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The Country Day College Counseling team along with Deans and Directors of Admission from 

Bowdoin College, Davidson College, NC State and University of Tampa presented a program to 

help 11th grade students and families understand the college search and application process — 

with an emphasis on purpose, authenticity, and balance. 

 

1. Engaging with Purpose 

• College engagement begins long before the application — through choices made inside 

and outside the classroom. 

• Students should explore interests authentically rather than “doing what looks good.” 

• Co-curricular activities, work, service, and hobbies all help students discover what 

matters to them. 

• Colleges value depth over breadth: sustained involvement and genuine curiosity reflect 

character and commitment. 

• Self-reflection is key: How do your experiences align with your values and interests? 

 

2. Understanding Holistic Admissions 

• Holistic review means colleges evaluate the whole student — not just GPA or test scores. 

• Admissions officers consider academic rigor, engagement, character, and potential 

contributions to campus life. 

• Context matters: Each student is reviewed within the opportunities available at their 

high school. 

• The college’s goal: to find students who will thrive academically and personally within 

each college’s community. 

 

3. The Academic Record 

• Consistent effort and appropriate challenge across four years matter most. 

• Colleges look for intellectual curiosity, growth, and a willingness to take on academic 

rigor when possible. 

• Course selection should reflect both balance and interest — not just strategy. 

 

4. Co-Curricular Involvement 

• Activities reveal how students use their time, what they value, and how they contribute 

to their communities. 

• Leadership can take many forms — initiative, creativity, service, or teamwork. 

• Authentic engagement matters more than the number of activities. 

 



5. Letters of Recommendation 

• Choose recommenders who know you well and can speak to your academic habits, 

character, and growth. 

• Strong letters reflect classroom engagement, curiosity, and collaboration. 

• Building authentic relationships with teachers and mentors makes these letters more 

personal and meaningful. 

 

6. Standardized Testing 

• Many colleges remain test-optional. Students decide whether to submit SAT/ACT scores. 

• Submit scores only if they strengthen your application. 

• Each college interprets test results differently — always check institutional policies. 

• Use data (Common Data Set, IPEDS) to see typical score ranges for admitted students. 

• Remember: A test is one data point, not a measure of potential or character. 

 

7. Managing the Process as a Family 

• Students lead the way. It’s their process — they should own communication, 

applications, and decisions. 

• Parents and caregivers play a supporting role: offer encouragement, not control. 

• Set boundaries and routines — agree on when and how to discuss college to minimize 

stress. 

• Make separate “must-have” and “nice-to-have” lists, then compare to clarify priorities 

and align expectations. 

• Counselors and teachers are partners in the process — reach out early and often. 

 

8. Key Takeaways 

• Authenticity over appearance: Pursue interests and experiences that are meaningful to 

you. 

• Balance and perspective: Keep college planning in proportion to the rest of high school 

life. 

• Context and fit: Admissions decisions focus on readiness, potential, and alignment — 

not perfection. 

• Collaboration: Students, families, and counselors each have important, distinct roles. 

 

 

 

 


