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Scandalous... 
You’ve been hearing about the college admission scandal on the 

news ad nauseam.  Were we shocked?  In some ways yes (greedy 

coaches), and in some ways no (test cheating and uber-zealous 

parents).  When college acceptance becomes the end itself 

rather than, as we recognize it, just the beginning of a thrilling, 

arduous, worthwhile journey of learning, growth, and discovery, 

some unscrupulous players were bound to try to find a “side 

door”. 

 

Our take-away points from the scandal... 
 

1.  Don’t let it discourage you from navigating your child through an 

honest, thoughtful, and student-centered approach to this journey 

towards college. This means putting your child’s learning style, 

interests, and needs BEFORE the university’s ranking or prestige. 

Challenge yourself to think beyond a university bumper sticker. Focus 

on an “authentic” journey of self-discovery with and for your 

student.  Remember, they are adolescents in the thick of self-

discovery, rather than full-blown adults. If you want to increase your 

student’s chances of living an authentic life, start with an honest and 

open-mind in this journey towards college. Be open to all university 

options that might fit your student best, not just the ones that are highly 

ranked or are most popular.  
 

2. Understand what students agree to when signing college apps:  
 

2018 Common App agreement: 

“I certify that all information submitted in the application process...is my own work, 

factually true, and honestly presented…  I understand that I may be subject to a range 

of possible disciplinary actions, including admission revocation, expulsion, or 

revocation of course credits, grades, and degree, should the information I have 

certified be false.”   
 

2018 University of California App agreement: 

“I further understand that withholding information or giving false information or other 

misconduct prior to enrollment … may be cause for denial of admission, withdrawal of 

an admission offer, registration cancellation, expulsion, or revocation of a University of 

California degree.”   
 

Universities take cheating very seriously. Students who misrepresent 

themselves or present false or misleading information in the 

application process can expect to be dismissed. 
 

3. Help your student navigate through life’s challenges. Provide clear 

and consistent messages through words and actions that you believe 

in them. The parents involved in this scandal clearly conveyed to their 

kids that, “You are not enough as you are.” Make sure that your kids 

know they are enough. Your role is to help frame this college search 

and application process in a healthy and honest way.  Students will 

look back on this experience as a reference for subsequent major life 

decisions. Set a strong example with this decision process for college. 

 



What are Test-optional, Test-free, and Test-flexible 

admissions all about? 

Over 1,020 colleges and universities now offer “test optional”, “test 

flexible” or “test free” admission policies.  These range from small 

private universities to Ivy League institutions to a few publics. 

What exactly do these terms mean? 

Test-optional means it is not a requirement that students send SAT 

or ACT scores.  These colleges will assess the student for admission 

with or without them; you get to choose.  When wouldn’t I?           

Typically, when my test scores are in the bottom quartile of the     

admitted student profile for the previous admission cycle.   

Test-free means students can submit college applications without 

test scores.  Sometimes there are GPA minimums.   

Test-flexible colleges allow students to submit various test results to 

support their applications for admission, i.e. certain AP exam scores 

or SAT Subject Test scores in place of SAT or ACT. 

 

There can be exceptions for some majors, some programs with 

accreditation issues, programs that require a state licensure, or for 

scholarship consideration.  In addition, the NCAA requires students 

to submit test scores for eligibility purposes.   

 

Why are some colleges moving away from using test scores?   

The predictive value was not significant enough at a campus.       

Colleges study the heck out of which students are successful and 

which persist to graduate from their colleges.  They study what the 

more predictable factors are:  GPA, test scores, evidence of a love 

or learning, emotional intelligence, grit or persistence, etc. —all solid 

predictors of college success.  These colleges look at a student’s 

potential as a whole.  However, at some campuses, certain variables 

can be more predictive than others, and sometimes, not enough to 

consider. 

Another reason for these testing policies is to increase diversity.  

Test results are impacted by socio-economics; lower income             

students simply don’t have the resources to spend on test prep. 

Testing also disadvantages students who are first in their families to 

attend college and those with learning differences.  By eliminating 

test requirements, more students from these demographics apply. 

While the trend is for colleges and universities to go to one of these 

test optional policies, it’s not so common that students should write 

off exams all together.  It’s a decision that should be made based on 

practice test scores, budget, and colleges being considered.   

Want to learn more about colleges that offer these test policies? 

Read more at www.fairtest.org  

The National Center for Fair & Open Testing works to end the      

misuses and flaws of standardized testing and to ensure that the      

evaluation of students, teachers and schools is fair, open, valid and 

educationally beneficial.    

 

 

http://fairtest.org/university/optional


The Application Essay—  

It’s purpose and the best way to approach it... 

The essay should work with what’s presented in an application, by 

augmenting or completing the student’s story for a specific           

audience—admission readers.  Admission readers want to get to 

know the inner student; what’s this student about?  Fair enough.  

Now how does a student show this? 

When completing applications, in addition to courses, grades, and 

many times, test scores, students note which major is being        

applying into or undeclared, any honors received, and brief         

participation descriptions from their various activities.                               

What admission readers are hoping to learn are the “whys”. 

• Which subjects do they love to learn and why?   

• Why did he/she get involved with a specific activity?    

• What did he/she learn from that experience? 

• What motivates the student? 

• What does he/she hope to achieve in life and/or career?  Why?   

• What are his/her life values? Why do these matter?   

• What does his/her topic reveal about him/her?  

• What type of person is he/she aiming to become and why?   

Deep reflection +  a focused topic = stronger admission essay 

Students won’t have space in a 500-650 word essay to share every 

aspect of themselves.  Each student should pick a focus, dive into a 

story that illustrates what they want to reveal, then reflect deeply.   

The “how to” is best approached with ample time brainstorming  

topic ideas, considering pros and cons of how each possible topic 

compliments the application already presented, and sometimes, in 

light of what a student wants to study.  It’s not so much about the 

topic itself as it is about what the student can reveal through that 

topic. Skipping time brainstorming is the biggest mistake students 

make; some will rush to write, revise once, and consider it done. 

Admission essays are best approached at a slow pace, with deep 

reflection and consideration.   

How can parents help?  Have deep discussions with your student, 

especially in junior year.  Ask them how they feel, deeply feel, about 

issues, subjects, hobbies, clubs, experiences, values, etc.  Avoid 

discussing accomplishments and bragging; that’s what activity    

sections are for.  If your student has a difficult time analyzing      

beyond the obvious, ask a few open-ended questions to dig further:  

What do you mean?  How so?  Why’s that?  The more students 

practice communicating their deeper thoughts, the more prepared 

they’ll be for writing admission essays.  For many reasons, it’s best 

if parents stay out of the actual writing process. 

Working on essays with students is one of our favorite aspects of 

helping students!  Students consistently rate our Essay Workshops 

among the best part of our college planning services.  And parents 

consistently rate our Essay Workshops as confidence-building for 

their students.   

Feel your entering senior can benefit from essay guidance? 

Read more about our Essay Workshops on our website.           

Complete a “contact us” form, and we can chat. 

 

http://www.got-college.com/essay-workshop
http://www.got-college.com/contact-us


Home selling vs the college search/application process, 

Celeste’s comparison… 

 

In January, we put our home of 20-years on the market.  This was 

always the plan for when my husband retired.  (Don’t panic!  It’s not 

my time to retire just yet.) 

What occurred to me during the process of selling our house was 

how many parallels it has to the college search and decision-

making process for students.  I hope this will help you frame the 

college journey in some new ways.  Here are my observations: 

1. Opportunities vary.  Our house offered opportunities for large 

family gatherings.  Not all homes offer this. In the college 

search process, students consider what types of collegiate    

experiences they are hoping for.  All colleges offer learning   

experiences, but they don’t offer the same experiences.   

2. Everyone wants what everyone wants.  Our realtor said,  

“Once we receive one offer, more should follow.”  More often 

than not, kids will similarly focus only on colleges that other   

students both desire and talk about.  We see many students 

missing opportunities when an unfamiliar college is suggested. 

3. “Informed” decisions and strategies work.  In selling our 

home, our realtor came up with a plan of action that led to a 

sale.  In the college search and application process, relevant 

information and prioritizing tasks can result with students    

landing at best-fitting universities, where they’ll  thrive and  

graduate from. 

4. Put your best foot forward.  We had to show our home at its 

best and emphasize the positives, similar to what students do 

on college application, which is to demonstrate their positive 

attributes.  We had to disclose our home’s history and any    

issues, similar to what students do by sharing their academic 

histories via transcripts. Students sometimes have to disclose 

or explain unusual circumstances for context. 

5. A little reassurance goes a long way.  Our realtor constantly 

worked to minimize our worries.  We do this with our families 

too.  We all need a little reassurance, especially when the     

outcome is uncertain. 

6. The best journeys start with an open mind.  While my      

husband and I will be renting locally for awhile before deciding 

on our next downsized home, we’re open to new types of 

homes and neighborhoods.  Students and parents who are 

open to researching colleges not yet considered, usually make 

the best college decisions. 

Feeling like a “plan of action” meeting might be beneficial?   

We are knowledgeable college advisors with a pragmatic and     

student-centered approach.  Consider a consultation, a one-hour 

meeting with the student and at least one parent.                       

Complete a “contact us” form,  and we can chat. 

got college? LLC 

www.got-college.com 

http://www.got-college.com/consultation
http://www.got-college.com/contact-us

