
What Colleges Look For In Students 
 
As part of college exploration, students need to understand what admissions representatives 
look for when selecting students.  Colleges accept students who will contribute to both the 
academic and social climates of their institutions- they want to create a well-rounded class.  
Different colleges and universities place varying emphases on the criteria they use to admit 
students; however, the vast majority of colleges carefully consider the following: 
 
Academic Record 
A strong academic record full of challenging courses throughout all four years of high school is 
the factor most likely to influence an admissions decision in your favor.  The breadth and 
difficulty of the courses on your transcript are regarded as the best predictor of success in 
college.  Most colleges will request mid-year grades from your senior year. 
 
College Admission Standardized Test Scores (ACT, SAT Reasoning Test, SAT Subject Tests) 
As a rule, standardized test scores alone are not likely to result in either your acceptance or 
rejection, but performing well helps your chances.  Students must dedicate time to SAT/ACT 
preparation.  Larger universities such as Penn State tend to place more weight on test scores to 
make the number of applicants more manageable.   
 
Extracurricular Activities, Work Experience, and Summer Programs 
These experiences present a picture of the student outside of the classroom.  Participating in 
activities beyond academics is important not only for your college application, but also for your 
own personal development.  Colleges are not looking at your number of activities as much as 
they want to see that you have made positive contributions and have taken on leadership roles.  
They also value student involvement in community service.       
 
Teacher and Counselor Recommendations 
These first-hand observations by educators who have worked with you during high school 
emphasize your abilities, aptitudes, and interests.  They often present information about your 
personality and your motivation for learning.  Throughout high school, be sure to build 
relationships with at least a few school professionals.   Ask your teachers to write your 
recommendations well in advance, preferably before your senior year. 
 
Essays 
Colleges that require essays see them as an important part of admissions.  Strong essays result 
from careful planning and allowing adequate time for writing and editing.  Essays give students 
an opportunity to show admissions representatives their personalities.  Leave yourself adequate 
time to complete the writing process thoroughly.  Great, memorable essays can have a major 
impact on admissions decisions.     
 
Interview 
Some colleges require or recommend an interview.  The staff member or alumni representative 
conducting the interview will prepare a report that becomes an official part of your admissions 
file.   Practice interviewing prior to your meeting; schedule a mock interview with your 
guidance counselor if you would like constructive feedback. 
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