
HOW ADMISSIONS  
DECISIONS ARE MADE 

 
Monday, June 22 

Session #1 
 

 
2015 HARVARD SICA 

------------- 
Ted Spencer 

 

 
 

 
Contents: 

 
1. How Admissions Decisions Are Made 
2. Examining the Applicant’s File 
3. Essay Points 
4. Template Rating Sheet 
5. Education Planner 

 



2015 Harvard Summer Institute  
on College Admissions 

 

How Admissions Decisions 
Are Made 

 
 

Ted Spencer 
Senior Advisor on Admissions Outreach 

Office of Undergraduate Admissions 
University of Michigan 



 During the evaluation process, readers  
and admissions counselors will consider 
a broad range of criteria as part of the 
individualized review of every 
application. 



Academic Achievement, Quality and Potential 

Direct Measures 
•  Cumulative GPA 
•  Pattern of grade improvement during high school 
•  Quality of curriculum 

– Solid college-prep curriculum (4 years in each subject) 
– Strength of senior year courses 
– Core (req) curriculum/courses beyond core curriculum 
– AP, IB and honors courses/College Courses while in H.S. 

•  Test Scores (SAT I and II, ACT, AP, etc.) 
•  Internships in area of academic interest 
•  Participation in enrichment or outreach programs 
•  Class rank 



Educational 
Environment 

•   Strength of curriculum (inc. 
   availability of AP, IB, honors)  
•   Average SAT I  and/or ACT 
   scores 
•   Percentage attending 4-year 
   colleges  
•   Competitive grading system in 
   high school  
•   Competitiveness of class  
•   Academically disadvantaged 
   school  

Evaluative 
Measures 

•   Academic recognition and 
   awards  
•   Artistic talent  
•   Depth in one or more academic 
   areas related to student interests 
•   Evidence of academic passion  
•   Grasp of world events  
•   Independent academic research  
•   Intellectual curiosity  
•   Writing quality - content, style, 
   originality, risk taking 

Academic Achievement, Quality and Potential (contd) 



Characteristics and Attributes 
 
Personal Background 
•   Alumni connection  
•   Cultural awareness/experiences 
•   First generation to go to college from family  
•   Low-economic family background  
•   Underrepresented minority (for reporting purposes only) 
•   Personal disadvantage  
•   Professional diversity 
•   Faculty/staff connection  
•   Military veteran/Peace Corps, America Corps, etc.  
  
Geographic Considerations 
•   In-State resident  
•   Economically disadvantaged region  
•   From school with few or no previous applicants 



Extracurricular activities, 
service, and leadership 

•   Awards and honors (athletic, 
   artistic, musical, civic)  
•   Quality and depth of 
   involvement  
•   Leadership  
•   Community service  
•   Impact student’s involvement 
   had on school and/or 
   community  
•   Scholarship athlete 
•   Work experience 

Extenuating circumstances 
   
•   Overcoming personal 
   adversity / unusual hardships 
•   Language spoken at 
   home / ESL 
•   Frequent moves / many 
   different schools 
 

Other considerations 
•   Demonstrated interest in 
   college / good match 
•   Strong personal statement 

Characteristics and Attributes (contd) 
 



Recommendations 

Counselor & Teacher Recommendations 
•  Character  
•  Civic and cultural awareness / Diverse perspective / 

 Tolerance  
•  Commitment  
•  Intellectual independence / Enthusiasm for learning /  

 Risk taking 
•  Creativity / Artistic talent  
•  Concern for others / Community  
•  Motivation / Determination / Grit / Effort / Initiative /  
     Persistence / Tenacity 
•  Leadership potential / Maturity / Responsibility 



Examining the Applicant’s File:  Some Reading Tips 
 

An Admissions Committee carefully reviews information provided by the student and the high 
school.  To help you read your files, here are a few questions on each section of the application.   
Please carefully read the admissions cases and take notes on the candidate rating form. 
 
Personal Information 
Is there anything about the student’s background or family information that stands out in relation 
to the college to which they are applying?  Are there any special circumstances of which you 
should be aware when evaluating the more objective parts of the application? 
 
Transcript 
What kind of grades had the student received over the years?  Is there a trend – an upward or 
downward one?  Has the student taken advanced and/or challenging classes?  (Look at the high 
school profiles to get a brief sketch of what is offered.  Does the high school have strict 
prerequisites for entrance into these courses?)  If shown on the transcript, what kind of program 
does the student plan to take in the senior year – is it challenging or weak?  What are the student’s 
curricular interests?  If available, where does the student rank?  (Does the high school provide 
rank?) 
 
SAT I/ACT/SAT II 
What are the student’s SAT or ACT scores?  Are there areas that are significantly higher or 
lower?  How strong are the SAT II scores?  Do they show special proficiencies in specific subject 
areas?  How do the scores fit the score ranges on the college profiles?  (How important do you 
think that test scores will be in the evaluation process?)  Do the SAT/ACT scores correlate with 
the student’s GPA?  Is one significantly higher than the other? 
 
ACTIVITIES 
What has the student done outside the classroom, both in school and out of school?   
How much time has the student committed to those activities?  How much depth is presented?   
Has the student pursued an activity over a sustained period?  Has the student pursued leadership 
roles within those activities? 

 
Essay 
Does the essay tell you something about the student beyond the transcript?  What did you learn?  
What qualities or talents does the student reveal?  Do you hear the student’s voice?  Do you get a 
sense of the student as a person?  Have they done an effective job of telling their story?  Are the 
grammar, spelling, and punctuation correct? 
 
Letters of Recommendation 
What two or three things have you learned about the applicant through the recommendation?  
What struck the teacher most about the student?  How positive or enthusiastic is the 
recommendation?  Is there information that will help the admission committee determine how 
capable the student is of meeting the academic demands of the college? 
 
High School/College Profiles 
What can the admissions committee learn from the high school profile that might assist them?  
How might the colleges help us learn which student might be the best fit for their college?  Does 
the high school profile give you information that might better help you understand the student’s 
educational opportunities and accomplishments?  (How does the school profile present its own 
academic program?) 



 
 

College Essay Writing Tips 
 

• Be honest – write about something small in scale;  
a story only you can tell in your own words. 

 
• Let your voice be heard. 

 
• If there is something strange about your record, you should explain it 

(e.g., academic trends primarily). 
 
• You should write about something that’s important to you. 
 
• Don’t try to guess about which topic we want to read. 
 
• Content, style, originality – cautiously humorous, risk taking. 

 
• Discuss unique talents.  
 
• How would you describe the strength and weaknesses of the topic – 

your point of view – regarding the essay question? 
 

• Interesting or unique insights about a particular topic are welcome. 
 

• Something that will enlighten us about yourself as it relates to the 
chosen topic. 

 
• Use language with which you are familiar.   

 
• Don’t try to borrow someone else’s phrases. 

 
• The essay should show your character and personality – not  just 

bragging about your list of accomplishments. 
 

• Answer the question when you choose a topic – follow the directions, 
length, and format. 

 
• Most readers look for essays that are persuasive and somewhat 

argumentative. 
 



 

             Freshman Application Rating Sheet    APPENDIX A 

Appendix A to Guidelines for the Evaluation Procedure Freshman Undergraduate Admission Applicants for all Schools 
and Colleges 

 

Secondary School Academic Performance Comments: Overall: 

1. Cumulative GPA 
Pattern of grade improvement in high school 

2. Quality of curriculum: 
a. Solid college-prep curr. (4 yrs. in each subject) 
b. Strength of senior year courses 
c. Core (required) courses beyond core curriculum 
d. AP, IB and honors/college courses while in HS 

3. Test scores (ACT, SAT, TOEFL, MELAB, IELTS etc.)  
(NOTE:  Pre-printed scores are “best composite” received. Review     
 applicant profile and/or high school transcript for additional test   
 scores). 

4. Academic interest(s) 
5. Class Rank 
6. Other 

 
 
 
 
 
 
            
          
  
 
  
 

 

Educational Environment Comments: Overall: 

1. Strength of curriculum (incl. Availability of AP, IB honors) 
2. Average SAT and/or ACT scores 
3. Percentage attending 4-year colleges 
4. Competitive grading system in high school 
5. Competitiveness of class 
6. Academically disadvantaged school 
7. Other 

  

Counselor and Teacher Recommendations Comments: Overall: 

1. Character 
2. Civic and cultural awareness/diverse perspective/tolerance 
3. Commitment to high ideals 
4. Intellectual independence/enthusiasm for learning/risk taking 
5. Creativity/artistic talent 
6. Concern for others/community 
7. Motivation/determination/effort/initiative/persistence tenacity 
8. Leadership potential/maturity/responsibility 
9. Other 

  

Personal Background Comments: 

1. Cultural awareness/experiences 
2. Socioeconomic and educational background 

a. First generation to go to college in family 
b. Low economic family background 
c. Economically disadvantaged region 

3. Geographical considerations 
a. In-State resident 
b. Under-represented geographic area 

4. Awards/honors (academic, athletic, artistic, musical, civic) 
5. Extracurricular activities, service, and leadership  
6. Participation in enrichment or outreach programs 
7. Alumni relationships 
8. Scholarship athlete 
9. Work experience 
10. Other (e.g. military, Peace Corp service:  specify) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      
                                                               

Evaluative Measures Comments: 

1. Depth in one or more academic areas of student’s interests 
2. Evidence of academic passion 
3. Grasp of world events 
4. Independent academic research 
5. Intellectual curiosity 
6. Artistic talent 
7. Writing quality:  content, style, originality, risk taking 
8. Other 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

             Freshman Application Rating Sheet    APPENDIX A 

 

Rating scale:  Outstanding – Excellent – Good – Average/Fair – Below Average/Poor 
For most categories, the applicant may receive one of the above evaluation ratings.  In some instances, the applicant’s record will be assessed 
on the evidence of certain characteristics and attributes and the rating scale will not be applicable (e.g. personal background, geographical 
considerations).  For these areas, the reviewer should assess the applicant’s contributions to the University in qualifying terms.  The reviewer  
will need to provide comments that support the recommended buckets. 
2009-10 

 
Extenuating Circumstances Comments: 

1. Overcoming personal adversity/disadvantage/unusual hardships 
2. Language spoken at home/ESL 
3. Frequent moves, many different schools 
4. Other 

 
Native:    
 
 

Other Considerations Comments: 

1. Demonstrated interest in school or college/good match 
2. Strong personal statement 
3. Other 

 
 
 
 

Overall Comments/Recommendations/Reservations: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
EVALUATOR (circle)   #1   or    #2  :   Initials ________    Date: ____/_____/ 20____      Data Entry:  Initials/Date _____ __________________ 
 
               OUTSTANDING       EXCELLENT               GOOD              AVERAGE/FAIR         BELOW AVG/POOR 
(Circle)   HA+   HA   HA -       A+    A      A-       AR+    AR    AR-      DR+    DR     DR-             D+     D      D- 
 
Recommendations:  CSP ___________   AEE __________   Routing Flag:  ___________ 

 
EVALUATOR #3  or  VALIDATOR:   Initials ________    Date: ____/_____/ 20____      Data Entry:  Initials/Date _____ __________________ 
 
               OUTSTANDING       EXCELLENT               GOOD              AVERAGE/FAIR         BELOW AVG/POOR 
(Circle)   HA+   HA   HA -       A+    A      A-       AR+    AR    AR-      DR+    DR     DR-             D+     D      D- 
 
Final Recommendations:  CSP ___________   AEE __________   Routing Flag:  ___________ 
REFER TO COMMITTEE:   LSA ___________   ENG __________   ARC  ___________ 

 
FINAL COMMITTEE:   Initials ________    Date: ____/_____/ 20____    Data Entry:  Initials/Date _____ __________________ 
 
               OUTSTANDING       EXCELLENT               GOOD              AVERAGE/FAIR         BELOW AVG/POOR 
(Circle)   HA+   HA   HA -       A+    A      A-       AR+    AR    AR-      DR+    DR     DR-             D+     D      D- 
 
Recommendations:  CSP ___________   AEE __________   Routing Flag:  ___________ 
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