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Welcome to Junior Seminar! 

Seminar # 5

90% of applicants to 
“selective institutions” fit 
the academic profile of 
the college…so what are 
admissions offices looking 
at?

Circle up!

Top Factors in College Admissions Decisions
National Association of College Admissions Counseling

Admission Trends Survey, 2016

Grades in College Prep Courses
Grades in All Courses
Strength of Curriculum
Admission Test Scores 

(SAT, ACT)
Essay or Writing Sample
Counselor Recommendation
Student’s Demonstrated Interest
Teacher Recommendation
Class Rank
Subject Test Scores (AP)
Portfolio

Extracurricular Activities
SAT II Scores
Interview
State Graduation Exam Scores
Work

* Go to Fairtest.org for an 
updated list of test optional 

schools 
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Letters of Recommendation
 When to ask?

 How to ask?

 Who to ask?

* Double check your applications before you finalize your 
recommenders for each college. Common App will limit the 
number of recommenders based on the college 
requirement. *

PINK SHEETS
 YOU will give one pink sheet to three different teachers 
asking for feedback regarding what kind of learner you are in 
their class.

 Your teacher will return the pink sheets to your counselor. 

A pink sheet IS NOT a request for a letter of 
recommendation. 
 You will also need to ask 2 teachers for a letter of 
recommendation.

How to Write Your College Essay
 Why are they important?

 What are they about?

 How do I get started?

 Brainstorm/ Rough Draft/ Final Copy

 Parent/Teacher Review

 See your counselor if you need additional support

 Resources

 Brighton Continuing Education

 Handout with essay prompts
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What we are doing today…

Inside the College Admissions 
Decision Room at Grinnell College

What did you think?
What did you learn?

What surprised you?

How did it impact your view of 
college admissions?

How are you going to approach the 
college search/application process 
differently?

What is in your control?

Future Fridays!







Follow Lee on LinkedIn!
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NEW! College Admissions Season
Sept. 20, 2018
The college admissions process has become ever-more tricky and as 

high schoolers and parents try to navigate this important process, we’ve 



enlisted some help. On the next Charlotte Talks, two college admissions 

experts alert us to the pitfalls and give us a look at best practices for 

applying to college.

LISTEN NOW

Applying To College And Picking The Right
Sept. 1, 2016
LISTEN NOW

Student Debt
May 12, 2016: LISTEN NOW

College Decisions, College Admissions
Feb 26, 2014: LISTEN NOW



2019-2020 Common Application Essay Prompts 

**650 word limit** 

1. Some students have a background, identity, interest, or talent that is so meaningful they 
believe their application would be incomplete without it. If this sounds like you, then please 
share your story. 

2. The lessons we take from obstacles we encounter can be fundamental to later success. Recount 
a time when you faced a challenge, setback, or failure. How did it affect you, and what did you 
learn from the experience? 

3. Reflect on a time when you questioned or challenged a belief or idea. What prompted your 
thinking? What was the outcome? 

4. Describe a problem you've solved or a problem you'd like to solve. It can be an intellectual 
challenge, a research query, an ethical dilemma - anything that is of personal importance, no 
matter the scale. Explain its significance to you and what steps you took or could be taken to 
identify a solution. 

5. Discuss an accomplishment, event, or realization that sparked a period of personal growth and 
a new understanding of yourself or others. 

6. Describe a topic, idea, or concept you find so engaging that it makes you lose all track of time. 
Why does it captivate you? What or who do you turn to when you want to learn more? 

7. Share an essay on any topic of your choice. It can be one you've already written, one that 
responds to a different prompt, or one of your own design. 

During the 2018-2019 application year, the most popular topic of choice was: “Share an essay on 
any topic of your choice. It can be one you've already written, one that responds to a different 
prompt, or one of your own design.” (24.1%). The next most popular topics were: “Discuss an 
accomplishment, event, or realization that sparked a period of personal growth and a new 
understanding of yourself or others.” (23.7%), followed by “The lessons we take from obstacles 
we encounter can be fundamental to later success. Recount a time when you faced a challenge, 
setback, or failure. How did it affect you, and what did you learn from the experience?” (21.1%). 

"The prompts as they exist today offer a broad range of approaches, accommodating students 
with a diverse set of experiences and ideas about the world to respond in a thoughtful and 
illuminating manner,"' said Ian Watson, Associate Director of College Counseling at The Rivers 
School (Weston, MA). 

 



College Application Essay Tip Sheet 
 

What to do What to avoid 
• Use your own voice.  
• Focus on one aspect of yourself.  
• Be genuine. Be honest.  Be positive. 
• Consider a mundane topic. It doesn’t 

have to be a life-changing event to be 
interesting and informative. 

• Tell a good story. Show, don’t tell.  
• Explore experiences outside of high 

school. 
• Demonstrate growth. 
• Include specific personal details. 
 

• Clichés and formulaic approaches – if 
you’ve heard it before, so have all the 
admission officers. 

• Over-share: avoid anything too risky or 
controversial. 

• Repeating what is already in your 
application.  

• Quoting famous people.  
• Making excuses for a less-than-stellar 

transcript. 
• Bragging. 
• “Sob Stories.”  

 
 
Ideas for getting started:  
 
• Engage in “Memory Mining” – make potentials lists of memories of people, times and 

places, events, happy or sad experiences, childhood memories, accomplishments or 
failures. 

• Search for “personal narrative brainstorming questions” to prompt your thinking. 
• Discuss possible topics with those close to you. 
• Read exemplar college application essays – there are plenty available online. The New 

York Times is a good place to start.  
 
Ideas for Drafting and Revising 
• Start in the middle 
• Use strong, active verbs  
• Read your writing aloud – listen for awkward, wordy, or vague language 

 
Before you submit 
• Have your essay read by at least THREE other individuals: an English teacher, a counselor 

or other educational professional, someone who knows you well and will be honest to 
you. 

• Continue to revise until you’re confident it represents YOU. The best essay is the one you 
can submit with confidence.  
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