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Review how colleges read files and 

factors for consideration in the college 

application process

Learn how to help students get their 

thoughts organized before they begin the 

application process

Help students maximize the “white 

space” in each application as the convey 

essential information to the reader



“Data-Driven” 

Read
This is a focus on the 

more quantitative 

pieces of the 

application – number 

of Honors/AP Courses, 

overall GPA, core GPA, 

SAT/ACT scores.

“Whole” 

Read
This includes a focus 

on qualitative pieces 

of information within 

the application –

recommendations, 

essays, activities and 

awards, as well as the 

numbers.



Students should write down 
everything they want an 

Admissions Officer to know about 
them!

Start with a Blank 

Piece of Paper…



This is not about the “stuff” you’ve 

done; this is about WHO you are and 

the lessons you have learned along 

the way.

Students should consider their key 

personality traits and “signature” 

characteristics.



Bring LIFE to the White Space!

Students should identify four to 

five definitive traits about 

themselves to share throughout 

each piece of their application.

The overall goal is for the 

application to Read Like a Book.



Admission Offices Identify Grades, High School Curriculum, and Test 

Scores as Top Factors for First-Time Freshmen: The top factors in the 

admission decision for the Fall 2017 admission cycle were: grades in all 

courses, grades in college prep courses, admission tests scores, and 

strength of curriculum. Among the next most important factors were the 

essay, a student’s demonstrated interest, counselor and teacher 

recommendations, and extracurricular activities.

- NACAC State of College Admission 2017 





Quantitative factors + Qualitative Factors

• Transcript – Strength of curriculum, grades in core courses, all 

courses 

• Trend – upward vs. downward

• Test Scores or Score Optional

• Personal Statement

• Recommendation Letters

• Extracurricular Activities + Resume 

• Choice of Major, Interview, Supplements 



Students can still control:

Essays
• The Student’s Voice

Letters of Recommendation

Activities Resume



Essays are the highest ranked non-

academic feature of an application.

The less a college relies solely on data 

points…the greater the importance of the 

essay.

Essays/Personal Statements are the one 

thing over which students have absolute 

control.



Personal Narrative - Nonfiction narrative 

writing that tells a true story about an 

event or a series of events.  The writer can 

(and should) use “I”.

The focus of these statements – regardless 

of the topic – is YOU!

An opportunity to provide YOUR 

voice/identity/personality to your 

application!



 Most students read the question and then 

attempt to answer it.

 Instead – read the question and 

brainstorm ways to put YOURSELF into the 

answer. 

• What is your favorite word and why?

• It is 2040, what is today’s headline?

• What is your top ten?



Please relate your interest in studying at ----- to 
your future goals.
• Selective schools OFTEN ask something similar
• Do NOT talk about an academic passion or 

intended major in your Common/Coalition essay
• Be specific.  Do your research!
 Mission of the institution

 Published research of a specific professor

 ETC.

• Match YOURSELF to the institution
• Make sure you convey your passion for the school!  





 Each essay should highlight a specific 

detail that demonstrates a student’s 

distinctive traits.

 Share essay topics with the counselor and 

teachers.  Counselors and teachers 

should not duplicate a student’s efforts, 

but complement them.

 The package of essays counts…

 Revise, revise, revise….but don’t “shop”!



Essays

Letters of Recommendation
Counselor Versus Teacher Recs

Activities Resume



COUNSELOR SUMMARIZES THE 
WHOLE STUDENT.

TEACHER PUTS THE LENS ON 
THE LEARNER.

 A counselor can focus on 

personal setbacks, structural 

impediments that affected a 

student’s ability to take certain 

courses, the student’s 

aspirations, hopes, dreams.

 The counselor describes the 

student within the whole 

community.

 All-Encompassing

 A teacher should explain how 

the student makes an impact in 

the classroom on them, on their 

peers and how they react to 

challenges within the 

classroom.

 The teacher should focus 

specifically on academics.

 Subject-Specific



This packet 

should include 

an Activities 

Resume

Class of 2020

Due Monday, 

June 3



Answer these questions through your teachers lens…

 If the student is absent, how is the class or school 

different?

 What has ever surprised you about this student?

 What three adjectives come to mind when you think of 

him/her?

 How would peers describe him/her?

 What are the priorities of this student?

 What challenges has this student faced and how did 

he/she respond to the challenge?

 How are your observations corroborated by your 

colleagues?



Chronical your learning journey

Use the 3-5 adjectives that best describe 

you within your examples

Highlight the things that you want their 

letter to convey that are not conveyed 

anywhere else in your application

Thank them for your learning

Provide specific examples



Essays

Letters of Recommendation

Activities Resume
Play “Their Game” and Write Your Own



 Students Must Use What Space the Application Provides

What 

Fits?  

Where?

Common Application

www.commonapp.org



Prioritize

Attach Meaning (as space allows)

Were you one of 500 selected for an award?  

One of 5,000?  What does ICU stand for?

Some Awards Could be Also Considered 

Activities

In theory – you have 15 slots on the 

common application (10 for activities and 

5 for honors)



➢ Do you make sense on paper?

➢ Do all of your supporting documents 

add something new?

➢ Do your essays tell your story and 

reveal details about you?

➢ Have you addressed “red flags” in 

your application?

➢ Does your counselor know what you 

are highlighting in your essays?

➢ Have you expressed your 

individuality?



Thank you for coming


