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Admissions officers aim to create well-rounded classes at their institutions. 
They look for “fit” between candidates and their colleges. It’s not just about 
whether students can do the work, it’s also about what kind of citizens students 
will be on their campuses. This means that colleges consider personal qualities 
and academic competence, as well as the institution’s own priorities. 

Context is everything for the admissions committee. They take your 
particular high school into consideration, right down to course offerings 
and schedule, as well as your geographic location and socio-economic 
status. They also look for a progression towards more academically 
challenging coursework over the span of high school. If you have an 
intended major, they like to see that you have some academic foundation 
(or service work, jobs or research) in your intended area of study.

Guidance/Actions

Your application is your story. Keep front-of-
mind the experiences that have brought you 
meaning and joy. You don’t need to fill each 
line of the extracurriculars section of the 
application -- it’s enough to name several 
that are significant to you and relate to your 
interests and life goals.

Look for opportunities throughout your 
application to illuminate how you see 
each selective college to which you are 
applying as a good fit for you. You can 
do this through your personal statement, 
supplemental essay(s), choice of teacher 
recommendations, and even what you list 
as your extracurricular activities. You can 

If you have had to (or wanted to) work a part-
time job during your high school years, explain 
that on the application. Consider listing the job as 
an extra-curricular. 

If there are opportunities you didn’t get in high 
school that you look forward to in college, explain 
them. If you are declaring a major up-front, 
explain where your interest originates. 

If you have faced significant challenges during 
high school and you feel the experience has 
made you more resilient/mature/insightful, share 
about them on the application. 

Actions 

Guidance 

Actions 

Guidance

highlight all the ways in which you align with 
an institution’s academic program; culture, vibe 
and values of the campus; and geographic 
location.  

It’s rare for a college to explicitly outline its 
institutional priorities, or “wish list.” But each 
institution has its own set of priorities that factor 
significantly into admissions decisions every 
year.  Pay attention to mission statements, 
financial aid policies, athletic standings, new 
academic majors being offered, and new 
construction projects. This information could 
help you assess whether your personal and 
academic profile is a good match with the 
college to which you are applying.

Write your own essays. It’s fine to get input and 
proofreading from a parent or trusted advisor, 
but your words should be your own. This is 
your chance to discuss not just what you have 
done, but also how you see it all. What has 
high school meant to you? How have you been 
changed?

Consider submitting a portfolio of relevant 
work to support your application. Think videos, 
slides, writing samples, articles, etc.

Internalize the fact that selective 
colleges receive an over-abundance of 
qualified applicants, and getting denied 
admission doesn’t mean you are not 
worthy. It simply means that admissions 
is about probabilities; and it’s about the 
college’s agenda to create a diverse class 
of individuals in line with its wish list. So 
having your own well designed college 
list with several very appealing “likelies”—
colleges that you both like and are fairly 
confident you can get into—is essential.
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UPCOMING COLLEGE GUIDANCE 
NETWORK PROGRAMS: 

“Crafting Great College Essays”  
Sunday,  
Dec. 6, 7:30-8:30 PM

“Ask Us Anything:  
Admissions Experts Open Up”  
Wednesday,   
Dec. 16, 7–8 PM 

 

FairTest (The National Center for Fair 
and Open Testing): This organization 
maintains a free, online master list 
of test-optional schools. More than 
two-thirds of four-year colleges and 
universities in the U.S. will not require 
applicants to submit ACT or SAT 
scores for fall 2021.

Why College Is Worth It  
A college education lets you choose 
a field that truly interests you  
and earn a living doing something 
you love.

 

Campus Pride Index 
This free online tool allows 
prospective students, families/
parents to search a database 
of LGBTQ-friendly campuses to 
improve the academic experience 
and quality of campus life.

 

Colleges That Change Lives 
is dedicated to the advancement 
and support of a student-centered 
college search process. They work 
to educate families that the criteria 
used by most college-bound 
students and their counselors, such 
as name and prestige, overlook 
critical factors like  ‘fit’ between the 
college and the applicant.

Resources

Our goal is to empower you with the right resources 
at the right time. College Guidance Network  
has carefully curated this list for you: 

Historically Black Colleges & 
Universities Find a list of HBCUs on 
the U.S. Department of Education 
website. HBCUs are accredited 
universities that provide an education 
to students of all races but with 
specific history and programs that 
benefit African-Americans.

A list of Minority Serving Institutions, 
by state This category of colleges 
and universities offers many benefits, 
including a diverse student body as it 
pertains to race, ethnicity and gender.  
Robust academic support programs, 
career planning, leadership 
opportunities and higher graduation 
rates are also key advantages to 
attending an MSI.  

Application Portals:

Coalition Application

Common Application

Questbridge Application

Affordability:
Estimate the price of colleges on your list with 
these high-quality calculators

MyinTuition

U.S. Department of Education Net 
Price Calculator

uAspire works with high school and 

college students to help them access 

the financial aid needed to attain 

their degree — whether at a four-year 

university, two-year community college, 

or certificate program.

CollegeBoard’s Big Future 
Scholarship Search  
Find scholarships, other financial aid 

and internships from more than 2,200 

programs, totaling nearly  

$6 billion.
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Admission Tests:
 The ACT and SAT are the two main standardized admissions tests 
typically used in the college application process. Testing policies vary 
from college to college, and the ongoing pandemic has resulted in 
many colleges going test-optional. It is best to review the testing 
policies for each of the colleges to which you plan to apply before 
submitting your final application. Depending on personal preference, 
college applicants typically take either the ACT or SAT; most colleges 
will accept either. Fee waivers are available to eligible students. 

College readiness: 
Your level of preparedness to attend college. Since going to college 
is about so much more than studying, academic competence is 
important but not sufficient for being successful in college. Other 
critical tools in a person’s “toolbox” include social-emotional skills, 
coping strategies, and life skills.

Fit: 
This is a broad term, frequently used by school counselors and 
admissions officers, that describes the match between a college and 
an applicant. When a school is a good “fit” for you, it often feels right, 
in whatever way you might define that phrase. Ideally students feel 
an affinity for their college based on a number of factors, including 
academic, financial, social, and cultural.

Financial Aid: 
Money to pay for college. In order to qualify for financial aid, a student 
must submit a financial aid application and each school has its own 
deadlines and procedures. There are many types of financial aid, 
including scholarships, work-study programs, federal grants, and 
private loans.

First-generation:  
A student who is the first in their family to attend college. Generally 
speaking, neither parent or guardian have earned a four-year degree. 

Holistic review: 
An approach taken by college admissions departments when 
evaluating applicants. It is an application review process that takes 
each applicant into consideration as a whole person. As an admissions 
principle, an application is the sum of many parts and each part is one 
factor among many.

Institutional priorities:  
When reviewing any pool of admissions candidates, a college factors 
in its particular set of needs and priorities. These needs can change 
yearly and are typically not explicitly stated, but can be inferred in a 
variety of ways. To gain some understanding of a college’s particular 
priorities, look at its mission statement, financial aid policies, athletic 
standings, what’s newly built or under construction on campus, and 
what new majors are being offered.

Major: 
In order to earn a four-year degree a student must formally declare 
a major. There are many academic disciplines from which to 
choose, such as: political science, chemistry, art, philosophy, or civil 
engineering. A student’s major is their  primary focus of study, though 
they are typically also able to take courses outside of their major.

Minority Serving Institution (MSI): 
Umbrella term for nearly 700 institutions in the U.S. who admit and 
serve a significant percentage of low-income, first-generation, 
minority students. MSIs can be found in almost every state and 
territory. Historically Black Colleges & Universities (HBCUs) are the 
most well-known MSIs, but other categories include Hispanic Serving 
Institutions and Native American Indian Serving Institutions. A school 
must apply for the Minority Serving Institution designation with the 
federal government. Attending an MSI offers many benefits, including 
a diverse student body as it pertains to race, ethnicity and gender.  
Robust academic support programs, career planning, leadership 
opportunities and higher graduation rates are also key advantages to 
attending an MSI. 

Personal Statement: 
Your personal statement is your primary college essay--it is 
your introductory story to each of the colleges on your list. This 
autobiographical essay is how you’ll convey to the admissions officer 
who you are.

Selectivity: 
A way to measure and understand your chances of being admitted 
to a particular college.  Colleges are selective to varying degrees. A 
highly selective school admits less than 30% of applicants.  The national 
average acceptance rate for first-time students across all four- year 
institutions in the United States was 66.7 percent in Fall 2017, which 
means that most colleges accept more than half of their applicants. It’s 
helpful to remember that selectivity doesn’t necessarily reflect quality, 
value, or a good fit for you.  

Supplemental Essay: 
Many schools, especially highly selective ones, will request 
additional writing samples to complement your personal statement. 
While the personal statement on the Common Application can be 
used for multiple application submissions, supplemental essays 
need to be different each time.

School profile: 
This is a document created by the high school you attend, and 
shared with the colleges to which you apply. The school profile is 
a “desired but not required” document, as not every high school 
in the country has created one. It details your school’s curriculum, 
grading and ranking procedures, test score information, college 
attendance history, and extracurricular opportunities.  

Transcript: 
A high school transcript is your academic record during high 
school. It includes the classes you took, in what sequence and at 
what level of rigor (college prep, honors, AP, for example), as well 
as the grades you earned. The transcript typically includes your 
Grade Point Average (GPA) and class rank, if your school keeps 
track of these. Even if you’ve never seen it, every high-schooler has 
a transcript. Think of it as the summary of all of your report cards 
since 9th grade.

Test-optional:  
Policy of admissions offices at colleges that aren’t requiring test 
scores. An application is complete without test scores.

To be a successful college applicant, 

it helps to know the lingo.

Helpful Terms
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How to Talk about Telling your Story

For many families, conversations about how things are going with 

college applications can be challenging. So, where to start?

The table below offers suggestions for how to broach the 
important topics related to selective admissions in a family-
friendly way  – both for parents and students. Scan, pick and 
choose to get the conversation started – and keep it going.

Topic Parent Could Ask… Student Could Ask…

What’s Your Story? • One thing I’ve learned from these sessions is that colleges 
really want to think about you “holistically” as they learn 
about you in your essay and overall. What aspects of you do 
you think make your whole story special?

• Can you help me think about my story and how 
to tell it in the best way?

Making the Most of 

Your High School Experience

• Since every high school is different, colleges need to figure 
out how to compare students from different ones fairly. Can 
we talk about how to make you really stand out as a student 
at [fill in the blank]?

• I need to make sure I’m including everything that 
a college would want to know and care about 
me in my application. Can you help me make 
sure I do that?

Making Your Application Pop • Colleges seem to care that you improve over time and are 
learning and doing well at your high school. Would it help  
to talk about how to present your whole HS “career” in the 
best light?

 

• I have some good grades and not so good ones. 
And a variety of non-academic stuff too. Can 
you help me figure out how to fit it all together in 
the best way in my application?
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