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Author’s Note



This book includes examples of real students I have worked with and those I continue to work with. Actual leadership positions, activities, colleges, and other identifiable traits were replaced with other details of equal relevance and status to ensure confidentiality. I wanted to retain the power of my students’ stories and Soundbites without compromising their identities.















Introduction



People often ask me how I got the name “America’s College Counselor.” It sounds quite official, like someone anointed me with it, like a world leader or journalist. The truth is that I gave it to myself. Pretty bold, right? Yes, indeed.


No one can say it is not true. No one can say I cannot use it. I have simply taken three words from the English language and put them together. And no combination could be more accurate about me than those three words. I have the degrees, experience, and titles to prove it.


But what makes it so authentic for me is that there is not a day or hour that goes by when I am not actively being America’s College Counselor. Sure, I have private clients and an active subscription-based program, Application Nation, for families with college-bound children. But most of what I offer is free to everyone: monthly Facebook Live sessions, online guides, videos, a weekly blog, and weekly Instagram Lives for anyone who wants to follow me. I am the college counselor for all.


It is who I am, how I define myself, and how others see me. In fact, it is how I introduce myself in my Facebook Live and Instagram Live sessions. It is now part of my professional branding:


I am America’s College Counselor.


This sentence is my Soundbite. My identity. My daily motivation. My mantra. And I won’t make any apologies for it because it is my truth. No one had to give it to me. I gave it to myself, and I work hard every day to live it.


As Americans, we focus on educational degrees, job titles, and leadership positions that others grant us, confer upon us, or elect us to. We wait for these milestones to happen in our lives. Finishing four years of college. Getting that promotion. Finally being recognized by peers that we are the top dog.


Why wait for others to give us something? Why wait for others to give us permission to make a positive impact?


No matter what initials precede or follow our names, they are simply a formality. Just because someone has an impressive degree or title doesn’t mean they are using it to live a fulfilling life—one that contributes to the greater good.


Consider the high school student who gets elected as president of student government by his peers. This might be the most coveted, traditional leadership role a college applicant could have on his application. Yet admissions officers (called AOs by insiders) would never know if the student leaned on his cabinet members to do all the work. The admissions officers would care only about that title, right? Wrong.


What happens if you are the person who makes the real contribution to student government or to the school? Would you let others take the credit or take charge? As long as it is the truth, the student who does the bulk of the work can list the tremendous impact she has made on her own application’s activities list. I want her to recognize that it is about not only what she does but how she presents that in her application and to others. She could also make sure her college counselor and teachers writing letters of recommendation on her behalf know the real story as well.


What about the individual who gets into a highly regarded college because of money and lies? Or the person who ends up relying on family and connections to get professional opportunities instead of earning her way? It can seem so unfair to all of us “regular folks.”


Some say that is the way the world works. I say that is how the world works for a small fraction of the population. The rest of us need to navigate every step of our lives using our own ingenuity to achieve our goals. However, the process can seem so overwhelming and the prize of acceptance out of reach at times for regular folks like you and me.


Soundbite gives all of us not only hope but a real action plan to live our lives and achieve goals we have for our future. Once we identify the skills, traits, and experiences of our life that no one else could put together in exactly the same way, we have the beginnings of a Soundbite for ourselves. As long as we have the proof to back up our Soundbite because we are living it every day, we can be our own best advocate. It is the most empowering thing we can do for ourselves, no matter our age or individual goals.


The wondrous piece of the Soundbite is that it can be embraced at whatever stage of the process you are in. Whether the student is a high school freshman or a high school senior, Soundbite can help. In fact, adults who want to attend college, change careers, or pursue a fresh start can benefit from this approach. It is never too soon or too late to write, embrace, and live your Soundbite. I often say that I wish I had recognized and celebrated who I was much earlier in life. Now, I don’t waste a day trying to be anything but my best self, my Soundbite.


By picking up this book and getting started, you are taking charge of a process that most people believe leaves little room for students to dictate their outcomes. Yet the more empowered students are, the more control they actually have. The key is understanding how to use the power effectively to determine your future. This book is for parents, students, college counselors, teachers, and anyone who values opportunity for themselves and the most deserving young people.


As I mentioned, I am the college counselor for all. I don’t just help students who want to attend certain colleges; I help students who want to attend college.


Ivy League universities may have cachet in certain communities, but college is college. Students can get an incredible education at almost any college in the country. It is never about where you go; it is about what you do with the opportunity. And the same philosophy applies to high school as well. It is never the school that defines you; it is what you do while you are there.


If we understand ourselves so well, we will recognize which environments are better for us in a given moment. For those who value an Ivy League university but feel it is out of reach, that doesn’t mean it is out of the realm of possibility. It might just mean you will get there, down the road. Like me.


I attended a small, relatively unknown liberal arts college back in the day. It set the stage for everything in this book. I later worked at an Ivy League university and got my graduate degree from there. But it was college that transformed me because it ended up being the right place for me at the right time. Understanding where we thrive best in the moment is just as important as understanding ourselves.


College changes lives. College changes one’s trajectory.


But over the last several decades, families have lost faith in the college admissions process. They have watched good kids get squeezed out or disadvantaged. Times are changing though. The Varsity Blues admissions scandal of 2019 and the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 shifted the balance. Long gone are the days when colleges can get away with unfair practices. The landscape is still as competitive as ever; yet we are ushering in a new era in which a good kid instead of a less deserving kid becomes the poster child for a college education.


To anyone who says we need money, connections, and others to get what we want, I say, “Not true.” All I need is my Soundbite, and I can be the person I want to be. So can you.















PART 1



UNDERSTANDING THE


SOUNDBITE















CHAPTER 1



Four Years Reduced to Four Minutes


When I first started working in the field as an admissions officer at the University of Pennsylvania, I was expected to read twenty-five applications a day. The applicant pool numbers were at an all-time high at Penn, but I still felt like I could get to know some of the students applying, especially in the Early Decision round. Each application was supposed to take twenty minutes or so to read. But on average, a review took me between twenty-five and thirty minutes—and many times a lot longer. If I got behind on a particular day, which often happened, I could catch up at night and on the weekends, as we were permitted at that time to work from home during the reading season. As much as I loved this part of the process, it was grueling. Outside a few breaks each day, there was enormous pressure to get through thousands of applications in a short amount of time.


Even though I became a “speed reader” (as most AOs do), each application took time as I was required to take notes on each section and formulate a clear final statement explaining why I was recommending a specific admissions decision. For example, if I recommended an acceptance or a denial after reading the application, I had to articulate a very good reason for it in one sentence:




The SAT score is a bit low for a premed applicant in our pool, but his straight-A record with AP Calculus and AP Biology suggests he can handle the premed curriculum, and his responsibility of taking care of his elderly grandparent allows me to see him working with dementia patients one day in the future—ADMIT.





Or this:




Really strong test scores across the board with straight As too, but the student doesn’t distinguish himself in the sea of premed applicants—DENY.





It took a lot of practice to be able to take an entire application and distill it down into one sentence. Some of my sentences were longer than others; some were less complimentary too. Knowing the competition at Penn, yet not necessarily knowing the applicant firsthand most of the time, made it easier to be more objective and unemotional when it came to summing up the student. It came down to a one-sentence summary. At Penn, we called that sentence a “bottom line,” a name that seemed to evoke a sense of toughness. The reality was there was no sugarcoating going on at Penn unless the student really impressed an admissions officer.


Truthfully, for some of us, we were the opposite of unemotional. I was too invested at times. But Penn’s decisive approach forced all of us to remove any emotion from our evaluation and simply get to the “bottom line.” There was no time to get behind a student who did not have a shot, and the term “bottom line” was representative of Penn’s admissions process. But there are many different terms used by admissions offices to describe the same thing: “final thought,” “last word,” or simply “recommendation.”


My term, “Soundbite,” is another name for what every AO has to do after reading an application. It acknowledges the swiftness of this process, yet reminds all of us to give people something they will remember.


All admissions officers at elite colleges are trained to write an overarching statement about each student. After the initial read of an application, the admissions officer doesn’t have time to reread it fully every time the application is discussed. This statement comes in handy. It is also used as a crutch for those members of the admissions committee who don’t read the application before voting on whether or not to admit the student. Yes, that’s true. Most people weighing in on the decision do not read the application at all or in its entirety. They rely on that Soundbite (or whatever the admissions office calls it) written by the AO.


But Soundbite has dual meaning. While AOs come up with a Soundbite on each student, students should not sit back and hope for the best. They can and should write their own Soundbites—not to be listed anywhere in the application but to inspire, transform, and determine how they see themselves and how AOs see them.


And if their application is the embodiment of their Soundbite, the student is not only writing their own Soundbite but dramatically helping the AO write a more accurate version for them.


Given how quickly AOs will be reading an application and formulating a Soundbite, the student needs to take matters into their own hands. If the student has such a clear Soundbite and allows that one sentence to guide them through high school and the college admissions process, it will come through naturally in every section of their application—without them ever having to write it anywhere in the application.


That’s the power of a Soundbite. It can literally transform how the student sees him- or herself and how the AO sees the student as well. Essentially, the student can make sure that the AO hits the nail on the head and writes a Soundbite that accurately reflects their own. It is essential to do this because AOs read through applications so quickly that if a student’s identity and distinctiveness does not come through loud and clear, the AO’s Soundbite on them will be decisive:




This student did not stand out in our applicant pool—DENY.





If the reading process is rushed, the decision-making process for colleges feels like moving at warp speed. When I worked at Penn, a revolving door of five to ten AOs would be asked to present often two hundred plus applications each during a day of committee sessions. Committee was where we made final admissions decisions. Because we were making thousands of decisions a day, AOs relied on their “bottom line” (or Soundbite) to guide the discussion on each applicant. We only had a few seconds to read our bottom line and recommend an admissions decision.


Here’s common dialogue between an AO and their supervisor during a committee session:


Supervisor: “Tell us about Jane Smith.”


AO: “Jane Smith has one of the highest GPAs in the twenty applications we’ve received from her high school, but if you look closely, her curriculum is not nearly as strong as it could be—I recommend a denial.”


Supervisor: “Denied it is. Next student.”


Sometimes the chair of the committee would ask me questions. But most of the time, a decision was made instantaneously based on the bottom line I had written. When I became an associate dean at Penn and I was signing off on final decisions in committee, I relied on an AO’s bottom line because I simply didn’t have the time to go through each application as carefully as I wanted. Good or bad, the AO’s one-sentence summary of each student guided every decision. The AO has more power in this process than one might think!


Knowing this, students have power too. It is time for students to reclaim that power and determine their futures. Soundbite is the answer.


Fast-forward to today: The admissions process at all elite colleges has become even more fast paced. Admissions officers are still being asked to write a final statement about each application they read, but time is of the essence. Penn recently acknowledged that all applications are being read and “decisioned” in the office during the regular workday. Long gone are the days when the AO had time to ponder and carefully review the application in the comfort of their own home. Penn also admits that their AOs must now read one hundred applications a day and spend only four minutes per application. This is a result of Penn’s applicant pool growth: it is twice as large as it was twenty years ago.


Some elite colleges are experiencing even larger growth in their applicant pools. Yet few offices have increased their admissions staff to accommodate this exponential growth. These colleges have been forced to streamline the reading and selection process even more than Penn. If the students don’t stand out beyond typically strong transcripts and test scores, they may not have a chance of admission.


But it is not just certain colleges whose admit rates are on the decline. Colleges that were once considered “backup” schools are now just as selective as an Ivy League university due to long-term recruitment strategies to get more applicants. Colleges can spend years cultivating a student to apply, only to spend minutes reading their application and seconds deciding their fate. If you are wondering why colleges will waive application fees, offer open houses, or overload your mailbox with glossy brochures, it is not because they want to admit you; they simply want you to apply. As colleges continue to refine institutional priorities, students feel like they are at the mercy of AOs.


Yet students have the power to change how they are viewed and take control of the process—their process. Soundbite will not only change the way they see themselves but how others see them.















CHAPTER 2



Find Your Defining Statement


The biggest concern I hear from students who are going through the college admissions process is that they don’t want to be misunderstood. The shy student worries that admissions officers will misinterpret her reticence and peg her as disengaged. The ambitious student who takes the SAT five times to get the best score wonders if AOs will think he is overly concerned with test scores instead of his high school community. The student who is a member of a bunch of clubs, but not a leader, believes she will be viewed as a secondary contributor rather than a trailblazer. And the student who finally finds his passion during senior year or the student who is still searching for it wonders if he will be judged as not “college worthy.”


Students’ worries are valid. AOs are shockingly quick to judge. In actuality, we are all quick to judge. We begin to make assumptions based on where someone is from, what they are wearing, and how others have described them to us. Sometimes those assumptions are not even close to the reality of who that person is.


Back when I first started as an AO, the college application offered the option of including a photograph. The joke in the Penn Admissions Office was that if you wanted to admit a student, just swap the real picture of the student with a picture of a pretty girl (regardless of whether the real student identified as female or male), and our dean of admissions would admit the student on the spot. He went straight to the picture and made a decision. This was hardly a joke to me. I remember wondering, if this was done openly, what was happening when I was not looking.


The vast majority of colleges no longer ask for a picture in the application. But this memory is a sobering reminder that what a student puts forth in the admissions process (including the world of social media) and how they do it forms the AO’s (or dean’s) opinion about them. I never want any student to fall victim to being misjudged ever again.


Students are actually in control of their own destinies. If you don’t want to be misjudged, you have to understand who you truly are first. But that is only part of it. The other piece is that just because you know yourself better than anyone and appreciate what makes you a unique individual, does not mean you are presenting that exact information to others. We project ourselves on social media, in an interview, during an impromptu meeting with a key influencer, on our résumé, and, yes, on the college application. Those on the receiving end, AOs in this case, make a snap judgment immediately and quickly move on to the next person up for judgment.


Consider meeting someone for the first time, whether it is your parent’s boss, an alumni interviewer for a college, or even a potential employer. First impressions are everything. You want them not only to be impressed with you but to remember you. It is that latter piece that we sometimes overlook. Most of us are so focused on impressing the person on the receiving end that we forget how important it is to say something powerful and truly distinctive about ourselves. It is easy to get so distracted in that moment that we jumble a few generic words together to describe ourselves before the individual moves on.


All it takes is seconds for someone to judge us. Yet all it takes is seconds to say something profound about ourselves. When we do that effectively, the person on the receiving end comes up with a similar statement about you.


I remember my first television interview after I launched my business. It was with a local news station not far from my home. In the moments before we went live, the news reporter came into the green room and asked me how I would describe myself in the crowded industry of college counseling. I was so nervous that I couldn’t even explain what made me different. My words were incoherent. My message was unclear.


I never got asked back for another interview at the local station. But I learned from that moment that if I don’t have a message to remember, no one will remember me. And I had to be ready for my next shot.


As I worked on transitioning from forgettable to memorable, I honed my message. TV opportunities force one to do that. If you are lucky, you get about twenty seconds or less to explain yourself on live TV—about the same amount of time you get when you meet an admissions officer at your high school or at a presentation.


I could say simply, “I am America’s College Counselor.” But in those early days of building my brand, I honestly didn’t have enough credibility to just say five words about myself when talking to TV producers and new clients or even speaking on live TV. I refused to be unprepared again. I memorized a version of my Soundbite that could make sense to anyone I met:




I am America’s College Counselor, providing high-quality college admissions advice to all families through monthly Facebook Lives, a weekly blog, and up-to-the-hour responses to the thousands of members of the online community I built, Application Nation.





Thirty-six words in total. Short enough to be said during a TV pitch. Long enough for a stranger to understand exactly who I am. The goal was that anyone on the receiving end, whether in a one-on-one conversation, an interview, or an email exchange, would be able to come away with a similar description of me:




Sara Harberson is America’s College Counselor, offering the highest quality of college admissions resources and advice to all families, regardless of socioeconomic status, to help them succeed in applying to college—YES!





That reciprocal exchange happens in every interpersonal encounter, including the admissions process, whether a student consciously creates his own Soundbite or not. If you don’t have a Soundbite or a clear guide to how to approach your application (and life), then it will be hard for an AO to come up with a complimentary and accurate Soundbite on you.


Here’s the thing, though. The AO is still going to write a Soundbite after reading your application. Do you want to leave it up to the AO or someone else to determine that for you? Instead, do you want to set the tone for who you are and what your application says about you?


I remember meeting one of my former students when he was just a sophomore in high school. At the time, he was doing well in his classes and about to compete in the National History Day contest. I was so impressed with his project. He was already showing signs of being a budding historian as a tenth grader. I mentioned to him and his parents how it was so unusual for a student to have a clear academic interest so early in high school. That’s when the student told me that he didn’t want to major in history in college; he was interested in business.


I always respect a student who knows what he wants out of his future, but I also know that mixed messages in an application can lead an AO to inaccurately portray a student in the Soundbite. I know this firsthand. I remember writing Soundbites like this:




Student says they want business, but the application points toward a history major—DENY.





Or more commonly, when I worked at Penn and many students would try to get into the Wharton School of Business through the “back door,” I would write this:




Student says they want history, but application points toward a business major—DENY.





Knowing this, I knew the student needed a clear Soundbite, one that any AO would be able to glean from his application when the time came. This student was ten steps ahead. He began to invest his time in the business opportunities offered at his high school, like DECA, a popular business club offered at high schools. But he never forgot the stories and “history” of his people and peers. He used his highly effective communication skills to become a two-time national DECA champion. His passion was the intersection between communication and business. From the category he competed in, to the social media platform he built to tell the stories of students like himself, to leading his large high school as the president of student government, his message in his application—his Soundbite—was clear:




I am a two-time national DECA champ who champions my family’s heritage through a social media account on race and my peers as president of student government.





His National History Day achievement graced his application, but it was this greater message of using history to tell stories and affect the marketing and communication of businesses that ultimately took center stage. We will never know what the admissions officer who read his application would have written, but based on what I know, they could have easily written a Soundbite like this:




DECA national champion (2x!), president of student government, and a champion for his culture make this young man a business leader to watch—ADMIT.





“Admit” is the right word. He was admitted to Penn’s Wharton School of Business.


This example reminds us that the Soundbite serves two roles. It is not only how students present themselves but how others, more specifically AOs, view them. The AO’s Soundbite on the student will read differently, but it should evoke the same distinctiveness of the student’s intentions. When that happens, the AO picks up on the student’s Soundbite and the powerful pieces of the application.


Let me be clear, though. The Soundbite is not something a student copies and pastes on her application. Rather, it is a guiding principle that keeps the student on track in making the best decisions about her life and preparing for the college admissions process:




• What classes she takes


• Which standardized tests she takes and when


• How she spends her free time


• Which teachers she asks for recommendation letters


• What topics she chooses for her essays


• What major she lists on applications


• What colleges she applies to


• Where she ultimately enrolls




The student who is most successful in the admissions process has an application that embodies her Soundbite so effectively that the AO reading her application comes away with a similar statement or Soundbite about her without ever seeing it written. Thus, the Soundbite has a mirror effect. It is the student’s defining identity, and it is the AO’s defining statement on the student.


In an era when a massive admissions scandal revealed students masquerading as individuals they were not and parents falsifying their children’s credentials, AOs want to see proof more than ever that the student behind the application is exactly who she says she is. In other words, the application process is not only about coming up with a catchy Soundbite for yourself. It is about showing evidence throughout high school and in the application to back up the Soundbite.


The Soundbite approach is a way to show authenticity and provide the most convincing and powerful application possible. Leadership roles, honors, and test scores are now verifiable if need be. Admissions officers can follow up with the high school to make sure that the student has truly achieved what she claims. Essays are verifiable too, not only by running them through computer software to ensure they are not plagiarized but also by reviewing the letters of recommendation to ensure that faculty members are backing up the personal qualities coming through in a student’s writing. If a student is working off an accurate Soundbite of herself, she has nothing to worry about.


The reason the admissions scandal occurred was because parents believed their children didn’t have a strong enough Soundbite or identity compared to others or that their Soundbite wasn’t strong enough for the colleges they wanted their kids to attend. We all can acknowledge how damaging it is to a student’s psyche when she feels like she cannot measure up—so much so that she or her parents must lie, cheat, or pay off others to get an acceptance. But it also suggests that a student needs to be a top athletic recruit or have a top SAT score to get admitted to college. The reality is that the most successful students are known less for national recognition and high scores and more for the genuineness of their spirit.


Nothing is truer than genuineness. Take a look at the Soundbite of a former student of mine:


Student’s Soundbite:




I am a first-generation Lebanese American who has moved many times, been separated from family, and sacrificed my youth to be able to have that dual identity, and this motivates me every day to contribute to the refugee community I once came from. (Harvard University)





AO’s Soundbite:




This student’s remarkable journey to live in the United States fuels his actions to improve the lives of his younger siblings, refugees, and others in need—ADMIT.





The moment I met this young man, I was moved by his story—not the “honors” bestowed on him from organizations or his school, but the honor of being a big brother to his younger sisters and the proud son of immigrants trying desperately to become citizens. His main college essay wasn’t about some monumental award he received. Instead, I encouraged him to write about the daily struggles and triumphs he faced to give his sisters a real childhood amid the uncertainty of being forced to leave the United States once again.


AOs don’t have to walk in your shoes to be moved by your journey. But you have to be willing to share details of your life, details of your Soundbite, in every section of the application to give it authenticity. When you do that, you will be known not for what others do for you but for what you do.


You don’t have to be a world-class athlete or a national winner of anything. In actuality, you just have to be a world-class human being. While not every college will admit even the most impressive student, you just need one college to see what you see in yourself.


I have used the Soundbite concept as an admissions officer, associate dean of admissions, and dean of admissions—judging students in a matter of minutes or even seconds by writing a one-sentence statement that defined their admissions decision. But it was not until I became a college counselor at a high school that I realized the Soundbite was something students could control.


The students I worked with as a college counselor didn’t have parents who were famous actors or multimillionaires. My students believed they were living ordinary lives, but I saw them as extraordinary. Most of us fall into this category and can easily relate. I needed them to realize what made them extraordinary. I needed to give them the confidence to project it. And I taught them how to live it.


I now use the Soundbite concept with all of my private clients and with the thousands of families in my Application Nation community. It gives students the tools they need to live the best versions of their lives and project that to others. Never again will they be misunderstood or judged unfairly. Instead, their applications are the most inspiring and genuine representation of who they are. Their admissions results are positively startling, especially in this highly competitive landscape.


Soundbite has always been rooted in authenticity. It is about knowing yourself really well. It is about presenting that to others. But the final piece of Soundbite is that you have to live by it. If you don’t, others will see right through the facade.


So how do you find your Soundbite? It is within you, even if you haven’t uncovered it yet.















CHAPTER 3



The Power of the Soundbite


Most students believe “decision day” is when they find out they have been accepted to college. But decision day occurs much earlier than that. It is the day when an admissions officer opens up the student’s application to read it, recommends an admissions decision, and in some cases makes an “on-the-spot” admissions decision depending on the college’s review process. AOs read dozens, sometimes hundreds of applications a day. Your application might be the first one that an AO reads that day, or it might be the last.


As much as the AO must handle these applications with care and understanding, he has a job to do. It is one of the most exacting jobs on the planet, due to not only the limited time he has with each application but the impact he has on a student’s future. While most applicants are not even old enough to vote and are still considered to be minors in the eyes of the law, the AO must be objective and detached in the way that judges and surgeons are. AOs carry a student’s fate amid the backdrop of an unending number of applications waiting to be read. He wants to be moved by what he reads, but he is often tediously slogging through piles of applications from students who blend in rather than stand out.


The AO is not casually reading through your application. He is methodically going through it, making real and mental notes that highlight how special or unspecial a particular section is. Specialness comes in the form of the pieces of the application. Believe it or not, the student has some or entire influence over their transcript, test scores, recommendation letters (yes, they have influence over these as well!), activities, honors, and essays. The AO will create his own shorthand version, like this, to highlight the details that the college will care about and each piece of the application:




MAJOR: English


TRANSCRIPT: Mostly Bs in “most challenging curriculum” at the school. One C in Honors Geometry in ninth grade; all As in English. AP Language in eleventh; AP Literature in twelfth.


TEST SCORES: Below average ACT, but note the 35 on English section and 36 on Reading section.


RECOMMENDATION LETTERS: AP Language teacher wrote, “Best student of twenty-five-year career.”


ACTIVITIES: Only student in school history to be editor in chief of the school newspaper two years in a row.


HONORS: School newspaper won National Scholastic Press Association Pacemaker Award during her junior year.


ESSAY: Wrote about being raised by a single mom through the eyes of her father—mind-blowingly novel approach to a relatively common topic.





But the AO is also paying attention to aspects of the application that are seemingly out of the student’s control: race, gender, home address, high school, citizenship, parents’ education, parents’ occupations, and even if the student is applying for financial aid at a need-aware college. He will highlight, scribble notes, and internalize these pieces on an electronic notecard of some sort as they can reflect institutional priorities.


For example, if the college is trying to attract and enroll more male students to even out the gender balance on campus, this student might have a higher bar to reach in the admissions process. But if the college is trying to increase the number of students from her home state, she might be in better luck.


The AO will have his own way or the admissions office’s preferred way to note a student’s specialness, or lack thereof, as he quickly moves through the application, section by section. His notes and markups allow him to keep track of the remarkable and unremarkable aspects of the application. He is building a case for his recommended admissions decision. His Soundbite must provide enough evidence to back it up.


The moment he finishes reading the application, he glances through those things he highlighted, circled, or even notated. And within seconds, he must sum up the student in a sentence:




We have plenty of females applying as English majors, but the student is playing to her strengths as a writer, and it paid off as she might be the best writer in our pool, and she is from a state we need students from—ADMIT.





The statement written by the AO is not a full snapshot of the student’s application; it’s not even a full snapshot of the notes that the AO wrote about the student! It’s a Soundbite. I coined this term to reflect the swiftness of this process. It also acknowledges that the sentence an AO writes is simply a takeaway or defining statement about the student who left an impression on him. That is what sticks out, and that is what dictates the student’s outcome. The AO’s Soundbite on the student serves many purposes:




• Provides proof that the admissions officer read the application


• Serves as a quick reference for the admissions officer who is handling hundreds or thousands of applications each year and is often reviewing the application several times throughout the cycle for updates, changes, and waitlist activity


• Helps other members of the admissions staff or university community who review the application to understand the most important aspects of the student before or after a final decision is made


• Provides a recommended admissions decision for the AO, the admissions committee, or a senior member of the admissions staff making final decisions




For the longest time, I only saw the admissions process through the eyes of an admissions officer. I summed up students quickly because I had to, and I saw it as a one-sided experience. I was judging them. Before I became a parent myself and felt the protective pangs of a mom, I felt emboldened by my role as an AO. The power I had, even as an inexperienced twenty-four-year-old AO and law school dropout (more on that later!), was shocking. The Soundbites (or bottom lines, as Penn used to call them) that I wrote almost always led to the recommended admissions decision I suggested.


Nowadays, families often share their concern that students have no control over their future based on how the application is treated. But they do.


I had a realization when I started working as a college counselor at a high school and then later as a private college counselor assisting clients. The most breathtaking applications were not necessarily from the students who had straight As or near-perfect test scores but from students who knew themselves incredibly well, made deliberate choices that reflected what was important to them, and were not afraid to be themselves and project that identity to everyone they came in contact with. When that happened, they received more acceptances than they or others ever expected. Unknowingly, they essentially created their own Soundbite and let it guide them through the many challenges and pitfalls of the admissions process.
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