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What would-be students need
to know about the high-stakes
world of the college admissions
office.

1 ‘Not all grades are created
equal.’
For the more than two mil-

lion high-school seniors who in-
tend to go to college next year,
the anxious slog of filling out
applications is in full swing.

And whether they’ll get a
thick package announcing their
admission or a thin, dream-
dashing one-page letter may
well depend on their grade-
point average. Grades account
for about 75% of the typical ad-
missions decision, according to
the National Association for Col-
lege Admission Counseling.

But not all good grades are
created equal: In recent years,
admissions offices have given
more weight to grades from des-
ignated college-prep courses
—and the more exclusive the
college, the more weight those
grades get.

One reason colleges are get-
ting choosier: Grade inflation.
Research by the College Board,
the organization that adminis-
ters the SAT, shows that the av-
erage GPA for high school se-
niors rose from 2.64 in 1996 to
2.90 in 2006—even as SAT
scores remained essentially flat.
The researchers saw this as evi-
dence that some teachers were
“using grades…to reward good
efforts rather than achievement.”

2 ‘We don’t trust your essay.’
Many colleges rely on the

application essay to create a
fuller picture of the applicant.
But in an era of helicopter par-
enting, colleges increasingly
worry that these essays aren’t
written by the student.

To rule out ghostwriting,
many colleges now require ap-
plicants to supply pieces of
school writing that have been
graded by a teacher.

“If the application essay looks
like it was written by Maya An-
gelou and the schoolwork looks
like Willy Loman’s, it will raise
some eyebrows,” says William

Hiss, a retired dean of admis-
sions at Bates College in Lewis-
ton, Maine.

3 ‘We’re having second
thoughts about the SAT.’

For decades, the SAT has
been the primary benchmark for
students’ ability to handle col-
lege-level work. But many critics
argue that the SAT gives an un-
fair advantage to wealthier stu-
dents who can afford test-prep
classes. About 800 of the coun-
try’s 2,800 four-year colleges
now make the SAT optional.

A recent study endorsed by
the NACAC looked at the perfor-
mance of 123,000 students ad-
mitted to college between 2003
and 2010, about 30% of whom
hadn’t taken the SAT or its
counterpart, the ACT. The study
found no significant differences
in college GPAs or graduation
rates between those who took
either test and those who didn’t.

4 ‘Obsessing over class rank-
ing? That’s adorable.’

In 1993, more than 40% of ad-
missions counselors viewed
class rank as “considerably im-
portant,” according to the NA-
CAC. By 2006, that figure was
under 20%. These days, rank is
more likely to come into play at
larger colleges, where detailed
“holistic” reviews of applicants
aren’t always possible.

5 ‘It pays to make nice with
your teacher.’

Amid skepticism over GPAs
and test scores, some admis-
sions officers are giving more
weight to recommendations
from high-school teachers and
counselors. Angel Perez, dean of
admissions for Pitzer College in
Claremont, Calif., says the most
useful recommendations show
that the student is intellectually
curious and contributes to class
discussions. “We also ask ‘How
does the student respond to
setbacks, how does the student
interact in teams?’’ Mr. Perez
says.

6 ‘We only sound exclusive.’
About 100 U.S. colleges

offered admission to less than a
third of their applicants in 2013,
according to U.S. News & World
Report. But a low admissions
rate can help a college look “ex-

clusive”—improving its scores in
national college rankings—and
admissions officers say some
colleges try to manipulate that
rate.

Some schools encourage high
schoolers to apply, even if they
have no intention of attending.
Steven Syverson, a retired dean
of admissions at Lawrence Uni-
versity in Appleton, Wis., says
some colleges count incomplete
applications, to increase their
applications-to-acceptances ra-
tio.

7 ‘Politics may determine
whether you get in.’

The role of race and ethnicity
has been a polarizing issue in
admissions. The NACAC says
that about one third of colleges
and universities consider an ap-
plicant’s race as a factor. At
some public universities, racial
admissions preferences are
banned by state law, though crit-

ics have accused some schools of
working around those bans.

One practice that’s generally
legal: “Legacy” admissions,
where children of wealthy
alumni or powerful lawmakers
get special consideration in the
application process.

8 ‘We’d rather admit someone
who’ll pay full price.’

According to the College
Board, 10% of college freshmen
in 2013 were from outside the
U.S. One reason colleges woo
these international scholars:
Many of them can afford to pay
full tuition.

At publicly funded state uni-
versities, higher tuition for out-
of-state students often helps
subsidize education for state res-
idents. For example, for an un-
dergraduate at the University of
California at Berkeley, in-state
tuition is about $13,000 a year;
for an out-of-state or foreign

student, tuition is about $36,000
a year.

9 ‘We need you more than
you need us.’

After 15 years of steady
growth, the number of U.S.
high-school graduates leveled
off this year at 3.2 million. It’s
expected to stay at that level
until 2020, when it is expected
to rise, according to the West-
ern Interstate Commission for
Higher Education. That means
more colleges will be chasing
after fewer students.

As a result, students who get
into more than one school may
be able to do some horse-trad-
ing on tuition, notes Matthew
Pittinsky, CEO of Parch-
ment.com, an online college-ad-
missions credentials-manage-
ment website. “It’s just like
going to the dealer and negoti-
ating a better rate for your new
car,” he says.

10 ‘Just because you’re ad-
mitted doesn’t mean

you’ll stay admitted.’
About 22% of colleges re-

voked at least one offer of ad-
mission in 2009 (the most re-
cent year studied), according
to the NACAC. The most com-
monly cited reasons were se-
nioritis-impacted final grades
(65%), disciplinary issues (35%)
and falsification of application
information (29%).

In recent years, student
postings on social media have
prompted some schools to re-
consider their offers. Mr. Perez
of Pitzer College recalls an in-
cident in which a student
Pitzer had decided to admit
was found to be harassing a
high-school teacher on Face-
book.

“It was a difficult situation,
but I pulled the admissions let-
ter before it was printed,” Mr.
Perez says.
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