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It’s another out-of-the-ordinary college 

admission season, as COVID-19 continues  

to affect us all.  Unsure about what to do?   

Here’s guidance on how to manage  

the big changes while still paying attention  

to the fundamentals. 
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The Big Picture

2020-21 Common Application Trends

Other Trends to Watch 

2020-21 Applications Submitted

2020—21 Compared to Previous Year

APPLICATIONS TO LARGE UNIVERSITIES  
OVER 20,000 STUDENTS ENROLLED:  

 
APPLICATIONS TO SMALLER COLLEGES  
LESS THAN 1,000 STUDENTS ENROLLED:    

 
APPLICATIONS FROM  
FIRST-GENERATION APPLICANTS:   

APPLICATIONS FROM  
FEE-WAIVER APPLICANTS:  

FOR A TOTAL OF 5,583,753  
(1.15.21 SNAPSHOT)

Source:  
Scott Jaschik, ‘Alarm Bells on First-Generation, Low-Income Applicants’  Inside Higher Ed, 1.26.21
The Common Application Blog; Scott Jaschnik, ‘Not Submitting Scores’ Inside Higher Ed, 3.2.21

↑ 16%

↓ 4%

↓ 3%

↓ 2%

OF COMMON APP USERS SUBMITTED  
SAT OR ACT SCORES.  
(Last year's total was 77%)

MORE SELECTIVE MEMBER INSTITUTIONS  
(<50% percent admit rate) HAVE SEEN LARGER INCREASES  
IN APPLICATION VOLUME, on average, than have less 
selective institutions.

 
GROWTH IS:

HIGHEST  
IN SOUTHWEST (21.3%) 

↑ 21.3%
 
 
INTERNATIONAL APPLICATIONS INCREASED  
BY OVER 20 PERCENT. 
(with the exception of China)

44%

LOWEST  
IN MID-ATLANTIC  

↑ 6.1%

http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
 https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=372#College_enrollment
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Do Right Now 

Key Guidance

1. STANDARDIZED TESTING

Current trends suggest most four-year 
colleges will remain test-optional  
next year.*

• Pay attention to the testing requirements at 
schools of interest, noting that Florida’s public 
university system and the U.S. military academies 
(West Point, Naval Academy, Airforce Academy) 
are not test optional. 

• Remember that your transcript, showcasing the 
rigor of your coursework and grades earned over 
time, is the most important part of your application. 
If you’re able to prepare for and sit for a test 
and your scores fall squarely within a college’s 
admitted student profile you’ll likely want to submit 
SAT or ACT scores. Otherwise, devote time to other 
meaningful activities. (Search for your college 
on collegedata.ed.gov. Each college’s web page 
includes acceptance and test-score data that 
can help you in deciding whether or not to submit 
scores with your application.)

*See RESOURCES for lists of test-optional colleges and 
those that have affirmed they will not penalize students 
for the absence of standardized tests.

3. TEACHER RECOMMENDATIONS AND  
SENIOR YEAR COURSE SELECTION

Identify one or two teachers ( ideally 11th-
grade teachers) from core subjects (such as 
English, history, science or math) who know 
you well. Approach those teachers sometime 
between March and May. Opt for a face-to-
face conversation (in-person or virtual), rather 
than email.  Recommendation requirements 
vary among colleges, so check admissions 
websites in advance. 

TIPS: 
  
• Teachers are asked to write lots of letters but that 

doesn’t mean they don’t want to hear from you! 
Update them from time to time about your college 
apps and interests. The more detail you can provide 
them, the stronger their letters will be.

2. VIRTUAL VISITS 

Some colleges and universities are offering 
individual or special campus visit opportunities. 
For the most part, however, your research into 
colleges and their offerings will need to be  
done remotely. 

To make the most of virtual visits, register for info 
sessions, webinars, and college fairs where you’ll 
be able to speak one-on-one with college reps, 
learn about what sets schools apart, and ask 
questions of the people who will eventually read 
your application. 

TIPS:  

• Fill  out the "request information" form found on every 
college's admissions webpage. 

• Take notes and jot down the names of admission reps. 
You can set yourself apart by following up by email or 
scheduling a virtual chat, at a later date. 

• Follow colleges on social media (Instagram, YouTube, 
Tweets) to track on- campus happenings. Many  
admissions offices, college student ambassadors, and 

Schedule time with your counselor both 
to review senior year course options and 
to discuss your postsecondary plans and 
applications.

TIPS: 

• Register for the most rigorous course load you 
can, while still balancing your non-academic 
commitments and responsibilities. If available, 
consider AP and/or Dual Enrollment options. 

• Some colleges require a counselor recommendation 
letter. If your counselor asks you to summarize 
your activities by completing a questionnaire, take 
advantage of this opportunity to assist them with your 
recommendation. Alternatively, you could create and 
share a resume.

individual academic departments maintain blogs 
you can follow, as well. 

• Tons of info can be found on a college’s website 
— especially if you’re willing to dig — including 
info about majors and minors, student clubs and 
organizations, residential life, academic support 
services, research, study abroad and internship 
opportunities. 

• Colleges want to hear from you.  

• Email your regional admissions counselor with 
questions. (This person’s contact info is typically 
available on the college’s admission website.) 

• Take advantage of interviews, if they’re offered 

• Connect with current students through virtual chats 
and Q&A's. Inquire about attending a virtual class, 
lecture or panel hosted by the college.

http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
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Keep in Mind...

Key Guidance

Let your transcript speak for itself.
As you prepare for senior year, think carefully 
about your course load. Senior year is the time 
to demonstrate you’re ready for college-level 
studies. So don’t coast!  Look at each college’s 
academic requirements and make sure you 
meet and even exceed those requirements.

Depth of commitment matters.
If preparing for and eventually taking the ACT 
or SAT is off your to-do list, you have more time 
to be meaningfully involved in other activities 
and to develop your interests; whether it be 
working, caring for family, competing in sports, 
or pursuing your creative or scientific interests. 

Whatever you’re doing, make it meaningful.
Your time is valuable, so spend it wisely. When 
it comes to extracurriculars and community 
involvement, avoid doing what you think you 
"should" be doing because it's what you believe 
the colleges expect. Instead, do what you find 
personally meaningful, not as a means to an 
end, but for its own sake. You can’t go wrong if 
you follow your true interests.  

Seize the opportunities you do have.
So much is different because of COVID. 
Despite everything, try to focus on the parts 
of the college search process that you can 
control, like the planning piece.  Virtual or not, 
the process of discovering and applying to 
colleges is still yours. Seize this opportunity and 
make the best out of an unparalleled situation. 

http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
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STANDARDIZED TESTING

You can find free, full-length practice tests 
and answer keys online. Here’s where you 
may want to start: 

Practice
Free Practice SAT:

Free Official SAT Practice Tests |  
College Board

Free Practice ACT: 

Free Test Prep—ACT Test Prep— 
The ACT Test | ACT

VIRTUAL VISITS

Fairs

College Fair Guide | 2021  
College Fairs 
College Fair Guide enables you to 
search for locations, fair dates, times, 
workshops, and participating colleges 
and universities. Provides guidance  
on how to make the most of your time 
when attending a college fair, too.

 

Virtual Tours

Campus 360
Provides a virtual walking tour of 
different college campuses with clickable 

“hotspots”. (No audio or video)

CampusTours
A comprehensive site — you can click on 
tour, website, map, or video  (YouTube) for 
each university. The site also gives stats 
on the colleges.

Resources

 
YouVisit
Offers comprehensive and impressive  
high-quality photos and video. A student-
narrator appears in the bottom corner of 
the screen.

 

eCampusTours
360° panoramic pictures of campuses  
with descriptive text.

 
Test-Optional
Running list of test-optional colleges 
from Fair Test :

FairTest | The National Center for Fair 
and Open Testing

Running list of colleges and universities 
affirming that they will not penalize 
students for the absence of a 
standardized test score:

National Association for College 
Admission Counseling—Test-
Optional Means Test-Optional

http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat/practice/full-length-practice-tests
https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat/practice/full-length-practice-tests
https://www.act.org/content/act/en/products-and-services/the-act/test-preparation/free-act-test-prep.html
https://www.act.org/content/act/en/products-and-services/the-act/test-preparation/free-act-test-prep.html
https://www.collegefairguide.com/
https://www.collegefairguide.com/
https://campus360.org/
https://campustours.com/
https://www.youvisit.com/collegesearch
http://www.ecampustours.com/
https://www.fairtest.org/university/optional
https://www.fairtest.org/university/optional
http://National Association for College Admission Counseling- Test-Optional Means Test-Optional (nacacnet.org)
http://National Association for College Admission Counseling- Test-Optional Means Test-Optional (nacacnet.org)
http://National Association for College Admission Counseling- Test-Optional Means Test-Optional (nacacnet.org)
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Advanced Placement or "AP" courses: 
College-level classes offered in high schools, which give students the 
opportunity to experience college-level rigor and potentially earn 
college credit by scoring a 3 or higher (5-point scale) on the exam 
associated with that course.

College Fair: 
Either a physical or virtual space where representatives from different 
colleges and universities are available to discuss their academic and 
other offerings, answer questions, and connect with students.

Counselor Recommendation: 
Some but not all colleges require a counselor recommendation. In 
some instances it’s a form; in other cases it’s a letter. The counselor 
recommendation accompanies the transcript and provides contextual 
information, which can be helpful in evaluating a student’s academic 
achievement.

Dual Enrollment: 
Dual-enrollment classes enable high school students to take classes at 
a local college and potentially earn college credit.

GPA: 
GPA is the abbreviation for Grade Point Average. A GPA is based on 
the final grades and credits associated with the courses a student 
completes.  Secondary school GPAs are commonly reported on either 
a 1.0 to 4.0 or 0 to 100 point scale and serve as a measure of both 
academic proficiency and achievement. GPAs are used by colleges to 
assess the relative performance of candidates for admission across 
school settings.  

Weighted GPA is calculated by awarding additional points to classes 
that are considered more challenging than the standard curriculum. 
When a high school has a weighted grading system, Advanced 
Placement, Honors, IB, and other types of college preparatory classes 
are given bonus weight when a student's GPA is calculated.

School Profile: 
This document, created by high schools, accompanies a student’s 
transcript. Although not always “required”, the school profile can be 
very important to admission counselors in fairly evaluating applications. 
It details a school’s available academic and extracurricular offerings, 
grading and ranking procedures, standardized test results, college 
attendance history, and other contextual information that helps in 
evaluating students’ preparation and achievement.

Teacher Recommendation:  
A teacher recommendation is a letter that provides valuable insight into 
the person behind an application, giving colleges a way to understand 
how a student achieves and contributes in the classroom and school 
community. 

Test-Optional: 
Test-optional means tests aren’t required. Students who have scores 
and wish to have them considered can still submit them to colleges for 
consideration. 

Test-Blind:
Test blind means colleges won’t look at test scores at all.

Transcript: 
Documentation of a student's permanent academic record, including 
course titles organized by semester, term or year completed; grades and 
credits earned, GPA, and special diploma designations. 

To be a successful college applicant, 

      it helps to know the lingo.

Helpful Terms

http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com

