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The Admissions Process 
 
Admissions offices differ in their procedures based on what is 
important to that particular college. For example, the admissions 
process at larger state schools is almost completely numbers-
driven. They put much less emphasis on extracurricular activities 
and focus on GPA and standardized test scores 
 
But in general admissions offices operate pretty similarly. They are 
often organized by region, with a particular AO (admissions officer) 
responsible for a set of high schools in that region. This enables the 
AO to go on recruiting/information trips to those regions in the fall. 
The AO’s get to know “their” high schools – which are rigorous, 
which inflate grades, which produce nice kids, and which turn out 
obnoxious over-achievers.  
 
Once an application is submitted and a student’s individual folder 
complete, the AO typically waits until he or she has the group to 
read in one sitting. This allows them to be more efficient and to 
compare applicants from a single region or school.  
 
The AO will read a student’s application all at once, forming an 
impression of the applicant. Many colleges use a two-part grading 
shorthand for each applicant: academic and personal. 
After reading the entire application folder, the AO assigns two 
numbers to the student (often on a 5 point scale, with 1 being an 
automatic rejection and 5 being a superstar.) In the lexicon of the 
admissions office, a student might be referred to as a “4 over 3.” 
That means this particular student is very solid: excellent grades 
and SAT scores; and a pretty typical extracurricular profile.  
 
The AO may make some additional notes about the candidate: a 
special talent, unusual family circumstances, or a standout 
recommendation. The folder will also note whether the student is an 
underrepresented minority, first generation, legacy or recruited 
athlete.  
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Typically, the AO will read up to 50 different applications in a single 
sitting. And then the folder will be passed along to a second AO who 
will give it a completely fresh reading and a second set of grades.  
 
Weeks or months later, the admissions committee will meet. The 
committee might be comprised solely of AO’s, or, more likely, will 
have other constituencies represented at the table – usually faculty 
members. The AO responsible for that region will present the 
candidates from that region; the committee will spend a few 
minutes discussing the candidate, and then take some action. 
 
The candidate could be accepted, rejected, wait-listed, or held-over 
for further discussion. The discussion isn’t very lengthy; most 
colleges have thousands –sometimes tens-of-thousands – of 
applicants to consider. So the “presentation” by that AO responsible 
for your application is key. And you can affect that presentation! 
 
The Admissions Components 
 
Virtually all colleges use these factors in assessing a candidate for 
admission:  

• Course Selection 
• Grades 
• SAT (or ACT) Test Scores 
• Extracurricular Activities 
• Awards & Leadership 
• Positions 
• Work Experience 
• Essays 
• Recommendations 
• Interviews 

 
Course Selection 
 
Colleges are looking for evidence that you have taken a complete, 
well-rounded, and rigorous course-load while in high school. 
Virtually every college publishes a list of required and recommended 
courses they expect applicants to have successfully completed.  
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Recommendation: check out these lists as early as possible—
preferably before your junior year of high school. If you don’t have a 
required course on your schedule (or your expected schedule), get 
it! Colleges rarely make exceptions to their required course list. If 
you don’t have a required course, they will take someone who does. 
And if they recommend certain courses, know that they will be 
looking for those courses on your transcript. 
 
Grades 
 
Your high school grades are the most important factor in your 
college application. Period! Yes, all the other things may count; but 
nothing counts as much as grades. Do admissions officers like (or 
look for) improvement in your grades as you move up from 
freshman to sophomore to junior year? Yes. An upward trend 
certainly helps. But consistently good grades help even more. 
 
School Rigor & Reputation 
 
Colleges like to know – and try to know – about the school where an 
applicant is coming from. Typically, high schools provide colleges 
with a briefing sheet about the high school’s grading policies and 
programs. 
 
AP & Honors Courses 
 
Two questions are typically asked:  
 
First, do colleges give extra weight to grades earned in honors or AP 
(advanced placement) courses? The answer is usually – either by 
formally recalculating the student’s grade-point average, or by 
informally “inflating” the grades earned in the more advanced 
classes. 
 
Second, is it better to earn a “B” in an Honors or AP class; 
or an “A” in a regular class? Most admissions people answer the 
question with the half-cynical remark, “It is better to get an “A” in 
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the AP course.” That doesn’t directly answer the question, but it 
does give a peek inside the system. 
 
Recommendation: Get the “A” in the toughest course you can. 
 
Extracurricular Activities 
 
Extracurricular activities count! (But nowhere near as much as 
grades!) Whether sports, clubs, theater, music, or community 
service, colleges love to see real involvement in extracurricular 
activities. But here’s the key: they don’t want to see a “laundry list” 
of lots of activities. Rather, they much prefer to see that you’ve 
committed yourself to something and achieved a leadership position 
in that activity. 
 
Recommendation: Remember the rule: colleges are not looking 
for the well-rounded kid; they’re looking for the well-rounded 
class. 
 
Awards 
 
Awards count; don’t be shy! What sort of awards? Any kind that is 
real: academic are best, followed by community service; and then, in 
no particular order, organizational leadership, music and athletic 
awards. 
 
Recommendation: Make sure you find the right place on the 
application to include them. And it doesn’t hurt to have the 
people writing your recommendations to note them as well. 
 
Work Experience 
 
Work experience can have a substantial impact on an admission 
officer’s perception of a student. Perhaps surprisingly, the nature of 
that work can have an inverse affect on perception. What does that 
mean? Kids who really have to work – who come from families of 
more modest means – often have more modest, less “prestigious” 
jobs.  That could be flipping burgers at the local McDonalds during 
the school year or working as a gardener during the summer. But it 
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demonstrates a student’s responsibility for earning his or her own 
spending money. It also says to the admissions officer that this kid 
has less “free” time to engage in traditional, school-based 
extracurricular activities. 
 
Are part-time entrepreneurial ventures started by high school 
students seen differently? Yes. They show innovation, dedication, 
ingenuity, leadership; all qualities admissions officers value.  
 
What about “prestigious” (often summer) internships? 
They may help – a bit – to reinforce a student’s positioning. 
But for wealthier kids at top high schools, these jobs and 
internships don’t count very much in the admissions decision. 
 
Community Service 
 
Most high schools require some community service. So that, in 
itself, is not very distinguishing. Of course, if a student goes far 
beyond the required service commitment and shows a multi-year, 
significant hour commitment to an organization, that makes a 
difference. 
 
SATs and ACTs  
 
Some commonly asked questions: 
 
First, do prep courses work? The answer is yes. Practice helps; test 
strategies help; reduced stress levels help. Take whatever test prep 
course you can afford and works for you. They run from free 
school-based mini-courses; to online practice exams; to group 
sessions; to private tutoring. Remember: many others kids will be 
taking test-prep courses, and they will benefit from the extra 
practice and advice. You shouldn’t be left behind because you didn’t 
take a course. Zinch, in partnership with Shmoop, offers free ACT, 
SAT or PSAT prep to students so make sure to take advantage of the 
free offer (www.zinch.com/zinchprep)!  
 
Second, how many times should you take the SATs or ACTs? As 
many times as you need to get good scores. But don’t get crazy. If 
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you don’t think you did as well as you should have on your first 
effort, take them a second time. If your scores go up significantly 
the second time, great. If they don’t, it is not the end of the world! 
In either case, taking the tests twice is enough. 
 
Essays 
 
The essays are your opportunity to make yourself stand out, be 
appreciated for who you are, and “position” yourself. The most 
important thing to remember is that the essays must be your work! 
Yes, you can have a teacher or parent review it and comment. But it 
must be your work. We can’t stress that enough. And don’t even 
think about getting someone else to “just tweak” it. Not only is it 
unethical, admissions officers read hundreds, sometimes thousands 
of essays every year. And if you don’t think they can tell when 
someone else has written an essay you will be very sadly wrong. So 
what should you write about? First, answer the question! Remember 
we said that admissions officers are looking for reasons to reject 
people? Not answering the essay question is a pretty good reason to 
give the applicant a thumbs down. Within that framework, the essay 
should help “position” you as a desirable addition to the campus 
 
Interviews 
 
Interviews are rarely utilized in the admissions process and almost 
never affect the decision. We emphasize almost. A few schools still 
require or recommend interviews; and if they recommend an 
interview, we strongly encourage you to have one! But do your 
homework and be prepared to speak thoughtfully about yourself 
and why that college is a perfect fit and your first choice.  
 
Most on-campus interviews are information-only interviews; a 
chance for you to learn more about a college and decide whether it 
is a good fit.  
 
Alumni interviews rarely have a significant impact on the admissions 
decision – except at the margins. That means that if you really, 
really impress an interviewer it could make a tiny bit of positive 
difference. But the converse can have impact as well. If you are 
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obnoxious, rude, uninterested or uninformed, a negative interview 
report from an alumnus can work against you. 
 
Good luck! 
 


