
On Tuesday, December 6, Lawrence Academy hosted The Admissions Game, an 
interactive presentation from Peter Van Buskirk, which gave insight to how colleges 
make admissions decisions. Peter is the former Dean of Admission at Franklin and 
Marshall College in Lancaster, PA where he worked for 25 years. Throughout his 
tenure Peter developed a holistic perspective on college admissions which he 
shared with all members of the junior class as well as many LA parents who were in 
attendance. 
 
Following an engaging introduction to the world of college admissions, Peter had 
the audience take on the role of a mock admissions committee. He highlighted 
several important ideas for our students and families to think about as they embark 
on their journey through the college process.  
 

1. Take a student centered approach: It is the student, not the parent, who 
will be attending college. The student needs to take ownership over this 
process.  

a. Students truly need to answer the question, “Why do I want to go to 
college?” College is not a fall back. It is a decision that a student needs 
to make. 

b. Students should define what a “good education” means to them and 
give definition and direction to the student’s priorities. 
 

2. Pyramid of Selectivity:  The most selective schools are not necessarily the 
best schools, but the hardest to get into. The higher the school is on the 
pyramid, the more pressure the school has to make fine distinctions between 
each students qualifications. The reality is that most of the students who 
apply to any given school are “good” applicants. On average 90% of 
applicants are capable of doing the work. 

a. If a student is looking at a University, there could be a difference in 
selectivity between colleges within the University (Arts & Sciences, 
Engineering, Business, Architecture, etc.) 

b. State Universities: These schools are more selective for out-of-state 
students versus in-state students. 
 

3. Elements of a good “fit”: The best college for a student will always be one 
that values him/her for what he/she has to offer. Ask your student, “How 
does what you have to offer match with the institutions values or needs?” 
This could be related to academics, performing arts, athletics, diversity (the 
lens that you have seen life – ethnic, socio-economic, geographic, academic 
interest, etc.), building a library, etc. Put yourself on the “competitive 
playing field” for the school. Find out what the school values and 
realistically assess how your credentials match up. 
 

4. Manage your selection of colleges: The ideal number of college 
applications is 8. College applications are a lot of work, and in order to put 
your best foot forward you need to spend a considerable amount of time on 



each application. It is important to manage the distribution of colleges in 
relation to likelihood of acceptance within that group of 8. 

 
5. The Agenda – Colleges want students who are:  

a. Bright 
b. Motivated 
c. High Achieving 
d. Diverse - aside from the traditional idea of diversity, colleges also 

consider diversity of interest, i.e. what you want to study. An under-
populated major could be very attractive if you are sincere in your 
interest. Diversity of location/origin may be considered as well. (see 
‘Peter’s Hotspots and Hooks’ below) 

e. “Givers” – colleges will ask, “What do we get out of you?” 
 

6. The Hidden Agenda 
a. $$$ - Over the last generation colleges and universities have begun to 

work more like businesses. Money is a part of the equation. 
b. If you need financial aid, the expectation of the college for you will go 

up. However, students can use this to their advantage. Have these 
discussions. Find the schools that value you and want you. These 
colleges will pay to get you. 

i. What about the concept of “need-blind,” meaning that the 
school does not consider the financial need of any student 
during the admissions process? This is only a concept and 
does not exist. If there are any exceptions (international 
students, transfer students, students coming off of a 
waitlist) a school is not need-blind. In addition, if a school 
has a financial aid budget they are choosing who they want 
to give their money to – they are not “need-blind.” 

c. Yield - If a college admits you, what is the likelihood that you will 
attend? SHOW YOUR INTEREST!! Fill out every form, card, survey, etc. 
that you receive from the college. Create an appropriate and genuine 
relationship with the admissions representative who will be in charge 
of your file. Once you get in a college’s database they will keep track of 
how much contact you have with them. Colleges use this information 
to predict the likelihood of your attendance. 

i. Never leave a college campus without letting them know you 
were there! 

ii. Take every opportunity: interview, alumni interview, contact 
with an admissions representative – start a conversation 
with a thoughtful question, create a dialogue 

iii. Don’t be a ghost applicant – you could be the best applicant 
from a region, but if your application materialized out of 
nowhere the school will waitlist you and figure it out later 



iv. Respond to every form of outreach or contact from the 
college if it is warranted. Lack of response can equate to lack 
of interest in the mind of a college admissions representative.  
 

7. SAT – This is a predictor of NOTHING, but the fact of the matter is schools 
like to release big numbers to the public. 

a. Remember that you have testing options – SAT and ACT 
b. Take both the SAT and the ACT and see which test best suits your 

learning style. 
c. The maximum recommended amount you should take the SAT and/or 

ACT is 3 times per test. 
d. Test Optional Schools – there are over 850 test optional schools. Visit 

http://www.fairtest.org/ to see a listing of test optional schools. 
 

8. Peter’s Hotspots and Hooks in an application: 
a. Point of origin – where a student is from relevant to the location of 

school 
b. Academic concentration – it is fine to be ‘Undecided’, but if you are 

indicating an interest in a major make sure that is reflected in other 
areas of your application. 

c. Ethnic background 
d. Family background – did your mother, father, sister, brother, or 

grandparent attend this college 
e. Academic Honors and Extracurricular Activities – i.e. your resume 
f. Personal statement - very few students will use this section well. This 

is a place where you should tell the reader something about you. Do 
not list your resume; the reader already has that information. Give 
admissions some insight as to who you are and who you will be at 
their school.  

g. High school transcript – this is the most important piece of your 
application. How have you used the curriculum available to you? 
 

9. Essay Writing Tips: 
a. Good writing is a process that can take hours, days, weeks, months… 
b. What will your essay say about you? Use the blank page of your essay 

like an artist with a blank canvas…think creatively, artistically…take 
risks, have the confidence to let your unique voice show through 

c. Allow the reader to see something that they cannot see anywhere else 
in your application. It should not be a resume.  

 
10. Peter’s Five Keys to Success:  

a. Know yourself 
b. Know what you are getting into 
c. Make good choices – little or big, every choice you make today counts 

towards your tomorrow 
d. Tell your story 

http://www.fairtest.org/


e. Believe in yourself 
 
 


