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If you are applying to colleges that fall into the selective or highly selective category, this book is for you. Even for those applying to less selective colleges, this book will still be of great help in filling out all parts of the application. For selective colleges, the application is what distinguishes one applicant from another. Thousands of colleges fall into the selective and highly selective category including almost all that are listed in the U.S. News and World Report annual college ranking issue: America’s Best Colleges.

				
Many schools have now moved to honor the common application, an application that is uniform for over fifty schools. Therefore, essay questions for many schools follow a common pattern and are more predictable year to year. Even so, there are still many schools (the University of Chicago for one) that take great care in developing unique essay questions that purposely don’t overlap with questions from other schools’ applications. This book will take you by the hand and lead you step-by-step through the application process from visiting colleges and requesting applications to mailing in your applications to the colleges. It provides many actual examples from short answer questions to essays from students I’ve worked with over the years.

				
Why is the application so important? The simple answer is that there are so many academically strong students in the United States who apply to so many of the same schools that even schools that used to be considered safety schools are now much more selective. These so-called second-tier colleges are now very difficult to be accepted to as well. The admissions office will see thousands of students with strong standardized test scores, strong high school records, strong teacher recommendations, and good leadership positions. At a certain level, the only way to distinguish between students with excellent records is to judge the student on personal merit—that impression comes directly from the student’s writing in the application. Thus, students cannot afford to assume that they will be accepted solely on their academic merits without putting the necessary time into the application process. Students who ignore the importance of self-presentation in the application do so at their peril. This book will break the process down into smaller steps and take the tension and anxiety out of a process that students enjoy about as much as getting a tooth pulled.

				
Are you a bright, motivated student? If so, you are more likely than most to need help completing your college applications. Why? Because it is precisely the most intelligent, most creative, and most interesting students who have the hardest time packing themselves into the tight constraints of the college application. The fault lies with the whole idea of the college application. Colleges ask you to summarize everything important that you’ve done in your first seventeen years or so into just a few pages. Obviously, you have to know what admissions people are looking for to do a convincing job. The task can appear overwhelming, especially when you consider that many colleges still have their own specific applications rather than one common set of forms. Applying to ten to fifteen colleges can mean writing more than ten different essays just to cover the basic questions asked. To make matters worse, writing for the admissions office is nothing like writing a paper for your English teacher. Despite what most people think, admissions officers read the various parts of the application, including the main essay, mostly for content, not writing style. Therefore, it is not worth it to struggle to write Faulknerian prose when plain old John Grisham will do.
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You will get tons of solicited and unsolicited advice from teachers, guidance counselors, students, and alumni. Though they will all have good intentions, they all lack one qualification: They did not work in an admissions office. Why is this important? Only someone who has actually spent several years working in a college admissions office knows and understands the inner workings and nuances of the admissions process. High school guidance counselors know only what colleges want them to know about the process, as do students and parents. Admissions officers only share select information with the public, including guidance counselors, although they will share more specific information with the latter group. Though I don’t want to spend time listing all the half-truths, myths, and misrepresentations perpetrated by admissions offices, I’ll give one quick example of what I mean. You approach an admissions officer from a selective school and recount your mediocre test scores. You then ask if you should apply. Even if the admissions officer realizes that you have virtually no chance of admission, they are trained to encourage you to apply anyway. Why? First of all, they have an ungodly number of applications to wade through so the worse an application is, the less time it takes to read it. Few will admit this basic truth, but it takes less than five minutes to read the application of a grossly underqualified applicant. In addition, these weaker applicants usually only require one reading (hence the term, “one-reader reject”) and a quick perusal by the director, so the admissions staff gets a break. Second and most important, colleges are always on the lookout to improve their selectivity rating. That is to say that if more students apply and are subsequently rejected, they can say they only admitted 20 percent of those who applied rather than a higher number like 30 percent. Since parents and students are fixated by national rankings (by the likes of U.S. News and World Report and many college guides), they specifically look for schools with the lowest selectivity rates.

				
Unfortunately, students often rule out a college because it appears to be easy to get into. I say unfortunately because selectivity alone doesn’t tell you much. Cornell’s very competitive and nationally known school of engineering admits roughly 42 percent of its applicants while the less competitive general school of arts and sciences admits roughly 30 percent. On the surface it looks like the engineering school is easier to get into, but that is not the case—the pool of students willing to commit to this rigorous engineering program are some of the best students in the country. A C student with a low math ability would never in his right mind apply to an engineering school, while he might send in an application to a liberal arts school. In other words, the pool is self-selective in the first place. The same phenomenon is evident at some of the top women’s colleges like Smith, Wellesley, and Bryn Mawr. I’ve worked with many students who rule out women’s colleges because they assume from the selectivity index that they are less competitive—this is not true!

				
I worked in the Dartmouth admissions office in the nineties. Those who worked in these offices in the seventies and eighties faced a dramatically different admissions scene with very different admissions standards, even at the most selective colleges. Most guidance counselors don’t know the whole behind-the-scenes admissions story. Admissions officers spend three months out of the year, every year, visiting four to five high schools a day, speaking to students and college counselors. Though there are some terrific counselors who really know what they are talking about, the majority are too overwhelmed by their job to be able to give the kind of personal assistance necessary to produce a first-rate application. At most public schools, counselors are responsible for anywhere from one hundred to five hundred students! That means they have to write at least a hundred letters of recommendation, fill out as many checklists, transcript requests, et cetera, for every single student. Plus, they schedule all the college visits. How can we expect this group to provide one-on-one advice?

				
At smaller private schools, there are lots of excellent and caring counselors, but there are just as many who never had a solid grasp of the current state of selective college admissions. I can recall counselors who would send ten applicants to Dartmouth with subpar qualifications and then wonder why not one was accepted. They have an almost impossible task: to keep track of all the changes in the admissions process, fill out all the paperwork, orient all the students and parents, and then read every student’s application materials. It’s not possible, which is why some parts of the job ultimately get compromised. And you guessed it. The part that gets compromised is the individual help to the students writing the applications. I see this firsthand since my clients come from some of the most prestigious private and public schools in the country and even there, at our nation’s best schools, counselors just don’t have enough hours in the day to do more than proofread applications in a cursory fashion. When I work with a student and his or her family, we usually spend between fifty to one hundred hours of contact time from start to finish, completing applications.

				
One criticism of independent counselors is that students who work with them tend to come out looking too packaged. Packaging is not what the admissions process is all about. Any materials that are overly edited or have too much adult input come across as such in the process. Since parents tend to over edit, I recommend that students enlist a teacher or a guidance counselor’s help in reading over essays. It is imperative to preserve your own voice. The top independent counselors spend enough time with students to get to know their strengths, their hopes, their talents, their leadership ability, their personalities, their hobbies, their pets, their favorite books and films, the kinds of magazines they read, and their favorite foods. You have to know a student well to be able to highlight the key aspects of his achievements to date. Reading this book will help you pinpoint your most interesting features and learn how to highlight them for the admissions office.

				
The fact that you have picked up this book shows that you care about the quality of your applications. The application is your best chance to tell your story. Make it memorable! You’ll find that once you familiarize yourself with how your application is read by admissions officers, you will be better able to write essays that improve your chances of admission to the college of your choice. The more prepared you are, the stronger your applications. The one with the strongest application does win the prize, in this case, a letter of admittance. I’ve tried to lay out the path in a logical fashion that will lead you step-by-step through the maze of filling out college applications.

				
Beginning with the activity list, the chapters progress from the smaller essays to the main essays, and then to the specifics of every application. I’ve picked some of my favorite essays and responses from my clients which I hope will make this book entertaining as well as informative. Onward we go to the first part of the application: the activity list.
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			THE ACTIVITY LIST

			I find it incredible that one of the most important components of the application is the one that many applicants don’t bother with. Overall, colleges judge students roughly 60 to 80 percent on their academic record and 20 to 40 percent on their record of extracurricular accomplishments. Unfortunately, most school counselors don’t know their students well enough to summarize a student’s on-campus leadership (not to mention any off-campus leadership that they would not know about at all) so it just doesn’t get mentioned. Students usually content themselves with the bare bones activity list required on the common application. The problem is that many activities are unusual or require additional explanation—it is simply impossible to fit any descriptive or explanatory notes into those tiny boxes on the provided grid. Granted, some activities and roles don’t need much explanation, but what happens if you founded an organization to raise money for bone marrow transplants? Naturally the admissions office would want to know how you became interested in your activity and what your role was in it. What happens if your most important activities (say music, dance, art, or karate) are done completely out of school? How can you communicate your involvement to the admissions office? Enter, stage right, the activity list.

			No matter what admissions officers tell you about the importance of leadership, keep in mind that academics are weighted more in the admissions process than extracurricular leadership. No matter how strong you are in leadership, you will still need at least a solid academic record for selective and highly selective schools. As a general rule, the less selective a college is, the more likely it is to give more weight to your extracurricular record. For the most selective schools, academics rule the day with extras a distant second. To put it another way, strong academics open the door while substantial talents may get you inside.

			Given the bias toward academics, why is the activity list so important? Basically, it helps to differentiate between the thousands of generally strong students who apply to the top colleges. Between two solid students of roughly equal academic merit, doesn’t it make sense that a master oboe player would be accepted over someone who has only participated in a few clubs or activities? For students who have become highly involved with their high school (or outside of their high school as we will discuss shortly), the activity list is the place to showcase how their free time is spent.

			Colleges want high impact recruits. The college gets much more mileage out of a student who is either a sport’s star, a great musician, a campus activist, or a published writer than it does out of someone who goes back to the dorm after class and channel surfs. You represent an investment for the college. Like any investor, colleges seek an aggressive return on their investment. Therefore, they look for students who are active, show leadership, have demonstrable skills in a specific area like sports or music—in short, those who will make a difference, those who will be remembered years later. That’s why colleges also like a few celebrities if they can attract them since their mere presence brings positive press to the college. We all know that Chelsea Clinton chose Stanford and Amy Carter chose Brown and both schools have benefited tremendously from the association with presidents. Brooke Shields’s tenure at Princeton probably did more for Princeton’s endowment and academic ranking than all other efforts combined.

			
				Initiative and Passion

				
Colleges look for students who show initiative and passion. These are the two mantras you should repeat to yourself over and over as you fill out your applications. Initiative in the context of the college application means going beyond basic requirements to achieve something of note. For example, let’s take a student who loves studying languages. Unfortunately, his private school has very limited language courses, offering only Spanish, Latin, and French. After finishing the entire Latin curriculum, our student investigates his options at local schools and community colleges, finally finding a linguistics class and an advanced Latin class. In addition to his regular course work, this student drives himself to these classes five days a week. He’s so good at what he studies and so interested in foreign languages that he takes language classes on the side for three of the four years of high school, plus two summer immersion programs, both in intensive Japanese. By the end of high school, he scores 5 on both the Latin literature advanced placement tests (out of a possible 5), is quite good at Japanese, and garners incredible recommendations from his community college professors, who say he’s one of the most natural linguists they have ever seen.

				
This is initiative. The student could have simply thrown up his hands in frustration that his high school didn’t offer language courses that satisfied him, but instead, he went out and did something about it. Not only that, he showed such a passion for the subject that he carved a real niche for himself in the admissions process. Even if his grades aren’t perfect, this student is more likely to be accepted to a competitive college than another student with stronger grades who didn’t show this level of initiative. In general, if you can be summed up in one key phrase, you will be remembered in the admissions process and you will stand out. Our language student would be known to any admissions officer as the “linguistic genius from Florida”—a great tag line that would practically guarantee him admission as long as he had a strong overall academic record to match.

				
Since roughly the late 1990s, the focus has shifted away from well-rounded students to the idea of a well-rounded freshman class. The truth was that the Eagle Scout tri-captains were a dime a dozen—colleges needed more to make their class truly shine. Besides filling their sports teams, colleges need to fill their musical groups, dance groups, political groups, debate teams, fraternities, sororities, and dozens of other organizations. I knew one girl who got into Cornell even though she was only a solid student with one major activity. But that activity (Olympic-level gymnastics) was quite unusual. It took up so much of her high school time that she had to enroll in a special program in a different city from where she lived just to finish her high school courses and train at the same time. She held few leadership positions and did no other major school activities. It didn’t matter because she was world-class in a specific area. Cornell was happy to have her in its freshman class.

				
The prevailing philosophy of college admissions for the past twenty years has been that well-rounded students are the most attractive: the student athlete, captain of a few sports, who is also class president and plays piano. Unfortunately, that student would be considered only average in the most selective college applicant pool today.

				
Though this example is a bit extreme, I’ve had clients who are exceptional in one particular area—maybe directing plays, music, Web development, or sports—who have chosen to focus on a few key areas of interest in their activity charts. Keep in mind that it’s better to emphasize a few areas of major importance rather than a long list of insignificant activities. This will be the overriding philosophy of completing an activity chart.
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				In a word, yes. Colleges do not want résumés. In fact they consider it somewhat presumptuous on the students’ part to think they are important enough to have a résumé in the first place. Résumés are for the workplace, not for the college admissions process, so don’t submit one.

				The correct format to summarize all your extracurricular activities—including leadership, work experience, summer programs, sports, music—is an activity chart that mimics the one provided on the common application form. Before we delve into the details of the chart, it’s worth a small detour into what the common application is and is not.

				
					The Common Application

					Wouldn’t it be nice, reasoned students and parents, if all colleges used the same admissions forms so that students didn’t have to keep filling out the same information for every single college they applied to? Sure it would, but when the idea was first proposed about twenty-five years ago, only a handful of schools adopted the form. Even today, only about 220 colleges out of several thousand accept the common application. Here’s what the common application people have to say about their forms:

					Amidst increasing competition for admission and pressure on students to search for and apply to colleges early, the common application institutions agree to simplify the admissions process by using one application form. Students complete the common application once and send copies to all colleges that accept the form. By adding selective public universities to its membership, the common application group helps more students reduce the number of forms they need to complete. For the 2001–2002 academic year, the common application will be accepted by 227 selective colleges and universities for admission to their undergraduate programs. Several of these institutions, including Harvard and Johns Hopkins Universities, use the form exclusively. All members pledge to give equal consideration to the common application and the college’s own form.

					To make matters even more complicated, many schools have what they call supplementary forms to the common application, so students find themselves filling out the common application plus completing additional essays and questions for the supplement. Finally, some schools have both their own forms and the common application. There is very little uniformity in the admissions world. In my opinion, in its present incarnation, I think the common application is a good idea poorly executed. Between supplemental essays (and what’s the difference between using these forms or your own distinct application?), personalized common applications (many colleges, like Brandeis, print their own special common application so the student can’t just use the first page again because it has the college’s name right on the front), and the fact that most colleges don’t accept it, I don’t see how the common application has really streamlined the admissions process for the student.

					Colleges will tell you that they treat the common application exactly as they do their own application. Nonetheless, I would still encourage students to use the college’s own forms if the college honors both, at least for their top choices. I say this because I saw firsthand the downside of the common application during my admissions years.

					The choice of a common application to a school offering both types of forms sends a psychological message that the student is not as interested in attending that school. After all, if Dartmouth were your first choice school, why not take the extra time to obtain the Dartmouth application? Again, colleges are not allowed to discriminate and may not do so on a conscious level, but why take a chance? Until a college does away completely with its own forms (as Harvard and Johns Hopkins have done), just get the forms from the school’s Web site. Nowadays most schools have their application available in Adobe Acrobat PDF files (free software you can download from www.adobe.com) on their Web sites so it’s easier than ever to print out the forms.

					As I said, some colleges (like Harvard) only use the common application so you can’t go wrong. There’s no rhyme or reason as to which schools accept the common application and which ones don’t. The quickest and easiest way to find out what colleges on your list do take the common application is to point your browser to www.commonapp.org. The helpful chart on the Web site provides a summary of due dates and supplementary materials that you can download directly.

					It’s fair to use the common application format guidelines for your activity list even if you are not using the common application. The common application gives the following directions:

				

				
					
					Extracurricular, Personal, and Volunteer Activities (including summer)

					Please list your principal extracurricular, community, and family activities and hobbies in the order of their interest to you. Include specific events and/or major accomplishments such as musical instrument played, varsity letters earned, et cetera. To allow us to focus on the highlights of your activities, please complete this section even if you plan to attach a résumé.

					
First of all, as we have emphasized, never attach a résumé. Second of all, you will have to summarize your activity list onto this form, but when we are done you will see why the activity list I suggest is infinitely more helpful than the basic chart. After the above directions comes a very basic grid with the following table headings:
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The grid above is almost to scale so the first thing you may notice is that there is not much room to elaborate. For some things, no elaboration is needed. If you are captain of the varsity soccer team, most colleges will understand the category of varsity soccer, and then the position of captain. However, some activities are not familiar to everyone. What if you worked with an unknown charity group, started a poetry club in your school, or trained Seeing Eye dogs? A chart this minimal will simply not do justice to these activities or explain your depth of involvement.

					That is why the first thing I have my clients do is work on a more detailed (but not overly so) activity list that fleshes out some of their activities. In the interest of space, you don’t need to have separate columns for grades 9,10,11,12, PS—one column will do in which you simply write in 9–10, 9–11 or whatever grades you participated. Though you can use a variety of fancy programs, Microsoft Word is very easy to format. If you use the “Table” function on the main menu and select “insert table,” you will be able to punch in the number of rows and columns and voilà, you have a chart. Then all you have to do is line up your cursor on the vertical lines until it becomes a crosshatch and drag the vertical lines left and right to leave yourself more space in the last column. For every entry, your opening descriptive sentences should give a brief statement of what the activity is. (Don’t bother if it’s something everyone knows like soccer or football.) Then describe your specific leadership role in the form of, “As president, I was responsible for x, y, and z.” No need to ramble here—be precise and to the point. Include any major awards or accolades right in your description. Let’s take a look at an actual sample of one of my very first clients. As you can see from his activity list, he is an extraordinary guy. On a scale of 1 to 9 with 9 being the highest, this ranks an academic 9. Don’t worry if yours is not this detailed—hardly anyone accomplishes this in their lifetime, much less in high school. Think of this chart as the ultimate version of what is typically more modest and less spectacular.
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				Needless to say, Eric was a top student—I knew him more personally than some of my regular clients because he was also my student in English class. On a scale of 1 to 9 of extracurricular involvement, he’d certainly be an 8 or 9. Let’s look at what he communicates to an admissions office. First of all, since many of his most important activities in theater take place outside of school, he makes a separate category and lists it first. In general, students should list their most important categories first, and then within each category, most meaningful to least meaningful. The Entertainment Group is not a self-explanatory category, which is why Eric elaborates on what the group itself is and what his responsibilities were as part of it. An admissions officer would give Eric points for his unusual focus on directing rather than acting. Note how he even adds some light touches like his pyrotechnic prowess—no need to put admissions officers to sleep.

				The next positive an admissions office would notice in Eric’s long list of in-school nonacademic activities is that he is more
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