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How do Colleges Assess my Application? 

  
All components of a college application are important, but here’s a 
general order in which Admissions Officer review your file: 
 

1.  Grades and Curriculum 
 
Has the student challenged him/herself in the context of the curriculum 
offered at that particular high school?  
 
What kind of grades did he/she get in Honors, AP, or IB classes?  
 
Does the student have a positive grade trend? This is a BIG one. 
Admissions Officers understand that you may have had a rough transition 
freshman year, but they expect your grades to have improved from there. 
As you approach college, your grades should be on the upswing.  
 
Did the student balance a full school schedule with robust extracurricular 
activities?  
 
In short, they are working to determine if you will be academically 
successful at their school. 
  
Plus, most applicants aren’t thinking about college professors, but 
that's one reason academic performance is an important consideration. 
College professors at each university must teach at a pace at which most 
students can keep up. If an applicant looks like he/she won’t be able to 
keep up and maintain strong academic performance, that is certainly 
considered a negative. The opposite can be inferred as well. 
 
As part of the grade/curriculum assessment, some schools also factor in 
class rank. 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

2.  Standardized Test Scores 
 
Yes, overall, standardized test scores are becoming somewhat ubiquitous, 
yet they are an important indicator of a student’s college readiness and a 
predictor of collegiate academic performance. 
 
Here are a few factors they consider: 
 
A.   Number of times you’ve taken the exam 
B.   Your score compared to the school’s middle 50% score range 
C.   Your score compared to your grades 
  
Standardized test scores are an important component of the college 
application, and the score can certainly help a student gain scholarship 
money, but they aren't a final determinant of acceptance. In fact, last 
year, The University of Notre Dame turned down ⅓ of the applicants who 
had a perfect standardized test score. Why? Because test scores aren’t 
everything. The University saw something in the curriculum or essays that 
helped them decide whom with perfect scores to reject or accept. 
 
Finally, be sure to check whether the school superscores, which means 
they take the top score from each section across different exam dates and 
combine them for a final exam score. Factor this in when you consider 
which exams to submit to a school.  
 
Most applicants don’t realize deciding which exams to submit is part 
of your application strategy. 

 
3.  Essays 

 
Essays are an extremely important part of the application and can 
certainly mean the difference between acceptance and rejection. They 
grow more important each year, as grades continue to inflate and test 
scores become ubiquitous/more schools become test-optional. 
 
Essays are an important way to tell your story, market yourself, and 
showcase what static quantitative numbers and grades cannot. Your  
 



 
 
 
 
 
ability to reason, write, and think can be clearly showcased through 
essays. 
  
Essays are a crucial way for applicants to differentiate themselves from 
other similarly qualified applicants. While essays likely cannot counteract a 
terrible GPA and weak course load, they certainly can be used to 
strengthen any application. I have worked with students who have 
average test scores but literally write their way into school.  
  
Use your essays to share why you're a good fit for that college, who you 
are, and how you think. 

 
4.  Extracurricular Activities 

 
Extracurricular activities are an important way to showcase your interests 
and other characteristics, such as leadership, initiative, awareness of 
community, etc. 
 
They also give a school a glimpse into your ability to balance your course 
load (see #1) with activities outside the classroom. 
 
Finally, they give colleges an idea about whether you would fit into their 
campus life. 

 
5.  Recommendations 

 
Recommendations are important because they provide an “objective” 
assessment of who you are and what’s important to you.  

 
Good recommendation letters should do the following: 
 
-   Reveal something about you that isn’t found elsewhere in your 

application 
-   Showcase your character 
-   Showcase with whom you have developed a strong professional 

relationship 
 
 



 
 
 
 
Schools also take special circumstance information into account and 
many schools factor in demonstrated interest as well.  
 
Remember, admissions officers are ultimately trying to answer the 
following questions: 
 

-   Would the student be a good fit at my school? 
-   Would the student succeed at my school? 

 
Want to Learn More? 

 
Work with us 1:1 and we’ll guide you through it! Together, we’ll craft 
an extremely strong, genuine application from start to finish. 
 
 
 
 


