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You can increase your chances of admission by changing your pro-
file to fit what you believe each individual admissions committee is
looking for.

Committees change all the time, but each is looking to craft a well-
rounded freshman class based on the current pool of applicants.
Second-guessing will only deter you from being yourself. The truth
of the matter is: if they don’t want you to begin with, then you
don’t want them.

Taking “serious” classes like AP biology looks better on your tran-
script than “unserious™ courses like AP studio art.

If you are an artist, you should definitely take the AP studio art
class. The longer you’ve been doing something, the better you are
at it, and the more you follow through with it, the stronger your
application becomes.

You can start the application process in the twelfth grade.

The application process begins in the ninth grade. From that
moment on, everything becomes a part of your academic or per-
sonal record.

An A in a regular-paced course looks better than a B in an hon-
ors/AP course because your overall GPA is so important.

Colleges are looking for highly motivated students who challenge
themselves with increasingly difficult courses, even if it adversely
affects their overall GPA. Of course, it is always best to get the A in
the honors/AP course.

Your SAT I score is the most important thing in your application—
if you’ve got a 1600, you're basically in.

Your transcript is the most important document in your applica-
tion—and since so many students have excellent grades in
demanding courses, the rest of your application takes on added
importance. A high SAT score may keep you in the applicant pool,
but alone, it is not your ticket in.

Colleges look for well-rounded students with many interests.

Colleges look for well-rounded student bodies and seek individual
applicants who display consistency and commitment in a handful
of activities that are truly representative of their passions.
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GENERAL REQUIREMENTS FOR THE APPLICATION

1 cannot stress enough the importance of the college application to the college
admissions process. It is, after all, the one document that admissions commit-
tees have by which to evaluate you. It sums up who you are as a student and as
a person. It is your calling card. By way of introduction, then, I would like to
present a brief overview of the college application in order for you, the stu-
dent, to gain a better understanding of its component parts. The subsequent
chapters will explain in more detail the individual elements of the application
and guide you toward their completion.
Colleges may consider all or some of the following:

Academic Record

e Course work

»  Grade point average (GPA)

o Standardized tests (SAT I or ACT, SAT IIs, APs)
»  Class rank

e Grade trends

Personal Record

»  Brag sheet

+  Personal essay(s)

o Letters of recommendation (from teachers and high school counselor)

e Personal interview (with an alumnus and/or on campus)

Most schools will base the majority of their admissions decisions on your aca-
demic record. For the most competitive colleges, however, where multiple
applicants with near-perfect records are vying for a limited number of spaces,
your academic record is not enough. Selective schools will further evaluate
you based on your personal characteristics as manifested in your letters of rec-
ommendation, essays, extracurricular activities, and interviews. Yet it is still
not enough to have excellent grades and a stellar list of extracurricular inter-
ests indicative of a truly motivated and dedicated student. These things do not
speak for themselves. Not anymore.

College applicants of today must learn how to differentiate themselves
from the thousands of others with both the same academic records and the
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same activities. How do you do this? First of all, you must pay close attention
to the way you talk about what you’ve accomplished and the language you use
to express your personal characteristics. You must stress your personal and
unique reactions to the events in your life, and penetrate beyond the where and
the when to the why and the how.

In my many years on both sides of the college admissions process, I have

encountered far too many applications that have ruined an excellent applicant’s
chances of getting into a top school. The following is a brief summary of com-
mon application mistakes.

Bad letters of recommendation. A student with perfect grades and
scores—4.0 GPA and a 1600 on his SAT I—as well as a number of
extracurricular activities that attested to passion and commitment, did not
get into the Ivy League school of his choice. Why? Because his teacher
recommendations all left the distinct impression that he was arrogant, that
he was taking his ability and his success for granted, and that he was not
willing to lend a helping hand to his fellow classmates. In the minds of
your teachers—as well as in those of admissions officers—there is noth-
ing attractive about intelligence that doesn’t benefit the world around it. It
is not enough to be smart. Your character is what will make or break your
college application. The secret is to cultivate teacher relationships early
on in your high school career that will yield you the glowing recommen-
dations your application needs in order to remain competitive. Another
student left a bad impression by asking a friend to hand her recommenda-
tion forms to her chosen teachers, forgetting to supply a stamped and
addressed envelope, and not leaving enough time for the teachers to fill in
the forms before the application deadlines. Needless to say, her recom-
mendations were far from glowing, despite her excellent academic
record.

Bad essay topic. Another common mistake involves the choice of an inap-
propriate essay topic. I remember one student who decided to write his
essay about hunting. Not a bad idea, if he had approached the topic from a
unique perspective, for example, stressing the time he got to spend with
his father, his love of the great outdoors, or his passion for sport in gen-
eral. Instead, he chose to spend his essay talking about how much he loved
to kill animals. No one on the admissions committee had to be an animal
lover or even a vegetarian to find the topic distasteful. Another student
wrote her essay about being raped as a child by her uncle. Don’t get me
wrong; this student needed to tell her story—but to the police and a child
psychiatrist, not to an anonymous admissions committee.
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*  Gimmicks. I have encountered numerous cases of unnecessary adornments
to college applications that have done nothing but distract their readers.
There are certain circumstances in which it is a good idea to include
examples of your work, for instance, if you are a serious artist and want to
include your portfolio. To draw butterflies and flowers all over your appli-
cation because you think it makes it look pretty will only give an overall
impression of immaturity. Another student who wrote her essay entirely in
a circle only made her admissions readers dizzy.

¢ Avague brag sheet. Colleges want to know how you spend your time both
inside and outside the classroom. They want details. That’s why I have my
students include a very detailed “brag sheet” with their applications. I
remember one student who came to me because he had been wait-listed at
Princeton. I agreed to take a look at his application. I was shocked to dis-
cover that on his brag sheet he had listed “athletics” as his number-one
activity, followed by the equally vague “community service.” This is not
enough. How can an admissions committee form an opinion about you
without any details? They want to know which sports, which positions,
what level of competition, the duration of your participation, any awards
you’ve won, and similar details. They want to know what community serv-
ice organizations you belong to and what your precise responsibilities are.
College admissions deans do not have ESP—so tell them. I am happy to
say that with my advice, especially on how to prepare a greatly expanded
brag sheet, this student got off the wait-list and into Princeton.

*  The common application and/or a “generic” essay. Although using the com-
mon application will by no means disqualify you from contention at a
selective school, it may give the impression of noninterest. The same goes
for a “generic” essay you attempt to use for various applications with sim-
ilar essay questions. Theodore O’Neill, Dean of Admissions at the Univer-
sity of Chicago, has said that he considers the whole college admissions
process to be a “conversation” between the applicant and the college. If
you turn in the common application, you're avoiding the conversation,
reducing it to a simple “declaration,” showing you didn’t care enough to
seek out the school’s official application. The same goes for a “generic”
essay: if you write an essay for one school, you should take the time to
write a new essay for another school if the school asks a different ques-
tion, thus maintaining your end of the conversation.

The best overall advice I can offer for your college application is to imagine
that you are an admissions officer reading your own application. You have been
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sitting at your desk for twelve straight days, reading application after applica-
tion and, quite frankly, you’re getting bored. Your eyes are glazing over; the
facts and figures on each application are blending into one another. The last
thing you need is more work deciphering an application. What you want is a
clear, concise, and straightforward voice that leaps off the page, giving you an
honest and immediate sense of who the applicant is.

Keep in mind, however, that no two committees are alike. They are also
bound to change from year to year, so don’t try to tailor fit your application to
what you’ve heard a particular committee is looking for. Be yourself and
express yourself clearly—that’s the secret to application success.

ACADEMIC RECORD:
YOUR HIGH SCHOOL TRANSCRIPT

Your academic record in high school is the most important factor in your
application. If you could walk away from this book with one college admis-
sions truth, it would be this: there is nothing more important to a prospective
college than your grades and your performance in the classroom. Do not forget
that the main reason you are going to college is to get a higher education. The
first question an admissions officer is bound to ask when he or she opens your
application for the first time is: can you do the work?

Your specific course work, grades, grade trends, class rank, and standard-
ized test scores are all aspects of the academic record that admissions officers
will consider in appraising your application. This information is found on your
high school transcript. Although transcripts vary slightly from school to
school, the following information will be included on your transcript:

e All final academic marks earned by you at the end of each semester in
grades nine through twelve.

e All course work attempted for which a mark was earned. It is important to
note that if you receive a mark of D or Fail in a subject and that class is
taken later and a higher mark is earned, the new grade is recorded on your
transcript. However, the previous grade remains on your record and both
grades are computed in your grade point average (GPA).

«  Information identifying all schools that you attended while in high school
and the dates of attendance.

e PSAT, SAT I, ACT, SAT II, Advanced Placement and other local and state
testing information. (See Chapter 7.)

*  Credits earned toward graduation.
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e Classes taken at colleges, universities, accredited private schools, and pro-
grams in grades nine through twelve.

+  Vital information: name, birthplace, birth date, Social Security number,
parent or guardian name, address, and local telephone number.

o Incidents of dishonesty, truancy, or infringement of any state or federal
laws may be recorded on your transcript and sent to prospective colleges.

Other information may be included on your transcript according to the local
Board of Education’s policies, including information concerning:

+  work habits and cooperation
e significant honors and awards

» attendance records and disciplinary actions

All of this information is normally included in a transcript of about one to four
pages. Through the high school registrar, parents may request a copy of this
document periodically to verify its accuracy. Every high school and school
district has a procedure by which parents can challenge and change incorrect
information that appears on their child’s transcript.

Course Work

Successful completion of specific course work in high school is one of the
most important college requirements. The completion of basic requirements
for graduation from your high school may or may not meet individual college
entrance requirements. Therefore, when considering colleges, you should look
not only at the minimum requirements, but also at the recommended course
work. Also keep in mind that your courses reflect who you are as a person.
Colleges will look to the electives you have chosen and begin to form an opin-
ion about your personality. Therefore, whenever you have a choice, make it
wisely and consistently. I had one student who wanted to take AP biology
instead of AP studio art in his senior year because he was convinced it would
“look better” on his college applications. I had recommended he take the AP
studio art course, because he was an artist, had taken many art courses, and
had even worked in museums and art galleries for a number of years. He did
not listen to me and after three weeks in AP biology, he was failing the course
and miserable. Although he was able to get out of the AP biology class with
minimal damage to his transcript, he wasn’t able to join the AP studio art class
at such a late date. Colleges are looking for that extra sign of passion and com-
mitment that an AP studio art course would have signified. This could have
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adversely affected his application, but I advised him to take an art class elec-
tive in school and another art class outside of school. He followed my advice
and was admitted early decision to the University of Pennsylvania.

Look closely at Table 1.1 with your college counselor and your parents
so you can decide on a program that will make you eligible for the universi-
ties of your choice. If your public high school does not offer the relevant
classes, you may wish to explore those classes at a local community or state
college. This shows motivation and determination and can make up for dif-
ferences between public and private high school offerings. All in all, the best
advice is to challenge yourself as much as possible whether you are applying
from a private high school or a public one. Slacking off at a competitive pri-
vate high school is not better than proving yourself to be highly motivated at
a large public one. The truth is, no matter where you are applying from, col-
leges are looking for one thing: highly motivated individuals from a diversity
of backgrounds who challenge themselves with an increasingly difficult
course load. When taking any class outside of your local high school, you
must remember to check with your counselor to ensure that those classes will
be accepted for both graduation requirements and college admission. In the
end, only you and your focused effort to achieve will get you into the college
of your choice.

The College Planning table gives an overview of what classes an average,
competitive, and very competitive college will expect prospective candidates
to have taken in their final years of high school. Such schools recognize classes
that are designated honors, college preparatory, international baccalaureate
(IB), and advanced placement (AP). Each school will trace your courses in the
same way they trace your grades and extracurricular activities. They will look
for consistency and commitment. For example, if you have successfully com-
pleted Spanish 3 in tenth grade, you should continue on to Spanish 4 and 5, in
eleventh grade and twelfth grade. Do not drop Spanish or suddenly take up a
new language like French. However, you can add French 1 as an additional lan-
guage, while continuing with Spanish 4 and 5. If you took honors English in
the tenth grade, do not drop down to regular level English in the eleventh grade.

I always get the question: is it better to get a B in an honors/AP course or
an A in a regularly paced course, even if it adversely affects your overall GPA?
The answer that admissions officers always give, not without a wry smile, is
that it is better to get an A in the honors/AP course. While this is certainly true,
getting a B in an honors/AP course—as long as you are working your hard-
est—is better than getting an A in a regular-paced course, even if it adversely
affects your overall GPA. It is better to challenge yourself than to take the
easy route to an A. The truth is colleges like to see you push the envelope and
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COLLEGE PLANNING TABLE

Grade

Average College

Competitive College

Very Competitive
College

10

1

12

Algebra (first year)
English (one year)

Algebra (first year)
or Geometry
Foreign language
(first year)
Biology (one year)
College elective
(one year)

English

Algebra (second year)
or Geometry

Foreign language
(first year)

U.S. History

(one year)

Chemistry (one year)
College elective

{one year)

English (one year)

Algebra (second year)
Foreign language
(third year)
Government/Economics
(one year)

College elective

{one year)

English (one year)

Algebra (first year)
English (one year)
Foreign language
(first year)

World history/
geography (one year)

Geometry (one year)
Foreign language
(second year)
Biology (one year)
College elective
(one year)

English (one year)

Algebra (second year)
Foreign language
(third year)

Chemistry (one year)
U.S. History (one year)
College elective

(one year)

English (one year)

Trigonometry/math
analysis (one year)
Government/Economics
(one year)
Physics/science
elective (one year)
College elective

(one year)

English (one year)

Algebra (first year)
Foreign language
(first year)

Geometry (one year)
Foreign language
(second year)
English (one year)
World history/
geography (one year)

Algebra (second year)
Foreign language
(third year)

Biology (one year)
College elective

(one year)

English (one year)

Trigonometry/math
analysis (one year)
Foreign language
(fourth year)
Chemistry (one year)
U.S. History (one year)
College elective

(one year)

English (one year)

Calculus (one year)
Physics (one year)
Government/Economics
(one year)

College elective

(one year)

English (one year)

Advance placement courses are in italics.
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challenge yourself. But, if you are getting a C or lower in the honors/AP
course, you may have signed up for more than you can handle and should con-
sider switching into the regular-level class.

GPA

Colleges pay special attention to the challenging courses you have successfully
completed. They use a Grade Point Average (GPA) computed on a 4.0 scale
with advanced honors, IB, and AP class grades usually weighted 1 point
higher. For example, a B (3.0) in AP physics would be weighted as an A (4.0)
and an A (4.0) in AP physics would be weighted as a 5.0.

The private schools, especially the Ivy League schools, will consider
your GPA in relation to the competitiveness of your high school. For example,
a B in a regular U.S. history course at a competitive private school might be
given as much weight as an A at a public high school. However, AP courses
should be about the same at any school, and are therefore weighted equally.

Standardized Tests (SAT I or ACT, SAT IIs, and APs)

The SAT I is a multiple-choice test that attempts to measure your verbal and
mathematical abilities. It is a three-hour examination that can be taken more
than once. Colleges usually take the highest scores of the math and verbal sec-
tions (which can be from two different test dates), although they always
receive your entire College Board testing history. The scores for the verbal and
math sections range from 200 to 800 each.

The ACT, or American College Test, is a single-format exam, testing for
achievement in the areas of English, reading, mathematics, and natural sci-
ences. There are four subscores—each on a scale of 1 to 36—plus a composite
score. Most colleges will accept either the SAT I or the ACT. If you submit
both scores, the college will use the one that reflects your higher achievement.
(See Chapter 7.)

SAT IIs are one-hour exams in specific subject areas that measure your
knowledge of particular fields and your ability to apply that knowledge. Check
the requirements of the colleges that you are considering before deciding
which tests to take. Some schools require certain tests, usually writing, math,
and another test of your choice. Please note that not all tests are available on
each testing date.

The College Board offers the Advanced Placement Program, giving high
school students the opportunity to take college-level classes while in high school
in thirty-three different curricular areas. In May of each year, the College Board
offers exams for each of these classes. A student who is successful on these
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exams can earn 3, 4, or 5 units of college credit based on their score (ona 1 to 5
scale, 5 being the highest score). Please note that not all colleges give college
credit based on a passing mark on the Advanced Placement exam. Also, any stu-
dent can take an AP test, without being in an AP course. If you don’t get into the
AP course of your choice because of scheduling problems or lack of prerequi-
sites, and you are able to study on your own, you should try to take the AP test to
show you are challenging yourself and overcoming personal limitations.

Class Rank

Colleges look at your assigned class ranking relative to the others in the class.
Class rank is important as a means of showing admissions officers the level of
competition you have encountered and how well you have achieved relative to
that competition. Not all high schools compute class rank, although most pub-
lic high schools will. The Ivy League schools will determine a class rank for
you based on GPA, type, and size of high school.!

Grade Trends

Selective universities will not only consider what grades you earn but will also
look at your grade trends. They will want to see you achieve either:

e consistent A’s in increasingly difficult courses (that is, with more and more
honors and AP-level courses), showing consistent hard work and a high
level of achievement, or

» anupward grade trend (low B’s in ninth grade, B’s and B+ in tenth grade,
A-’s and A’s in eleventh grade, and A’s in twelfth grade) showing a consis-
tent rise in GPA as well as considerable effort and hard work, especially as
the courses get more and more difficult.

Conversely, you want to avoid

+  getting B’s in honors courses in ninth and tenth grade and then making it
easier for yourself by taking regular-level courses in eleventh and twelfth
grade and getting A’s; this shows a lack of motivation and an unwilling-
ness to take on challenges, counteracting the upward grade trend.

* a downward grade trend: getting A’s in ninth and tenth grade and then
dropping to B’s and C’s in eleventh and twelfth without taking more and

1 1t is better to receive a specific class rank rather than be assigned one by the College
Admissions Board. If you rank in the top ten and are really ranked first, they might
place you at fifth or tenth.
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The second group of questions an admissions board will ask when they first
open your application is: Who are you? Will you make a valuable contribution
to your future campus community? What type of character traits do you pos-
sess? Are you going to show up on time for class, get along well with your
roommate, and be nice to the service people in the dining halls? Are you
responsible? Shy? Creative? A leader? A nonconformist? In many ways, these
questions take on at least equal if not more importance than purely academic
considerations. The admissions officers at the most selective schools say that
80 percent of their applicant pools are academically qualified to attend their
institutions. How do they whittle that down to, say, the 20 percent they will
accept? By looking at your personal record. The more competitive the school,
the more this side of your application is stressed. These days, it is not enough
to be a good student. You must also be a good person. The following is a brief
overview of the application elements that comprise your personal record.

The Brag Sheet

The brag sheet is similar to a résumé or curriculum vitae. It should include a list
of all extracurricular activities, honors/awards, community service, employ-
ment, summer experiences, and hobbies/interests, indicating when and how
much time was spent on each activity. The brag sheet allows admissions officers
to see how you have contributed to your high school or local community beyond
regular attendance and participation, how you excel as a scholar, athlete, artist,
leader, or in other outstanding ways. You should keep a record of such activities
from the ninth grade onward or use the sample “brag” worksheets in Chapter 6
to make sure that you are not missing any opportunities to widen your range of
activities. Remember, like courses and grades, colleges like to see consistency
and commitment when it comes to your activities. It is better to be involved in
three or four activities wholeheartedly, for several hours a week over four years,
than nine or ten activities superficially, changing from year to year.

The Personal Essay

Since it is difficult for your personality and character to shine through your
GPA, SAT, and class rank statistics, selective colleges and universities will
most likely require you to write one or more essays on questions set by their
boards of admissions. The essay, generally no longer than one or two typed
pages, is a chance for you to express yourself directly to the committee, illus-
trating why you would be a perfect candidate for the school in question.
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Ten important things to remember about your college application:

4

Choose the right classes. Choose a rigorous course of study with classes
of increasing depth and difficulty, but also choose courses that reflect your
interests, for example, doubling up in sciences or languages.

Focus on your grades. Strive for consistent academic excellence or an
upward grade trend; follow my grade improvement strategies (pp. 13—14).
Prepare. Prepare well for all standardized tests and take them early so you
can repeat them if need be.

Distinguish yourself. Try to stand out from the competition with consis-
tent extracurricular activities that show passion and commitment, not scat-
tershot indecisiveness.

Challenge yourself. Take as many honors/AP courses as you can realisti-
cally handle in a given semester.

Sell yourself. Do not be afraid to brag—this is a highly competitive
process and those who are too meek to get noticed will be passed over.

Start early. Start compiling your brag sheet as early as ninth grade and
remain aware of how each activity fits into the bigger application picture.

Don’t be shy. Colleges want to get to know you, so be self-probing and
honest, especially in your essay.

Get to know your teachers. Cultivate great relationships with the coun-
selor and teachers who will be writing your letters of recommendation.

Get out there. Take advantage of an on-campus interview; remember that
you are interviewing them as much as they are interviewing you.
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