommend. So thank you for taking time to join us. Absolutely. And thank you
to Emily. Absolutely.

Amy Kossoff Smith  03:23
Absolutely. It was really nice to her to make the connection. I was thrilled to see your
website because I always counsel my students on how they can sort of compare and
evaluate colleges. So I've given your website out as well, because especially in this age of
COVID, where they can't get on campus hearing from other students and looking at
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ebooks and really digging into the research of colleges is I think what will help these
young people make smart decisions going forward? I have a high school senior and I
every day he says, you know, what do you think I said, I don't know, go to College Scoops.
Go to this great website called College Scoops.

 Moira McCullough  03:57

Can you just give a little background on who you are and also launching your career in
journalism and PR kind of talk a little bit about that?

Amy Kossoff Smith  04:04
Sure. So I went to Northwestern, I went to the Medill School of Journalism. So I'm trained
in traditional PR, and I spent a few years working in Chicago after I graduated, I started at
DDB Needham advertising and I was an account management. So I was in this great
training program, we were learning about all the different facets of advertising and
marketing. And I then went to Family Circle magazine, where I manage their Midwest
sales territory. I always loved the business side of publishing. So that was just a great fit for
me. And I always wanted to come back to the DC area where I grew up. So I had an offer
to come back and start a launch and advertising program in a magazine called Export
Today, which I'm not even sure if they're still around, but I launched their advertising
program and was traveling all around the country, helping them sell campaigns. And in
the meantime, I was traveling and I was on the road a lot. So I found myself continuing to
do a lot of freelance projects. So I was doing a lot of writing and brochures and just writing
and marketing. So basically the more and more clients I had, I decided to go my
entrepreneurship career and the rest is history. So I started Write Ideas about 25 years
ago. And everything I've done even though I've had multiple chapters and my own story,
my tagline has been the same throughout. It's what's your story, I really love finding out
the story. So launch great ideas, PR and help companies tell their best stories through PR
Media Relations, social media. But a little over a decade ago, I launched the Martini
Lounge, which is a parenting website where I tell parenting stories. And I was a national
wire columnist. And that was a lot of fun. And I did it initially so that I could get ahead of
my kids on social media, which will never happen. But it actually opened a lot of really
interesting work doors for me, I launched a marketing to bombs division, where I was
working with family friendly companies doing sponsored post campaigns, that kind of
stuff. And about six years ago, I had this professional light bulb that I was doing a lot of
editing, I was helping people tell stories, craft stories, and I launched Power Hour Editing.
And this is where I help students find and tell their best stories. Personally, I've been
married for about 25 years to Mitch, and we have three boys, one who graduated from
Vanderbilt a little over a year ago. He's working in investment banking in New York
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remotely from our house during COVID. We have a senior at Duke studying engineering,
and we just dropped our baby off at the University of South Carolina. He's studying sport
management. So three very different stories with my kids in terms of what they're studying
and what kind of schools they wanted. But very interesting. The Smith boys all had
headed South

 Moira McCullough  06:23

So Northwestern wasn't in the cards.

Amy Kossoff Smith  06:26
Not, it was not. Northwestern is freezing, but for journalism was amazing.

 Moira McCullough  06:31

My sister went there it is a rock star school, as you said, and especially for the journalism,
do they have a training program as well? Or not necessarily?

Amy Kossoff Smith  06:40
Yes. So the program I did, there were 12 of us. And they I think they told us they
interviewed maybe 600 people. And so the account management training program, we
were able to work with research, creative, and then the media buyers. So it was sort of the
business side of advertising. And it's interesting, the CEO of that company, he used to
come into meetings, and he had this big button that said make me nervous. And his idea
was that great creative ideas should make you a little bit nervous. And I'm realizing I
should wear that button when I work with my students now. Gotta be brave and bold, you
really do being safe doesn't work, we've got to be a little vulnerable to tell a great story

 Moira McCullough  07:14

Uou do and you have to it goes to your point, being brave and bold and having the
courage to step out of the comfort zone and make something say something right,
something that gets a person to stop.

Amy Kossoff Smith  07:24
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I agree. And I'll tell you this, it's very hard to do. Even as a career journalist, I wrote an
essay in a book called Knowing Pains - a woman put together. Molly Rosen, a fabulous
project, where she got interesting stories as you turn 40. So each chapter with a different
story. And mine was called Stumbling into Cyberspace, which was all about them on TV
lounge and that launch. And you know, the editor kept saying to me, your personal life,
you're not being vulnerable enough. So I love to tell my students that that it is hard, even
for someone who's trained at it. But it is also important, it's what's going to make you
stand out.

 Moira McCullough  07:56

Absolutely. I almost want to have that pen as well. So if you get a pen, make sure to send
me one. And you mentioned in a previous conversation that you had written a story that
received an award right when you were in high school, and my Is this right?

Amy Kossoff Smith  08:11
Yeah, I didn't want to mention that to you. So when I was in high school, I was writing for
the Churchill observer in my high school. And I wrote an article called it's called
something like offbeat tactics students use to catch the ideas of admissions officers. So
we interviewed a bunch of colleges and students and I wanted to hear what people were
doing to stand out in the process. I think it was about it was right before I was getting into
the process. It was sort of like a personal research project. But it was fascinating and the
things that people did to stand out, were off the wall. And I also asked the admissions
counselors, does this make a difference? What do you think about it? So it had all these
layers? And then when I went on my teaching newspaper internship through middle, I was
at Virginian pilot and letter star and the editor one day said, Do you have any feature
story you could write and I said, Well, I wrote this thing in high school, I could kind of read
recrafted do a little more research. So I wrote it. And they ran it on the front page of the
newspaper, which was amazing as a college kid. And then when I got back to school, I
entered it in a writing contest. And I did end up winning this William Randolph Hearst
writing competition. And I did I remember being in San Francisco at the live competition,
and all the people I was competing against, were really hardcore journalists. And they
were like, Who's this girl who's, you know, she's interested in advertising. She's not a real
writer, and I won and and it was, it was kind of like a lucky charm article, because not only
did it give me a lot of confidence in my writing, then, which I didn't really have at the time,
you always are very insecure about, you know, writers tend to be a little bit I don't know, in
were thinking or whatever it really is, to my competence. When I look back, I think it's
crazy that I've launched this part of my career that's all about helping people stand out
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and college admissions because I've had this idea in my head, obviously, for a long time.
So

 Moira McCullough  09:44

We're definitely gonna go back to that. But when you said something to about writing, the
fact that I look at people who write and somebody like yourself who's so successful in PR
and journalism, and I think it must come so easy to you, like you must have this natural
affinity for for that but what you're saying is no, it's hard like you And you had to draw
stuff out of your own self to say, all right, I can do this. And it's a process that you go
through

Amy Kossoff Smith  10:06
Because it is initially my dad who taped our graduation. And he likes to joke around that I
was wearing a white dress and the white graduation gown and Northwestern. And I was
on the stage like this, my shoulders were like flinch work, because I was so insecure about
being recognized for this writing award. And over time, I realized that was my lucky charm
in so many ways. It was my lucky charm. Oh, the other piece I didn't tell you. I'm kind of
jumping ahead because I know we're going to talk about schools. But when I was deciding
where to go to school, I actually accepted at the University of Michigan, and I was in a
dorm, I was in the freshman picture book, I was ready to go. And they have School of
Communications, which was fabulous. And I was going to write on the newspaper and
everything. And my dad was from the Bronx, and he was wearing Michigan gear all
around, and I woke up August 1, I called my mom in tears. And I said, I made a mistake. I
want to go to Northwestern, I need journalism, I don't want communications, I really want
journalism. And she said, Well call the school and talk yourself back in. I completely forgot
this until you just said that. So I called Northwestern and they said we're full Our classes
are full, our dorms are full, you can transfer and I said no, no, I have to come there. And
they said, Give me your name. I'll pass it on. I don't know. So I gave my maiden name Amy
cos off and they said, Wait a minute, Were you the one that wrote that article about
college admissions there? I know. They remember the article. That was me. That was me.
So the dean called me and basically said, Why should I let you back in? I mean, you said
no to us, why should I give you a second chance. And I will never forget that day. I said, I
will make you proud. I promise I will do a good job there. Please, please give me a chance.
And he did. And I'm just so lucky that he did. Because it was just a great place for me to
watch.
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 Moira McCullough  11:37

I'd love that. But that's the same story kind of like relates back to that Omni, you know,
the CEO Omni walking in and saying make me nervous Dean calling you and saying,
alright, you've got 15 seconds. Why should I let you back in?

Amy Kossoff Smith  11:48
Absolutely. Yeah, it was crazy. I'm not sure that really happens anymore. Because I've met
I've talked to people in higher education. I'm not sure if that really happened. But I do
remember that day. And I made a commitment. And I think it made me work really hard
when I got there.

 Moira McCullough  12:03

What was that triggering point? Did you remember at some point that you were just like,
was it self reflection? Were you thinking about wearing that Michigan hat and thinking
about their school or it or just what was it?

Amy Kossoff Smith  12:14
You know, my dad grew up in the Bronx, and my mom became a speech therapist, but
ended up helping my dad run his business. And they were really into me going to a big
state school. I also think in those days, there was a pretty major cost differential between
a state school or private school, not so much anymore. I was getting some pressure from
my parents. And also, I mean, I love Michigan, I still love Michigan. I love it when my
students go to Michigan. And it's an amazing place. And I think I was just a little
misguided and thinking that a communications degree would be enough for me. They
didn't have an actual journalism program. And I think I was just falling more and more in
love with journalism. And I realized that Northwestern really had that. I also had spent a
summer I did one of those pre college summer programs. I had been there in the summer
before junior senior year, and I had done there, they still call it the cherubs program, which
stands for angels, but we were not angels. And I'll tell you, but I'd seen it you know, I'd met
the professor's I had done some of the classes. And I just I think I had this wake up call that
Northwestern was where I needed to be I'm very, very lucky. They gave me a chance.

 Moira McCullough  13:13

Oh, well, I think two things, you know, one, you had the courage all of a sudden make that
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change in the 11th hour? Yes. Like, in my gut, it's not right. And this is where I need to be a
place that I can call home and thrive. And you made that call, and then to actually
convince the administration that yes, I will make you proud. I love that

Amy Kossoff Smith  13:32
I hats off to my mom for saying - go fix it. Because I think As parents, we tend to
helicopter a little too much. And I think that once we give our kids you know, its roots and
wings, right? So she was saying like you got an issue, work it out. And if a parent had
called the admissions department, nothing would have happened.

 Moira McCullough  13:48

No, totally. Right. So that's a couple tidbits that you can advise for students who are
listening one, those essays that you write for those different publications or those one off
contest, it could make or break and enlighten you to something that you never thought
would be an opportunity in terms of what you did trust your gut and go for it in terms of
the PR. So you had the advertising. And then you said I love the fact that with the initial
program, the training program, it does give you kind of a flavor of different aspects of the
business, whether it's a creative, the media buyer, so you get those programs and training
programs are so valuable. And I don't know how many exists today, you're siloed in one
area, right?

Amy Kossoff Smith  14:27
Right to be a little bit of a generalist, because you never know when you know, doors close
and open all the time. So it is good to have a bunch of tools in your box.

 Moira McCullough  14:35

So if somebody is majoring in journalism or wants to get into PR, can you give some tips as
to what you would recommend as a college student?

Amy Kossoff Smith  14:43
Yeah. So basically, I have a few ideas, any experience where you're giving and getting
learning and contributing, I think is really critical. So if you're if you're lucky to get into a
job like I was where there is a bit of a training program or some ramp up where you really
are learning Some things and even if you're just learning by doing, I think that experience

A

A

A

Episode 43 - Amy Smith Page 8 of 23 Transcribed by https://otter.ai

https://otter.ai
Moira McCullough




is really important but demonstrating results and being able to show how you made a
difference somewhere in the end, you know, when you're starting to write bullet points on
your resume, that's what you're going to want to put down. Where did I make a
difference? Where did I move the needle? How did I do something that really made a
difference for someone else and being able to talk about it. The other thing is, you don't
have to study something to be good at it. So I didn't study PR, right? But I built this long
career in PR. So I was a writer, and I was doing a lot of brochures and collateral. And one
of my early clients said, I need to do a press release. And I said, Well, I don't do PR go find
a publicist. He said no, no, you can write, you can sell, I've seen you do both. So go do it.
So he kind of like pushed me out of my comfort zone. And it's amazing that that launched
my career, you want to study things, but you also want to think about what are my core
strengths? And how can I leverage those because we all have things that we're good at.
And if you can combine the things that you're good at and find something that really
brings you joy, it's the best way to go.

 Moira McCullough  15:58

And you had some strong mentors or that basically said that to you have said, No, you
can do it. And you have the courage to take initiative and go with it, which I think some of
us like you said, you have to look at what your strengths are. And just say, it's worth taking
risks and trying to make a difference,

Amy Kossoff Smith  16:12
You have to be willing to take what I call meaningful detours. I actually tell my students
this with their essays. You know, when you make a trip to the beach, let's say, you have a
destination in mind. You're driving to the beach, right? But you may detour, you may have
your favorite coffee, or this great little biscuit you want to pick up or some cake that's
really awesome. So you know, a meaningful detour on the way is fine, but you got to keep
the destination in mind. So as a college student, think about where you want to be in 510
15 years and how you get there, it may not be linear, you may be taking some detours
along the way. But as long as they're meaningful, and they get you to the end. And you
want to think about your future experience. Again, I know I keep harping on this word
story, but your experiences will tell a story about you. So as you talk about the next 1-2-3-4
experiences you have what kind of a story will that tell what story are you writing for
yourself.

 Moira McCullough  16:59
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And that's so important because if you don't take those opportunities, whether they're
volunteer work, jobs, internships, as you said, those are going to be woven into that story,
that experience that you can show what you did and craft your where you'll go next, or at
least give you some indication as to Okay, I really didn't like comms, you know,
communicate, I don't or I'm not really into doing PR, you know, I'd rather do this aspect of
the

Amy Kossoff Smith  17:24
Right. And I you know, the book project, I mentioned the editor was raising money for
breast cancer, it was literally she said, when you turn 40 you get your first mammogram.
So she was raising money for breast cancer in this book of essays. And I ended up pitching
it to the today show and went on the Today Show. So - a huge opportunity.You know, I
mean, that's, that's like a media opportunity of a lifetime kind of thing. It was a great
experience. I was so nervous. I mean, I didn't sleep awake the night before. And I started
thinking I'm counseling my media clients on not being nervous and just do it. It's hard, you
know. So it's good to put yourself in a bunch of different situations. I would say to college
students, too, don't be afraid of a gateway job. One thing leads to another I've served on I
was on the board of directors for a parenting organization, met some amazing people.
And when you do good things, good things happen. I do believe that you should do good
things, because it's the right thing.

 Moira McCullough  18:12

Doing good things that make you happy will lead to good things. I love that. That gateway
opportunity. kids think oh my gosh, it's such a dead end. I don't even know why I'm doing
it. But to your point, it's part of the story. If there's a certain purpose and you love it, it
doesn't have to be so programmed, because then you may miss out on that networking
opportunity that right you don't know who you'll meet, you may meet someone that then
will take you somewhere else. So that happened to my own PR career. I you know, my first
client was 11. The VP there actually wrote a newspaper article for her talking

 18:42

about how this young publicist It was 25 years ago, you know, it was gonna make a big
difference for 7-Eleven. And she ended up hiring me and then she went from one
company to another to another. And yeah, opportunity leads to opportunity, but you got
to be open to it.
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 Moira McCullough  18:54

I love that. So you also mentioned you present your top do's and don'ts for essays for
some, what are some of your favorites?

Amy Kossoff Smith  19:05
Basically, be yourself be authentic. Don't worry if you can't write the beginning first.
Sometimes the beginning is the hardest part. And the closing is the hardest part. I like to
tell my students that a great essay is like a fabulous sandwich. The bread the top of the
bottom can change a million times but the middle of it the meat of the sandwich or the
vegetable if you're vegetarian. That's your life. That's your that's your life story.

 Moira McCullough  19:26

You know, and it's interesting, because I know even in my writing, I'm always stuck in that
beginning and stuck in that people always tell you just go and write and it will actually
you'll get there but you need as you said the meat of it. And then the beginning may
change several times and then all of a sudden you'll find oh my gosh, that's the hook or
that's the beginning. That's the opening.

Amy Kossoff Smith  19:45
The hook is the hardest part and and also don't be shackled by rubrics. You know, I feel
like one thing I say to my students the beginning is we're going to kind of leave what
you've learned in English class of the curve. I'm not giving you a rubric. I'm not putting you
in this sort of tight space. I want you to Create. The one thing from English class that's
amazing to bring into the essay process is this idea of showdown tell anything you can
explain. I always say don't be declarative. Don't tell me a declarative statement. Anyone
can say I'm strong, I am creative. I am this. But if you tell that story with very specific
examples, it sticks to your gut.

 Moira McCullough  20:19

Well, it's so interesting, because we both have three kids. And now I'm on my last one. And
it's so funny because I don't find writing easy. But when I critique theirs, I'm like, Oh, my
gosh, you're just listing things. I can't picture anything. You tweak it a little bit, and all of a
sudden, it becomes alive. And now I want to read more. And it's a page turner, it's not easy
to actually to write, or it takes practice? I think.
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Amy Kossoff Smith  20:45
It does. It definitely does. And a lot of positive motivation. There's a lot of stress in this
process, obviously. So to the extent that we can build these students up and just make
them feel when you feel good, you do good work. I talk to them about something, I call it
writing muscle, you kind of referenced this earlier, but we all have a writing muscle, just
like any sport, you know, we all have a way that we do well with it in a way that we don't
do well with it. So we have to think about what are our success factors? How have we
done well in the past, and then apply those you know, some of us are a night owl, some of
us are early morning people, some of us need a cup of coffee to be creative. It just
depends that think about what works for you.

 Moira McCullough  21:23

So you, now we're moving over to that, in terms of the Power Hour Editing, so when your
student comes into you kind of what's the process? What do you how do you start with
them,

Amy Kossoff Smith  21:33
I pretty much tell them that this is sort of a merger of everything I've done in my career. So
the essay process is journalism, which is creative storytelling. And it's public relations,
which is selling yourself in a competitive environment. This is sort of how I got into it. And
this is what I bring to the table with them. Well, I do a lot of interviewing, I act like a
journalist, I ask them questions, tell me more as they're talking, you know, and it's
interesting, their faces light up, when they talk about certain topics, they kind of go down,
you can tell like, there's so expressive these teenagers and I had one student once who
told me that she was in a robotics club, and I said, You hate that club? Don't you do that?
How did you know? And I said, I just your face fell. And you mentioned the word robotics.
And she said, but I think it will impress people. And I said to her joking, I said, Don't ever
say that, again, you know, because we're not looking to impress, we're looking to be
authentic. And so I take them through a process where I ask them a lot of questions, I give
them an online action plan, and I help them I like to say, power to the finish line. Let's get
this done. Let's move quickly, and let's get it done.

 Moira McCullough  22:37

I was gonna say, given your journalism career, I mean, I could see you just peppering those
questions. And because of your strengths and what you've done, you can, you know, from
the expressions from the reactions that people have, and from their body language, you
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can tell so much, and then it's digging deeper, and all of a sudden, I think students and
come to find the answer themselves, too, but it's like bringing it out.

Amy Kossoff Smith  23:00
Right? They do they absolutely, I mean, I, I try to help them connect their dots, but they
have all the data they do they know what it is you you know, and I'll read them examples
of sort of approved to share essays from prior students, I do a survey at the end of the
year. And I say, you know, reading great writing inspires great writing, I promise
confidentiality throughout. But if you wish to share, let me know. And many of them are so
proud of them that they have no problem having an excerpt or to read here or there. And
they can sort of see how other people have explored a topic and been successful with it.
Sometimes that helps. Sometimes I encourage them to explore two angles, it's really not a
bad idea to come up with what I consider to be your biggest headline. Sometimes you
have to sort of try two things and see where I like I like to say, the cream will rise to the
top, it's going to be very obvious which one is the best idea. And guess what your reject
the one that you aren't going to use as the main essay, many, many times that can be
used as a supplement, because many of these kids have additional essays to write. So the
one that isn't the biggest headline, maybe kind of a sub headline, and they can use it
somewhere else in the application.

 Moira McCullough  24:06

But I think also it just enriches that one that you you are going to use because by having
two different angles, you're fleshing it out, you're perfecting it, you're painting that picture
you're showing more than anything else. So all of a sudden, it's like a no brainer. You come
to the realization that oh my gosh, that is the one that I'm going to use.

Amy Kossoff Smith  24:24
Absolutely. Yes.

 Moira McCullough  24:26

What are some common mistakes that students come in with? I think sometimes it's a
blank page, or it's I can't write anything. There's nothing that I have. That's interesting. I
don't know where to begin.

Amy Kossoff Smith  24:36
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Amy Kossoff Smith  24:36
Right? So I think yes, some of the biggest mistakes I see are getting trapped into sort of
this English narrative because it's all they know, we can't blame them. I mean, this is how
they've been trained. So a lot of them will come to me and they're telling a story about
someone else and not themselves. So I like to say you know, the admissions officer is
looking to admit you, not your grandmother. Your grandmother has had a huge impact on
you talk about that as your launch and then launch into the bigger story of you. So a lot of
times, it's very safe, like we're talking about in this conversation to talk about others, but
we really do want them talking about themselves. Another thing is sort of overlooking
simplicity. Some of these simplest essays are the biggest winners. I've seen students write
about some of the simplest topics, but how they do it is incredible, an example. So I had a
student again, approved to share I'm always very into confidentiality. But you know,
people who approve me for me to share I've seen people write about their passion for hot
tea and how it follows them through their life. I've had students write about, you know,
some people say, don't read about sports, it's too common, but I see students write about
sports, but but sort of launch into a bigger character statement talking about sort of rules
from their playbook that have helped them in their life and sort of expanding it to
different channels. I've also, you know, people say don't write about camp. But there was a
camp essay that was a real winner, where someone talked about braving hurricane Arthur,
and talking about waiting for that first ominous drop in I remember that lie on the essay.
But the essay wasn't about camp. Because again, camp is boring. We don't want to talk
about color wars and all these things that anyone can talk about. But he talked about
testing his leadership skills, and how young campers were teaching him lessons and how
you need more rules in your in your tool, you know, more tools in your box, like I said, but it
was a really, really interesting story. I'm trying to think of other simple ones, not my
students. But when I've interviewed admissions counselors, I've heard about someone who
wrote about the difference between waffles and pancakes and why he was different and
similar, okay, a girl writing about buying her first brought at Walmart with her grandfather,
because her mother had passed away, which was very, very sad. But her story was more
about finding new people to celebrate milestone first with. So

 Moira McCullough  27:02

Even when - I think about the waffle and pancake.

Amy Kossoff Smith  27:06
I love that one.
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 Moira McCullough  27:08

I would want to read that, I would just want to continue to read that and say, Oh, my gosh,
I love both of them. And I want to know, what what you think about and why you like one
versus the other. I mean, that kind of shows the creativity and a different angle that no
one else would have, like you have to be

Amy Kossoff Smith  27:26
And you have to be brave, right? It's a little bit of bravery. The other big mistake, I see in
essays, doing what I call resume repeat. So a lot of times, and these students have worked
really hard for four years. And they want to make sure that the colleges know everything
that they did. And on their activity section, they have 150 characters to explain something
that they may have been doing since kindergarten, you know, they may have been in a
sport or in a music or musical, something or whatever. So the activity section, I actually
think is as important as the essay, because you're talking about four years of your life. So I
encourage them there to really search for the wow factor, and then use the main essay to
tell a broader, bigger story. But sometimes I see students come in and because they want
to make sure that their activities are promoted, well, they'll the resume repeat. And they
just kind of go through in a robotic way, what they've done and how they've done it. So I
like to say trust the activity section to work hard for you. But think of your college
application as a series of data points, each data point should tell a new and unique story.

 Moira McCullough  28:28

I really like that because I think the focus so often is on that essay,

Amy Kossoff Smith  28:32
It's important, the activity list is important. And actually, I was very happy to see the
comment, I've added 100 more characters to the organization name. So I've been
encouraging my students this year to use that space smartly. And give a little bit of
content. I know we're talking about essays, but I can't resist like a little activity list tip, use
the activity list, the organization name to add a little bit of context to what this
organization is and does. Because your readers, your admissions readers are all over the
country, they may have no idea what this club means or even what this nonprofit is. So
give them a little bit of context with that organization name expansion that they've just
given these kids is a huge opportunity.
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 Moira McCullough  29:12

So as a mom, just out of curiosity, were your kids as open to your goal, your advice as you
go through. I mean, I laugh at this, I'm like, Oh my gosh, you would have been the perfect
person to help each one of your kids through the essays. But I know it's always easier for
somebody else to teach the kids and give them advice than their parents

Amy Kossoff Smith  29:33
100%. And actually, my kids are fiercely independent, as you can imagine. And I didn't see
their essays, but more toward the end of the process. Funny story, so my oldest son had
an essay that you know, it was good and it's going back six years, but it was a little bit of a
resume repeat. I'm not gonna lie and about a week and a half before he was showing it to
me and other people. And the consensus was, this isn't really good. So he actually shifted
gears and wrote a computer pletely different essay 10 days before the deadline, which
was a little stressful, um, my middle son was his class president and I was begging to see
the speech he was going to deliver at commencement. And he refused to show it to me.
And I was screaming, I was like, I'm an editor, I can help. And he, he was very firm that, you
know, he wanted it to be his work. So I did see at the very end, and I think he took a
couple of tips, but he owned it. And in my youngest, this is hysterical. Talk about
independent third Boy, you know, this is pre COVID. So I kept saying to him as he was
applying to colleges, do you see people coming and going from the office every day?
Don't you want some help? And he was like, I've got it. Got it. So I said, you don't want a
meeting. I mean, everybody's meeting with you, I can help you. And he kept like, pushing
me away in a big way. And finally, like, I don't know, mid August, he comes down. I hope
he doesn't hate me for saying this. I probably watched this far. But he came down in his
boxer shorts, and like, just a boxer shorts. And he said, I'm ready for that meeting. And by
that point, I was like, What are you talking about? Because the essay meeting, I go, Oh, my
God, shirt. So he did take a little bit of advice. But I mean, he brought his first draft to the
dinner table, and we all cried a little bit. It was some he's partially mostly deaf in his right
ear. And he brought out things in this essay that none of us even realized he was feeling at
the time, it was really heartfelt. And he did take some tips, but none of them let me be
heavy handed in any way. And I really don't like to be heavy handed with my students
either. I like to say that a good coach will help you find an amplify your best voice. But no
one should mute your voice. The admissions officers do want to hear a 1718 year old voice.
They're smart, they're sophisticated. They're not looking for an essay that a parent wrote.
So.

 Moira McCullough  31:49
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Well, I can relate a little bit to actually a lot to your, which one, I think each one my
daughter, she was on it. She had some definite opinions. But she was really good. And like
bouncing ideas off of it, me and then saying, I've got this. But you said something, though,
me and I love it. And when you said we give them roots and wings, and I mean, we've
we've taught them, advocate for yourself, go in and talk to your teachers, you don't ask
them what their for their opinions. I mean, it's, that's my mother in law, offline groups, she
always has roots and wings, you know, especially

Amy Kossoff Smith  32:22
If I'm like, Oh, my gosh, I want to handle something. But the bottom line is the best tools
we can give our kids are just how to manage themselves how to work their way out of
problems, how you know, it's because again, unless we're following them to college and
setting up a blow up mattress on the floor, you know, we're expecting them to go live
independently here. Exactly.

 Moira McCullough  32:43

And you also I love this other one to help them connect the dots, which I think is really
important. Because I remember saying with somebody, my kids went on a semester
abroad, and I said to the director of the program, it was so transformative for my for my
kids. And she looked at me and she said, No, we just helped bring out the inner inner
being, like they had it in there. It we didn't transform anything, we just helped them

Amy Kossoff Smith  33:08
100% I have never met a student who couldn't really develop an amazing story. And a lot
of it is trust. I mean, I ensure it right up front, I say but then if you may end up being
vulnerable in this process, and you have my trust, and I would never ever share anything
that wasn't approved to share. And I do remember there was a student in my office once
and he said, at the first meeting, I invite parent because I like the parents to kind of see
the overview and be a part of the first meeting and he said, Can my mom leave the room
for a minute? And she said, Sure. So she stepped out. And he shared with me what he
thought he wanted to write about. And they left him two cars. And so she came to me at
the end. And she said, You got to tell me what he said to you got to tell you I'm dying to
know. And I said, You know what? If I told you now i'd be breaking the trust that is such a
critical part of this process. Because I say to the you know, and so I didn't I did not share
but I said Trust me, I and I say to them at the first meeting, I'll follow them on code. If I ever
feel like you're in danger, your safety is compromised. I have to follow them on code, right.
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But it's important that they have someone that they can trust who really believes in them.
And it's easier for non parents to do because myself included. We're all hardest on our
own kids, right?

 Moira McCullough  34:22

Absolutely. So what I always love asking our guests, what do you wish you knew before
attending college?

Amy Kossoff Smith  34:31
It's so funny. That's a hard question. I almost asked you to strike and I thought no, I'm not
gonna ask you to strike anything. So I put some thought into this. So a couple of things.
One would be Don't underestimate the relationships you can build with your professors. I
think that a lot of times we're shy when we first get to college, or we feel like they're too
busy for us, but you know, they hold office hours for a reason. People get into teaching or
coaching or working with college students like you Because we love these kids, and we
want to know them. And I do think that your professors can be an incredible resource for
you. They have some really cool programs that some of my kids schools at Duke, they call
it lunch, faculty student lunch or something. And they actually have money set aside
where they can treat with the professor lunch and go talk. There's something at Vanderbilt
called, I think, feast my son was telling me about, but even if there's not a formal program,
ask the professor had coffee with you, and in these virtual times, jump on a zoom, ask
questions. Um, I think it's really, really important. And I think that it's something that you'll,
you'll value for a long time, I have one really great professor relationship, someone I've
known since that summer program in high school, and we've just we've had so many great
conversations over the years, and it's something I really value. The other thing is, before
you go to college, well, two more things. One is fit. Fit is critical. And like I told you about
my own story, and my own mishap there. I like to tell my power our students in the
beginning, think about three things that really matter to you and a college and if you tell
me you're a vegan, and you must have vegan dining options, guess what, that's as
important as your major because being happy in college is really, really critical. And what
else would I say? fit professors? Oh, I know, just accept the fact that happier learning is
going to happen outside of the classroom. So we pick a college based on a major based
on fit, but what you can learn in clubs and jobs and extracurriculars and just from sitting
outside with a group of peers and debating something like you've talked about debating
and fighting for what you believe in. It's critical. And that is really what is going to stick
you're going to forget what you learn in some of these classes tomorrow, but you will
never forget, you know, the relationships. Those are what stays.
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 Moira McCullough  36:54

It's so true. I mean, I just, I think going in with that type of attitude. And that type of kind of
awareness is so important, because I didn't do that. Any of those things. And then I did it
for grad school. It was so much fun. And it was so easy. And I don't know why I did it. And
maybe it's the confidence. Yeah, it's probably the confidence. But I actually tell my kids
are so not like me, I'm so proud of them, because they got it so much earlier than I did. I'm
like, trust me, it will make your life easy. And you'll have fun sitting with you

Amy Kossoff Smith  37:31
Probably taught them that though, you probably I mean, it should be easy to succeed. So
a lot of times people see these big name colleges. And actually, it's why I put something
on my Facebook page last week, US News comes out with the best colleges. And so I love
looking at the US News and World Report ranking reports for a number of factors. But
guess what the best college may not be Harvard, Yale, Stanford, the best college is the
best fit for you. So where you can go to be happy, be successful, get access to what you
need. And I think that we get caught up in the letters on the sweatshirt without thinking
about where can I be really happy. And another like, I know I have all these cliches, but
one of my big lines with my kids and boys, I say the man makes the man the school
doesn't make the man. Yeah. So you can go to any school in the world. It can be great. It
can be not great, whatever it is, but you are going to make your own destiny and, and
how you sort of roll up your sleeves and put in the elbow grease, that's what's going to
make a difference for you.

 Moira McCullough  38:33

So true. And I love the Frank Bruni. You know where you go is not who you'll be it because
it's executive. And I remember you, you are who you are. And you can be whoever,
whatever you want to be, you can go for it. Don't let a name a label hold you back.
Because you said it. I mean, we're our biggest critics. And we hold were the ones who are
so judgmental. And if we just let that go. I remember my school I was fighting not to go to
it because it was too close to home. It was it was where my parents wanted. And it was the
first practice interview, I went on this school where I went was the best school the best fit
and I kept on circling back to it. Although it was against everything I ever wanted. I'm like
that was where I was meant to be. And right. I hate what your parents say. And now I'm
saying what my parents say everything works out in the end, but you have to be in the
driver's seat, you can't be a passenger, because then you made a choice that not many
students have the courage to make. And your parents supported you in that which
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Amy Kossoff Smith  39:38
Right? I mean, we send each of our boys down at the very beginning of the process and I
love spreadsheets. This is just one of my thing. So I had a spreadsheet. You know I said list
the colleges you want to apply to I mean all these factors that I thought were maybe
important for them to think about you know, average LSAT score miles from home
temperature in January, all these different factors percent of students returning
sophomore year, you know people who want to Stick around. And I said, Look, I've come
up with a bunch of factors. And I do this with my power our students now. But whatever
matters to you is also really important. And that's why it is in a spreadsheet, add columns,
delete columns, put things in that matter to you. And this early research that students do
can actually help them in their supplements. Because then when they're talking about
why, you know, running their why essays, guess what, they've got all their support points,
they've got their dots that they can then connect.

 Moira McCullough  40:27

So you and I are similar in that sense. Also, we have our spreadsheets.

Amy Kossoff Smith  40:32
Love spreadsheets, Oh, my gosh,

 Moira McCullough  40:34

But you're absolutely right. I said every single time you have an interaction with a school,
no matter what it is virtual on campus, the person walking down the street, write down
your first impressions, because when you have that essay, that supplemental that
interview that something's going to trigger, and you're going to remember something
that's going to show what you really like about it. And even more important, if you don't
like it, that's even more of a factor as you've started lately. Absolutely.

Amy Kossoff Smith  41:03
When I took my oldest son to Vanderbilt, he after the tour, he said, I love it here, I want to
go here. And I said, let's go have lunch and talk about it. So we went to lunch, and I said,
Tell me all the things you love. But tell me why tell me why you fell in love today. So I wrote
everything down. But I had two columns on this paper. And on one side of the column, I
wrote anything that was Vanderbilt specific. And on the other side, I said, you can find this
at any college live music. Nowyou may not find Music City, Nashville,obviously. But you
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know, live concerts, great food, you know. And I said, these things are just here. And these
things you can find at any college. So just make sure when you're making these college
decisions, that you're falling in love with the school and and not just College in general,
because fit is important.

 Moira McCullough  41:49

Great advice. Yeah. So last question. I'm a foodie. And so this is the topic. Is there any
food? sweet dessert that you would recommend if you're on that particular campus,
whether it's your kids or another one?

Amy Kossoff Smith  42:04
Oh my gosh, do I have to get just one? No. Okay. Oh boy. So anything with marshmallows?
I'm on it a warm marshmallow anything, literally anything with a marshmallow. But I'll
take you through some specifics. Okay, so I'd have to say Amy's ice cream. Of course. You
know, Amy, and I actually Amy's ice cream t shirt. I should warn it today that's in UT near
UT Austin and my husband went to UT so you know, we love We love Texas and Austin's a
fabulous town. So at Vanderbilt, you're gonna laugh but the hot cookies at Grand Hall in
the Student Union are incredible as their Student Union Building and they're under this
heater. They're under this like the warm all day and they just the flying out of the heater.
They're amazing. There's nothing like a warm cookie. Nothing like nothing right and you
know, they're adding all these healthy dining options to all the meal halls but the ram
cookies are there to stay. So those I love in Duke. Duke I love in Durham. I love Mad
Hatter's. It's a fabulous brunch place. It's also a great place to bring your computer
they've got great Wi Fi coffee and they have a whole case of Southern desserts. I love
Southern pies and lemon rings, my favorite place all of them. But Mad Hatter's is a great
fun. And honestly, it's fun again, funny, we're still getting to know South Carolina because
we dropped my son off in a pandemic in masks. And as we were driving back to the
Airbnb, we passed a baked bear, which is a chain but have you been to those where they
have the war, you pick your cookie, you pick your ice cream, and I really wanted to stop
and my husband's like there's a long line. They're not social distancing. So we didn't stop.
But the next time I go to South Carolina, I will get a big bear

 Moira McCullough  43:42

All over that our student ambassadors recommend that all the time, whenever

Amy Kossoff Smith  43:45
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Amy Kossoff Smith  43:45
Really

 Moira McCullough  43:46

Definitely - it's like an every single time I'm like, okay, that is gonna be my first stop. I don't
care if it's a long line. I don't care if it's for breakfast,

Amy Kossoff Smith  43:53
Right? And they'll customize it. They'll put sprinkles on the side. It's just delicious. We have
one local here in Maryland. It's young.

 Moira McCullough  44:00

Oh, good. So if I come down to visit you, I can go we can at least explore Baked Bear

Amy Kossoff Smith  44:05
100% I'll take it you to Baked Bear on day one.

 Moira McCullough  44:09

Amy, thank you so much for joining us today. It was so great to talk to you and see your
smiling face.

Amy Kossoff Smith  44:14
Thank you. Thanks for having me. I really appreciate it. And good luck with your venture. I
love your website, and I'm gonna keep diving in.

 Moira McCullough  44:20

Great. Thank you. Thank you, Amy for joining us today to share your expertise in the world
of PR and journalism. Take advantage of all the opportunities in high school and college
as you never know where it might lead you. Your experiences will tell a story about you.
Don't underestimate the relationship you can develop with your professors as they can be
an incredible resource for you. You can find all of our show notes and links to the helpful
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resources mentioned throughout our conversation on our website at
collegescoops.com/podcast. You can learn more about Amy on her website Power Hour
Editing on Facebook. Please take a couple of minutes to rate review and subscribe to
College Scoops. Thank you for listening to our College Scoops podcast. Our entire College
Scoops team strives to make the college journey a little bit easier, less stressful, fun and
tasty by sharing all the insights groups we have curated along the way. We would love to
hear from you about topics to cover and your ideas and everything college related. Reach
out to us at collegescoops.com or follow us on Instagram, Twitter and Facebook.
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