
Thirteen students.
Thirteen strategies.
Real college admissions cases. What worked, and why.

Names and identifying details have been changed to protect our clients. The

decisions, the stakes, and the outcomes are real.
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Reading a Case Study Effectively

Every day, anxious parents ask us some version of the same two questions.

The first: “Which of your students looks like mine?” — find the match, trace the

path, collect the tips. The second: “That outcome — how do we get that?” Both

instincts are completely natural. Both are the wrong way to read this book.

Here's why. Every strategy in these pages worked because it wasn't

transferable — each was built from something specific and unrepeatable about

that student. Borrow the move anyway and you get an application that reads

like an AI‑written wedding toast: every beat right, every word fine, and

everyone in the room can feel that nobody lived it. Admissions readers sit

through hundreds of those a week; the ones that land are never assembled

from someone else's material.

The better way in: in every case, watch for the moment where the obvious path

— the safe essay, the impressive resume — gets set aside for something less

obvious and more true. Don't just note what we chose. Ask why the obvious

version would have fallen flat, and what the chosen one proved that the safe

one couldn't. That's where these cases stop being stories about other

people's kids and start being useful for yours.

Because underneath all thirteen sits the question that actually decides

admissions: what is a college buying? Not grades — grades get the file

opened. A college is placing a much longer bet: the alumna whose name

reflects back on the school, the graduate whose loyalty shows up decades

later. Every admit is a forecast that runs decades past the diploma. So — what

are the signs, visible today, that telegraph all of that?

WHERE SPARC™ FITS IN

That's what SPARC™ is built to find — five behaviors that show up early in

people who go on to build things. Notice what's not on the list: scores,

titles, awards. Markers only matter for what they amount to; if markers

were the game, admissions would be a stacking contest and the whole

apparatus unnecessary.

Seizes Opportunity. Acts unprompted.

Pursues Depth. Chases the hard thing, no guarantees.

Asks Unassigned questions. Needs to know why.

Risks The uncomfortable choice over the safe one.

Creates What didn't exist before.

Every case opens with a SPARC™ profile, and none are smooth — real

students are jagged. We use it as a lodestar: where the real strengths are,

where the gaps are — so the work aims at the right places, in the right

way. Watch which one or two verbs each strategy grows from. Then ask

which are already true of your student. That's where their application lives,

too.
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The Cases

Cassandra H.
1490 · 3.87 → JOHNS HOPKINS
Her best story hid in the activities list

5

Kabir K.
1520 · TOP 1% → WHARTON
Perfect grades — but dangerously little else

8

Krit S.
1570 · 4.89 → CALTECH
A flawless essay that hid what made him rare

11

Tiago P.
1500 · 3.9 → PRINCETON ED · AID
The record was spotless. The essays hid him.

14

Milo F.
1520 · 3.9 → STANFORD REA
Impressive essays — with no Milo in them

17

Devin P.
1520 · 3.9 → NORTHWESTERN
Ten robotics kids apply — Devin gets the admit

20

Allie L.
1430 · 3.88 → NORTHWESTERN ED
Her failed project became her best evidence

23

Sadie G.
1330 · 3.85 → TULANE ED
“Never done anything special” — admitted early

26

Kirti N.
1530 · 4.2 → UC BERKELEY
Rejected early. We found out exactly why.

29

Grace H.
1580 · 4.58 → MIAMI ED · $100K MERIT
Homeschooled: easy to admire, hard to place

32

Aditya R.
1250 · 3.4 → UT‑AUSTIN
Easy to typecast — one honest essay broke it

35

Rohan I.
1360 · 3.8 → MCCOMBS DIRECT‑ADMIT
The numbers said no. What he'd built said yes.

38

Malika N.
TEST‑OPTIONAL · 3.8 → MINNESOTA · $43K
No SAT submitted — four admits, all funded

41
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The Case Finder

BY TARGET SCHOOL

Ivy‑plus
Single‑digit admit rates. The steepest doors there are.

Tiago p.14 PRINCETON Milo p.17 STANFORD Kabir p.8 WHARTON

Krit p.11 CALTECH

Elite by any measure
Ivy‑caliber outcomes, without the Ivy label.

Cassandra p.5 JHU Allie p.23 NORTHWESTERN Devin p.20 NORTHWESTERN

Direct‑admit business
The straight‑to‑B‑school track — brutally selective.

Kabir p.8 WHARTON Rohan p.38 UT‑AUSTIN MCCOMBS

Aid or merit, non‑negotiable
The money is part of the strategy.

Malika p.41 MERIT Tiago p.14 AID Grace p.32 $100K MERIT

Fit first
The school where they’ll actually thrive.

Sadie p.26 TULANE Grace p.32 FOOTE FELLOWS

BY YOUR SITUATION

Deferred
Did everything right — still deferred. Now what?

Krit p.11 Devin p.20 Kirti p.29

Test‑optional
No score — how much does that hurt?

Malika p.41

A list, no strategy
The schools are picked. The plan isn’t.

Kabir p.8

Homeschool
How do colleges even read our file?

Grace p.32

Short on time
The clock’s running and it isn’t coming together.

Devin p.20 Milo p.17
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The Case Finder · continued

BY THE NUMBERS

Strong, not distinctive
Good numbers — but what makes them choose you?

Cassandra p.5 Kabir p.8 Tiago p.14 Sadie p.26 Kirti p.29

Excellent — still at risk
What separates an admit from a waitlist?

Kabir p.8 Krit p.11 Grace p.32

Below the target’s range
Out of reach on paper — is there still a path?

Allie p.23 Sadie p.26 Aditya p.35 Rohan p.38

BY THE PROFILE

Crowded field
How do we not look like everyone else?

Cassandra p.5 Krit p.11 Devin p.20 Aditya p.35 Rohan p.38

Good at everything, known for nothing
How do we make it add up?

Allie p.23 Kirti p.29 Grace p.32 Malika p.41

Unusual profile
No template for this file — how will they read it?

Grace p.32
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Cassandra Han

Top 10 College
Crack a T10 as a Pre-Med applicant

Surface a narrative no other candidate can claim

Outcompete stronger STEM profiles on story

R O A D B L O C K S

Defaulting to safest version of strong profile

Best asset (poetry) buried in activities list

Family and student misaligned on essay angle

SAT

1490
GPA

3.87

SPOKEN-WORD POETRY

COMPETITIVE PIANO

SPARC™ PROFILE

S Seizes 7

P Pursues 7

A Asks 6

R Risks 9

C Creates 9

Pre-Med / STEM

Competing in a high-density lane — strong transcripts are table

stakes, not differentiators.

Northern California

Chinese-American LGBTQ+ Pre-Med

Senior

25,000+
APPLICANT POOL

7.4%
ADMIT RATE

1510
MEDIAN SAT

42%
STEM APPLICANTS

Pre-Med STEM is one of the most saturated lanes in elite

admissions — differentiation happens outside the transcript.

C A S E  S T U D Y  —  P R O F I L E
PRE-MED STEM · DIFFERENTIATION

TA R G E T

G O A L S

S C O R E S

2.0 4.0

S T R E N G T H S

common rare / with distinction

F R A M E W O R K

A C A D E M I C  F I E L D

common rare / with distinction

P R O F I L E

GEOGR APHY

DEMOGR APHIC CONTEXT

C O M P E T I T I V E  L A N D S C A P E
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C L I E N T

Cassandra H.

T A R G E T

Johns Hopkins University

T Y P E

High school senior, pre-med STEM

C O R E  C H A L L E N G E

Strongest asset was the one she’d never

considered putting on an application

A student walks in with a pre-med transcript, a serious piano resume, a spoken-word poetry career

she has never mentioned on an application, and a personal essay about piano. On paper,

Cassandra Han is strong. But the strongest thing about her is the thing she is convinced does not

belong — and the most important story she could tell is one her parents do not know exists.

The Starting Point

Cassandra came to the firm as a senior with

Johns Hopkins at the top of her list and plenty to

work with: strong STEM coursework, years of

competitive piano, and spoken-word poetry with

real external validation — competition placements

and a museum performance invitation. Her

parents, Chinese immigrants with clear

convictions about a winning application, favored

rigor, discipline, and focus. Cassandra's piano

essay fit that vision. The poetry sat safely in the

activities list.

The strategic question was what should lead.

Science? Piano? Poetry? In a four-minute read,

her draft application introduced a capable,

disciplined student with a creative hobby —

impressive, authentic, and dangerously familiar.

The raw materials were stronger than that. The

problem was finding the sharper version without

forcing one.

Paths Worth Considering

The piano essay was defensible: years of

practice, serious competition, a record of

commitment to hard things. Her parents

saw it as the strongest card in the hand,

and they were not wrong. A reader would

have seen discipline, stamina, and follow-

through.

The pure STEM approach was defensible

too: strip away the noise, reinforce the

pre-med narrative, and make every line

point toward a future physician. Clean.

Focused. Competitive. Either path could

have worked. Neither would have revealed

what made Cassandra unusually

compelling.

continued →
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The Admissionado Route

As the team worked through her profile, the buried center emerged: Cassandra

was a competitive spoken-word poet whose writing explored her identity as a

queer and trans person — work she had performed publicly, earned recognition

for, and never considered putting near a college application.

The identity itself was not the strategy. In the wrong hands, that move turns a

person into a category, and readers feel the manipulation instantly. What

mattered was what Cassandra had built inside that experience: poise, resilience,

and the maturity to turn lived complexity into serious art. Those were not identity

markers. They were capabilities. And they reframed the file.

The piano essay would have shown dedication, but dedication is common

currency in elite pools. The STEM narrative would have shown focus, but focus

without texture can make a candidate legible without making her memorable.

Cassandra's spoken-word work showed depth, range, voice, courage, and a

hard-won perspective no transcript could carry. Her complexity was not a

complication. It was the credential.

So the creative writing moved from supplement to centerpiece — not because it

was edgy, not because it checked a box, but because it held the deepest

evidence of who Cassandra actually was. The resilience, contradiction, range,

and self-possession were all there. They simply had to be brought forward with

care.

The Bigger Picture

Cassandra chose to write about territory she had not fully explored with

her family. Her parents gave the team room because they could see her

confidence changing — the trust ran both ways. Once the angle was

right, the drafts came quickly. Cassandra was a natural writer because

she had already done the harder work: finding a voice. The essays did

not read like performance. They read like the real thing.

She was accepted to Johns Hopkins. But by the time the letter arrived,

something had already shifted. Building the application — deciding what

to put forward and owning that choice — made her more certain, more

forward-leaning, more ready for what came next. Acceptances are hard

to predict. The confidence that comes from finally telling the true version

of your story is not.

The hidden dimension is not a universal play. For another student, the

piano essay might have been exactly right. Cassandra's problem had a

specific answer, and the only way to find it was to keep asking questions

after the obvious answers looked good enough.

O U T C O M E

SCHOOL

Johns Hopkins University
TYPE

College

TARGET

Top 10

E N G A G E M E N T

STARTED

Summer before senior year

DUR ATION

~5 months
PACK AGE

Gold Package
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Kabir K.

Ivy League
Admission to a top US college

Return home to make change in his country

A career in finance / entrepreneurship

R O A D B L O C K S

Thin work history, light ECs, no leadership

Ivy-only expectations built on class rank

Risks reading as privileged with grades and little else

SAT

1520
GPA

Top
1%

STRONG INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC CREDENTIALS

CROSS-CULTUR AL, MULTILINGUAL FLUENCY

SPARC™ PROFILE

S Seizes 8

P Pursues 5

A Asks 5

R Risks 6

C Creates 8

Finance / Business

Top grades alone don't clear Wharton in a crowded

international pool — built work did.

East Africa (Indian diaspora)

Indian Diaspora International

Multilingual (French)

~5%
PENN ADMIT RATE

~14%
INTERNATIONAL SHARE

Rare Country
HIS ORIGIN

An unusual origin acted on, not leaned on.

C A S E  S T U D Y  —  P R O F I L E
BUSINESS · BUILT, NOT INHERITED

TA R G E T

G O A L S

S C O R E S

2.0 4.0

S T R E N G T H S

common rare / with distinction

F R A M E W O R K

A C A D E M I C  F I E L D

common rare / with distinction

P R O F I L E

GEOGR APHY

DEMOGR APHIC CONTEXT

C O M P E T I T I V E  L A N D S C A P E
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C L I E N T

Kabir K.

T A R G E T

UPenn (Wharton)

T Y P E

International senior, finance / business

C O R E  C H A L L E N G E

Top grades and little built around them —
impressive on paper, easy to file.

He had the grades. That was the problem. Kabir arrived certain his transcript was a golden ticket

— top of his class, the strongest his school had produced, an Ivy-or-nothing list already drawn up.

What he couldn't see was that a flawless transcript with nothing built around it is the most common

file at the top of the pile. An international student of Indian heritage, schooled in French, raised far

outside the usual feeder pipelines — impressive on paper, and hard to tell apart from a hundred

other high-scorers.

The Starting Point

The record was real, but it was doing all the

talking — and it said "privileged and

accomplished," which is not the same as

"someone we need on campus." His work history

was thin, extracurriculars light, leadership roles

absent. Worse, the profile carried a risk he didn't

register: presented as-is, a top student from a

comfortable home with a stack of A's and little

else reads as entitled — a candidate who

assumed the grades entitled him to the Ivies. The

expectations compounded it: only top schools, no

targets, no safeties, all built on the certainty that

being the best in his school made him competitive

everywhere. The issue was never ability. Nothing

in the file showed him doing anything with it.

Paths Worth Considering

The obvious play was to let the record

carry it — the transcript is genuinely

strong, so apply on raw academic

firepower and trust the numbers to speak.

Reasonable: adcoms do read for rigor, and

his was real. The second play was to lean

on the origin — a candidate from a

country that almost never sends students

to top US schools has a rarity angle most

applicants can't claim. Also reasonable.

But both paths land him in the same chair:

the strong, privileged high-scorer the

reader has already met a dozen times that

morning. Neither could reach the question

the file never answered.

continued →
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The Admissionado Route

That question was simple: what has he actually built? We reset the expectations

first — mapping the US and UK landscape, running college visits, placing him in a

competitive summer program — to move him off "grades alone will carry me."

Then came the real work: rather than dress up the existing profile, our team

helped him build a genuine line of it. Using family connections in microfinance as

a starting door, he developed real research and on-the-ground experience in a

topic few applicants touch — initiative he generated outside the bubble he'd lived

in. A category-level personal essay, drawn from a serious family crisis abroad

and the shift in perspective it forced, gave the file its human spine without leaning

on grades.

What an adcom bets on here isn’t "hardworking" or "well-rounded." It's narrower:

he takes inherited access — the kind most people coast on — and drives it into

initiative outside the comfortable perimeter. The research-and-fieldwork strand

was the proof; the point is that he went and did it, unprompted, in a lane no one

expected him to enter. Adcoms invest in that because it forecasts behavior — a

student who pursues real work off his own initiative keeps pursuing on campus,

chasing what he was given no instruction to chase. The amateur version buried

exactly this: it cast him as a legacy high-scorer collecting an Ivy, when the truth

was someone who'd already pushed past the edge of the bubble on his own.

The Bigger Picture

An offer from Wharton to study business. One strong admit, earned by

the one part of the application that couldn't be inferred from a transcript.

The record got him read; the microfinance work got him remembered.

What changed wasn't his ability or his origin — both were fixed. The file

finally showed a person who acts on what he's given rather than waiting

inside it. Four years out, Wharton is betting on the same motion: still

building, still reaching past the edge of what was handed to him.

O U T C O M E

SCHOOL

UPenn (Wharton)
TYPE

College

TARGET

Ivy League

E N G A G E M E N T

STARTED

Spring/summer before (long runway)

DUR ATION

~8–12 months
PACK AGE

Platinum Package
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Krit S.

Top-Tier STEM
A top-tier STEM / physics track

Build a satellite — his stated dream

Be memorable, not just excellent

R O A D B L O C K S

Essays perform success, avoid vulnerability

The 'not fun' STEM archetype in a crowded pool

A technically perfect but forgettable draft

SAT

1570
GPA

4.89

EXCEPTIONAL SELF-DIRECTED ACADEMIC RIGOR

GENUINE CROSS-DISCIPLINARY SCIENCE CURIOSITY

SPARC™ PROFILE

S Seizes 7

P Pursues 10

A Asks 8

R Risks 4

C Creates 6

Physics / STEM (Astrophysics)

Elite numbers don't buy a saturated STEM lane — memorability,

not more proof, did.

Southeastern U.S.

Thai-American STEM-First Finance Family

~3%
CALTECH ADMIT RATE

Crowded
STEM APPLICANT POOL

Elite stats don't buy a saturated lane — memorability did.

C A S E  S T U D Y  —  P R O F I L E
PHYSICS / STEM · PAST THE CEILING

TA R G E T

G O A L S

S C O R E S

2.0 4.0

S T R E N G T H S

common rare / with distinction

F R A M E W O R K

A C A D E M I C  F I E L D

common rare / with distinction

P R O F I L E

GEOGR APHY

DEMOGR APHIC CONTEXT

C O M P E T I T I V E  L A N D S C A P E
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C L I E N T

Krit S.

T A R G E T

Caltech

T Y P E

HS senior, physics / STEM

C O R E  C H A L L E N G E

Flawless on paper, but the essay performed
achievement and forgot to be memorable.

His transcript had no soft spots — a 1570, seven AP fives, a senior-level astrophysics course taken

as a junior "for the ultimate challenge." His first personal essay was so clean the editors couldn't

find a line to fix. We told him to throw it out.

The Starting Point

Krit was a STEM kid from a finance family, and a

self-aware member of admissions' most crowded

pool. His parents' fear wasn't failure. It was that

he'd be one more excellent student who goes

nowhere.

On paper, Krit had already won: full-time dual

enrollment at a flagship while still in high school,

proofs alongside undergrads, every AP a five. The

problem wasn't the record; it was what the essay

did with it. His draft was a competition piece —

the win, the grind, the trophy shelf — rendered

competently and completely. It performed

achievement, proving one more time a thing his

transcript had already settled, and never let a

reader meet him. A second read named the cost: it

came off as cocky, performing instead of being

himself. A kid with real intellectual appetite read as

a generic high-stats overachiever — the exact

category his parents feared.

Paths Worth Considering

Two moves were available, and both were

reasonable. The first: lean harder into the

record. For a Caltech-caliber applicant,

the achievements are the pitch — why

bury an elite resume under soft reflection?

A reader wants proof he can do the work;

give it to them. The second: play the self-

awareness card. Name the archetype —

overrepresented STEM kid — and argue

his way out of it. Maturity reads well, and

he could see the box he was in.

Both were defensible. Both were also

about proving — rigor, difference, fit.

Neither made a reader feel anything. And

for an applicant whose file already

screamed "capable," one more proof was

the one thing he didn't need.

continued →
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The Admissionado Route

We read the draft as excellent — and threw it out anyway. Not because it was

weak. Because it had topped out at the wrong ceiling. His Caltech supplements

had come back graded exceptional on the first pass; this was not a writer who

needed fixing. He needed to iterate past good-enough on the only axis his

transcript couldn't cover: whether a reader would remember him. The rule was

blunt — if it's relatable, it's memorable — and the competition essay was neither.

So our team called a complete redo, steering away from the trophy shelf toward

passion-origin, texture, the human under the results.

What that redo made legible was a specific trait, and not a common one: self-

propelled intellectual hunger — the instinct to chase hard ideas past anything

assigned. This is the kid who added a fourth-year astrophysics course to a high-

school year "for the ultimate challenge," who went full-time at a university before

he'd graduated. Adcoms bet on that trait because it forecasts four years of the

same motion — the student who finds the harder seminar, the unfunded problem,

the course above his level, unprompted. The competition essay had buried

exactly this. By stacking wins for a reader, it recast a genuine seeker as a

collector of credentials: cocky, grinding, ordinary. The performance of

achievement hid the appetite that produced it.

The Bigger Picture

He got into Caltech — his target, the school one mentor called his

"natural profile." Also Berkeley, UCLA, Georgia Tech. Harvard waitlisted

him; MIT said no. That split is worth sitting with, because it isn't noise.

The one essay that drifted back toward competition-performance was

the one that didn't land — and Krit had flagged that risk himself, before

anyone coached him, when he told his father the academic-competitions

angle wasn't what adcoms were looking for. The kid had the instinct. The

work was aiming it.

Which is the actual point. The admit is real, but it isn't the interesting part;

the interesting part is that the same instinct that took him into a senior

course "for the challenge" is now pointed at a campus built for exactly

that. He treats a ceiling as a floor. The essay that finally worked didn't

invent that in him. It just stopped hiding it long enough for a reader to see

what he'd do with four unsupervised years.

O U T C O M E

SCHOOL

Caltech
TYPE

College
TARGET

Top-Tier STEM

E N G A G E M E N T

STARTED

Fall
DUR ATION

~3–4 months

PACK AGE

Silver + A La Carte
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Tiago P.

Ivy League
Reveal a real personality behind a strong record

Land a financially viable Early Decision

Turn competence into insight on the page

R O A D B L O C K S

Boilerplate personal statement, no personality

Volunteer framing risked a tone-deaf read

Didn't believe his own creativity had value

SAT

1500
GPA

3.9

STRONG ACADEMIC RECORD AND COURSEWORK

L ATENT CREATIVITY, SURPRISING CONNECTIONS

SPARC™ PROFILE

S Seizes 4

P Pursues 8

A Asks 7

R Risks 8

C Creates 7

Business / Economics

Numbers were fine for a top-tier ED; the person was hidden —

voice, not stats, was the lever.

Europe (international)

International Financial-Aid Need

Top Private School

~5%
PRINCETON ADMIT RATE

~4%
INT'L ADMIT RATE

2–4×
ED VS RD ODDS

35%
AID PACKAGE

Voice-over-numbers was the only lever left.

C A S E  S T U D Y  —  P R O F I L E
BUSINESS / ECON · VOICE OVER NUMBERS

TA R G E T

G O A L S

S C O R E S

2.0 4.0

S T R E N G T H S

common rare / with distinction

F R A M E W O R K

A C A D E M I C  F I E L D

common rare / with distinction

P R O F I L E

GEOGR APHY

DEMOGR APHIC CONTEXT

C O M P E T I T I V E  L A N D S C A P E
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C L I E N T

Tiago P.

T A R G E T

Princeton University

T Y P E

International senior, business / economics

C O R E  C H A L L E N G E

Spotless record with no personality on the page
— a person no reader would remember.

Tiago came to us as an international student with a spotless record and no idea any of it was

interesting. He could recite what he'd accomplished; he couldn't tell you what he thought. A smart,

buttoned-up kid, plainly capable of seeing the world sideways and making surprising connections

— who was quietly certain none of that belonged on a page.

The Starting Point

The record was strong enough that the

coursework and activities would, on their own,

have read as competent. That was the trap. His

first personal statement had virtually no

personality in it — a clean recital of achievements

that could have belonged to any high-performing

applicant on the international pile. Where he did

reach for meaning, he reached wrong: volunteer-

work reflections that risked landing as tone-deaf

or privileged. But the deeper problem sat behind

the writing: Tiago didn't believe his own mind had

value. He'd filed his creativity under un-serious

and left it there. Convince him otherwise and the

essays would follow; leave it, and we'd polish a

very well-made portrait of a person no reader

would remember.

Paths Worth Considering

Two roads were open, both reasonable.

We could tighten the boilerplate into a

clean, competent personal statement —

safe, unobjectionable, the kind that rarely

loses you a spot and rarely wins one

either. Or we could play the angle he

actually had: international student,

unusual background, a story no domestic

applicant could tell. That one's tempting;

distinctiveness sells. But both roads

produced the same result from different

directions — a person the reader could

admire without ever getting to know.

Neither touched the thing he'd hidden

from himself.

continued →
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The Admissionado Route

The edge sat in the part of himself he'd dismissed, and the job was to make him

believe it counted. The register had to move from what he'd accomplished to

what he'd noticed, and Tiago didn't take that on faith. What convinced him was

seeing his own drafts the way a cold reader would: a blind second consultant,

deliberately harsher, so the note landed as the room isn't with you on this rather

than one editor's taste; in-line edits that showed him how a single sentence could

sink a paragraph. At one point, four completely different personal statements

were in play. The breakthrough came through a supplement ostensibly about

Microsoft Excel that turned, in his hands, into a heartfelt argument about how he

hoped to contribute to society. The "un-serious" creative mind, finally trusted,

was the whole asset.

The real asset was the capacity to turn competence into insight — a person who

takes an ordinary prompt and finds the idea underneath it. Admissions bets on

that because it predicts a mind that keeps generating, that treats every

assignment as a chance to think rather than to perform. The boilerplate draft had

cast him as the exact opposite: nothing more than numbers on a page, impressive

and forgettable in the same breath.

The Bigger Picture

He got into Princeton, Early Decision — with an aid package covering

35% of the cost, which for an international student is its own kind of gate

cleared. Set the school aside; the turn worth keeping is where the

winning material came from — the exact place he'd ruled out. The Excel

essay he'd have called un-serious was the one that made him legible as a

thinker. Plenty of applicants need to be taught to write. Tiago needed to

be convinced that his own way of seeing was allowed on the page at all

— and once he was, the record stopped being a list of things he'd done

and started being evidence of a person worth admitting. The dismissed

thing was never the weak spot. It was the asset, sitting in plain sight,

waiting to be believed.

O U T C O M E

SCHOOL

Princeton University
TYPE

College (ED)

TARGET

Ivy League

E N G A G E M E N T

STARTED

Summer / early fall

DUR ATION

~5 months → ED admit
PACK AGE

Gold Package
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Milo F.

Top 5 University
Pursue his social-change / revolutions passion

Land his reach-heavy first-choice school

Anchor conviction to concrete program fit

R O A D B L O C K S

Hid behind performed intellectual/political armor

Tone skewed negative and alarmist

Procrastination: finished essays he wouldn't submit

SAT

1520
GPA

3.9

GENUINELY STRONG WRITER AND DEEP THINKER

AUTHENTIC PASSION FOR SOCIAL CHANGE

SPARC™ PROFILE

S Seizes 4

P Pursues 7

A Asks 8

R Risks 6

C Creates 8

Social Change / Political Science

Humanities/social-science applicants win on distinctiveness of

voice — performed armor nearly sank it.

Southeastern U.S.

Independent School Speech & Debate

Class of 2026

3.8%
STANFORD ADMIT RATE

REA
APPLIED EARLY

Reach-heavy
HIS COLLEGE LIST

Authenticity, not armor, cleared a top-tier REA.

C A S E  S T U D Y  —  P R O F I L E
SOCIAL CHANGE · ARMOR OFF

TA R G E T

G O A L S

S C O R E S

2.0 4.0

S T R E N G T H S

common rare / with distinction

F R A M E W O R K

A C A D E M I C  F I E L D

common rare / with distinction

P R O F I L E

GEOGR APHY

DEMOGR APHIC CONTEXT

C O M P E T I T I V E  L A N D S C A P E
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C L I E N T

Milo F.

T A R G E T

Stanford University

T Y P E

HS senior, social change / political science

C O R E  C H A L L E N G E

A real writer hiding behind performed armor —
impressive and completely impersonal.

His essays were finished and he wouldn't submit them. His father called it the strangest part — the

work was done; Milo just kept waiting for the last possible minute. His mother called the whole

thing the most emotional, stressful process the three of them had been through. The kid was a

genuinely strong writer. That was never in question. What was in question was whether he'd let

anyone see him.

The Starting Point

Milo was aiming high — a reach-heavy list with a

top-tier school as his declared first choice — and

he had the raw material: a real writer, a genuine

thinker, an authentic passion for revolutions and

social change. The problem was what he'd built

on top of it. His essays came in too buttoned-up

— a performed intellectual thesis in place of a

person. One draft spiraled into alarmist AI

commentary: censored swearing, an "I am not a

luddite" aside that protested too much, over-

generalization standing in for depth. He was

trading his personality for a posture he thought

sounded smart, covering something real

underneath. Add a senior overload and a habit of

finishing work then sitting on it, and the risk was

clear: a file impressive and completely impersonal.

Paths Worth Considering

Two instincts were available, and both had

real merit. The first: lead with intellectual

firepower. For a list this ambitious, put the

biggest thinking forward — the thesis, the

analysis, the altitude — and prove he can

hang at that level. Fair; elite schools do

want horsepower on the page. The

second: throw out the thesis and go fully

personal — drop the armor, write the

vulnerable human, let personality carry it.

Also fair; readers are drowning in

polished, impersonal files, and

authenticity cuts through. Each path is

only half. Firepower alone stays

impersonal. Pure personality alone leaves

the school asking what he'd actually do

there.

continued →
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The Admissionado Route

We didn't choose between the two. We demanded both at once — and that's the

move. On one side, we stripped the armor: the AI section came out, the censored

swearing and the "not a luddite" posturing went with it, the negative asides got

slimmed. The goal was cleaner: get him out of the way of himself. Because the

passion underneath was already real; one whole note on a rewrite was simply

more Milo in here. The core didn't need inventing. It needed uncovering.

On the other side, we refused to let authenticity float free. A second read landed

the harder demand: he'll need to figure out what he'll actually research at his

target school. Real voice and concrete fit — conviction anchored to a specific

thing he wanted to go do.

That pairing is the quality worth admitting, and it's sharper than "authentic." It's

that he can tell the difference between a hot-take that performs depth and a real

question he'd spend four years chasing — and, pushed, he'll choose the

question. A school bets on that, because performed depth burns out by

sophomore fall while genuine appetite compounds. The armor had it backwards:

it cast a real thinker as a cynic doing a bit. Strip the bit, name the question, and

the actual person — the one worth admitting — was standing right there the

whole time.

The Bigger Picture

He got into Stanford — accepted early, his declared first choice, and he

committed. The wider round was a mix: a strong public honors program

with a named scholarship, a few waitlists, some doors that didn't open.

But the early yes to the school he actually wanted is the clean line

through all of it.

The file they finally read forecast a specific student: one who shows up

with real questions instead of borrowed postures, who does the particular

work rather than performing the identity of someone who thinks. That's a

safer bet than the dazzling, impersonal thesis would have been —

because the thesis predicted a performer, and performers stall once the

audience changes. What got him in wasn't more depth. It was less armor,

and one concrete thing he genuinely wanted to go ask.

O U T C O M E

SCHOOL

Stanford University
TYPE

College (REA)

TARGET

Top 5

E N G A G E M E N T

STARTED

Late summer / early fall

DUR ATION

~2–3 mo (EA) + RD tail

PACK AGE

Platinum Package

A D M I S S I O N A D O  C AS E  S T U D I E S  —  C O L L E G E  A D M I S S I O N S 03C O N F I D E N T I A L  —  D O  N O T  D U P L I C AT E

https://admissionado.com/college/?utm_source=casebook-col&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=col-case-studies&utm_content=case-footer-milo-f


Devin P.

Top 10 University
Study Computer Science at a top program

Build at the CS × entrepreneurship intersection

Stand out in the most saturated applicant lane

R O A D B L O C K S

EA-deferred; had to diagnose what was missing

Robotics/CS profile blends into a saturated pool

Dozens of RD supplements in ~2 holiday weeks

SAT

1520
GPA

3.9

RELENTLESS OUTPUT, GR ACE UNDER PRESSURE

R ANGE ACROSS TECHNICAL AND HUMAN DOMAINS

SPARC™ PROFILE

S Seizes 7

P Pursues 8

A Asks 9

R Risks 4

C Creates 9

Computer Science + Entrepreneurship

Robotics/CS is the most saturated lane in the pool —

differentiation isn't a bonus, it's survival.

Northeast U.S. (major metro)

Asian-American STEM-Intensive

Entrepreneurial

RD ~5.5%
NORTHWESTERN ADMIT RATE

Tighter lane
CS/ROBOTICS APPLIED L ANE

10 → 1
ROBOTICS KIDS : ADMITS

Long odds
DEFERRAL → RD ODDS

The most saturated signal in the pile — differentiation was

survival.

C A S E  S T U D Y  —  P R O F I L E
COMPUTER SCIENCE · UN-CLONE-ABLE FRAME

TA R G E T

G O A L S

S C O R E S

2.0 4.0

S T R E N G T H S

common rare / with distinction

F R A M E W O R K

A C A D E M I C  F I E L D

common rare / with distinction

P R O F I L E

GEOGR APHY

DEMOGR APHIC CONTEXT

C O M P E T I T I V E  L A N D S C A P E
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C L I E N T

Devin P.

T A R G E T

Northwestern University

T Y P E

HS senior, robotics / CS applicant

C O R E  C H A L L E N G E

Strong STEM profile, indistinguishable in the
most saturated lane in the pool.

Devin Park had the problem that the thing he was best at was also the thing most likely to erase

him. Robotics and CS — a strong, striving profile in the most saturated slice of the applicant pool.

He'd been deferred from his top-choice STEM school, and his family came to us to find out what

had been missing. The honest answer: nothing. Everything was just indistinguishable.

The Starting Point

On the merits, Devin Park was exactly what a

STEM program says it wants — technical range,

real output, an entrepreneurial streak alongside

the engineering. That was the trouble. Every claim

in his file was a claim thousands of other robotics

kids were making at the same time, in the same

words. The deferral exposed a sameness. The

clock made it worse: dozens of supplements

across roughly fifteen schools, due within about

two weeks over the holidays. His own robotics

essay showed the bind cleanly: a draft built

around community-building. Warm, sincere, and

still interchangeable with every other "I learned

teamwork through robotics" essay in the pile. The

activity that defined him was writing him into the

crowd.

Paths Worth Considering

The instinct would be to make the robotics

story bigger — push the technical

achievement, the harder build, the tougher

competition, the win, and let the

engineering impress. Reasonable; the

work was genuinely good. The other

instinct would be to double down on

leadership: I led the team, I held it

together, here's what collaboration taught

me. Also reasonable, and true. But both

are the essay the reader has already seen

a hundred times before lunch. More

impressive robot, warmer teamwork story

— either way, Devin Park stays a very

good instance of a type. Neither instinct

escaped the category.

continued →
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The Admissionado Route

We left the robot alone and moved the question. The essay stopped being about

what Devin Park built or how his team bonded and became about something he

was actually curious about: what makes a team — a community, a group of any

kind — actually work. Same robotics, reframed as a study of group dynamics.

Spot the problem, form a hypothesis about why the team functions or fails, then

dig into the research to test it. Robotics as a lens on human systems rather than a

trophy or a bonding story. The reframe also threaded cleanly into the other

supplements, including a short-answer response, so the whole set read as one

coherent mind instead of a pile of separate pitches. He turned the new draft

around the same night.

The trait that surfaced is a specific kind of curiosity: Devin Park doesn't just ask

how the machine works, he asks why the people around it do. That's what an

adcom can bet on — the student who, dropped into any lab or club or venture

team, instinctively instruments the group and tries to improve how it functions,

unprompted. The community-building draft had buried exactly that under stock

teamwork language; the reframe let it read as what it was — an inquiring mind,

not another robotics resume.

The Bigger Picture

He landed his top choice, a top-10 university, along with two of the

strongest public engineering programs in the country. The point that

travels past this case: in a saturated pool, the fix is almost never a better

version of the common signal. A stronger robot and a warmer teamwork

story are still the signal everyone else is sending. What separated Devin

Park was a truer frame on the accomplishments he already had — the

shift from look what I did to here's what I can't stop trying to figure out.

That frame couldn't be cloned, because it came from how he actually

thinks, and that's the rarest thing a file can carry. The differentiator was

the question he brought to the robot.

O U T C O M E

SCHOOL

Northwestern University

TYPE

College (RD)
TARGET

Top 10

E N G A G E M E N T

STARTED

December (post-EA-deferral)

DUR ATION

~6–8 wk RD sprint
PACK AGE

Gold Package
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Allie L.

Top 10 College
Crack a T10 with below-median scores

Convert scattered initiatives into a coherent thesis

Reframe failed projects as evidence, not liability

R O A D B L O C K S

Sub-median SAT in a 1500+ admit pool

'Lofty-distance' framing saps instincts

Abandoned projects, not lessons learned

SAT

1430
GPA

3.88

FOUNDED SCHOOL SUSTAINABILITY CLUB

PITCHED AND PROTOTYPED MULTIPLE INITIATIVES

SPARC™ PROFILE

S Seizes 9

P Pursues 8

A Asks 6

R Risks 8

C Creates 8

Environmental Policy / Business

Environmental fields are growing in density but still reward

operational track records over rhetorical commitment.

Silicon Valley, CA

East Asian Environmental Studies Senior

ED Applicant

50,000+
APPLICANT POOL

7%
ADMIT RATE

1530
MEDIAN SAT

26%
ED ADMIT RATE

Reframing the file answered the sub-median score.

C A S E  S T U D Y  —  P R O F I L E
ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY · AUDIENCE STRATEGY

TA R G E T

G O A L S

S C O R E S

2.0 4.0

S T R E N G T H S

common rare / with distinction

F R A M E W O R K

A C A D E M I C  F I E L D

common rare / with distinction

P R O F I L E

GEOGR APHY

DEMOGR APHIC CONTEXT

C O M P E T I T I V E  L A N D S C A P E
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C L I E N T

Allie L.

T A R G E T

Northwestern University

T Y P E

High school senior, environmental policy

C O R E  C H A L L E N G E

Strong instincts and real initiatives that read as

scattered, not as evidence

She pitched her high school cafeteria on going fully compostable. They said no. The first version

of her application treated that as failure. The version that reached Northwestern made it the

credential.

The Starting Point

Allie came to us in the spring of junior year with

strong instincts and a profile that had not yet

cohered. She had founded a sustainability club,

pitched her district — but the pieces sat apart. Her

intended major was business. Her SAT was 1430,

below Northwestern's median. Her essay drafts

moved through poverty, environment, and

ambition in a register that was earnest, generic,

and perilously close to how thousands of

applicants write about wanting to help.

The problem was not lack of material. The raw

inputs were there. The problem was what an

admissions reader would make of them in the

eight minutes Allie's file was open. Read one way,

the projects looked unfinished and the voice

naive. Read another way, the same record could

become the strongest argument in her file. The

work was not adding more. It was reorganizing

what the reader would conclude from what was

already there.

Paths Worth Considering

The obvious move was resilience.

Reframe each failed project as a learning

moment, turn abandoned initiatives into

growth-mindset evidence, and build the

application around trying, falling short,

and rebuilding. It was defensible.

Admissions readers respond to growth

stories, and Allie had genuinely learned

from each attempt.

The other obvious move was to lead with

the wins: the sustainability club, the

elementary school pilot, the things that

had worked. Strip out the mess, build a

cleaner narrative of momentum, avoid

defensive notes. Neither would have

separated her from the thousands of well-

meaning environmental applicants

competing for the same seats.

continued →
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The Admissionado Route

The unlock was not on the page. It was in the reader. Both standard paths

assumed Allie's file would be read as her story, on her terms. But Northwestern

reads dozens of sustainability-minded applicants. Her early drafts blended into

that volume. So we asked a different question: what positioning would make the

same factual record land as something the reader had not seen before?

The answer was not new material but a new reading of what the material proved.

Allie pitched her high school on a compostable cafeteria. They said no. She

pivoted to the elementary school that had sparked her interest years earlier,

which agreed to a pilot only if students bought in, washed their utensils, and

brought them daily. Allie presented class by class. As failure, forgettable. As

evidence, a student who had learned firsthand how hard it is to move an

institution against its short-term interest. An early-stage practitioner with field

experience.

The major shifted from business to environmental policy crossed with business,

giving the file one direction instead of several.

The Bigger Picture

Allie was accepted ED to Northwestern. By the time the offer arrived, she

could explain why the failed cafeteria pitch mattered more than another

resume line: it revealed judgment, persistence, intellectual range, and a

willingness to absorb resistance without abandoning the work she

wanted to spend her career on. By the end, her 1430 was no longer the

most interesting number in the file.

Applications are not read in isolation. They are read against tens of

thousands of similar profiles, by tired readers on tight schedules, looking

for signals they have not seen a hundred times that week. What counts as

a strength is determined less by the applicant than by the audience. The

same record can be a footnote in one positioning and the entire argument

in another.

For Allie, that meant treating the projects that had not worked as the most

valuable evidence in the file, not the parts to apologize for. That move

does not generalize to every applicant. But the principle does. Sometimes

the most important question is not what to add. It is what the existing

material would prove if a different reader picked it up.

O U T C O M E

SCHOOL

Northwestern University

TYPE

College (ED)
TARGET

Top 10

E N G A G E M E N T

STARTED

Spring of junior year
DUR ATION

~9 months

PACK AGE

Gold Package
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Sadie G.

Top 40 University
Turn an under-the-radar profile into a standout

Make genuine curiosity legible to adcoms

Clear a sub-median test on narrative strength

R O A D B L O C K S

Sub-median SAT, few extracurriculars

Curiosity with no line item on the resume

Early drafts generic and service-focused

SAT

1330
GPA

3.85

RIGOROUS COURSE LOAD, SOUGHT ACADEMIC CHALLENGE

CONNECTS EASILY WITH ANYONE

SPARC™ PROFILE

S Seizes 6

P Pursues 7

A Asks 9

R Risks 6

C Creates 8

Anthropology / Ecology

Humanities and social-science applicants are rarely gated on

saturation; they win on the distinctiveness of intellectual voice.

Small-town America

White Humanities Senior ED Applicant

45,000+
APPLICANT POOL

11%
ADMIT RATE

1440
MEDIAN SAT

34%
ED ADMIT RATE

A distinctive narrative did the work the test score couldn't.

C A S E  S T U D Y  —  P R O F I L E
ANTHROPOLOGY · SIGNATURE NARRATIVE

TA R G E T

G O A L S

S C O R E S

2.0 4.0

S T R E N G T H S

common rare / with distinction

F R A M E W O R K

A C A D E M I C  F I E L D

common rare / with distinction

P R O F I L E

GEOGR APHY

DEMOGR APHIC CONTEXT

C O M P E T I T I V E  L A N D S C A P E
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C L I E N T

Sadie G.

T A R G E T

Tulane University

T Y P E

High school senior, humanities / academic track

C O R E  C H A L L E N G E

Genuinely curious and academically driven, but
reads on paper as unremarkable

Sadie spent most of her free hours at the gym in town and assumed it had no place in a college

application. That overlooked corner of her life became the most memorable part of the file.

The Starting Point

Sadie came to us with a decent GPA, hard classes,

and a resume with few obvious handles. Testing

was a weak lever. Covid and a stretch abroad had

cut off the usual leadership-and-volunteering

track. She played a sport with no interest in taking

it beyond high school. On paper, she looked

capable and easy to miss—the kind of applicant

who earns a polite second look, then disappears.

In person, Sadie was far more interesting. She

was unusually curious, socially fluid, and able to

talk with anyone. None of that had a line item. Her

early drafts leaned on community service: true,

warm, generic. The core problem was placement.

Her best material existed; the most compelling

part of her had no obvious home in the file.

Paths Worth Considering

One path was to strengthen the service

essay already on the table. It was honest,

warm, and admissions-safe. Polished well,

it could have become a perfectly

competent application piece.

Another path was the pure intellectual

play: the niche essay, with her curiosity

fully visible. Also defensible, because it

was the truest draft she had. The problem

was ceiling. Both routes made Sadie solid.

Neither made her sticky, especially

against a hundred similarly qualified

applicants.

continued →
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The Admissionado Route

Sadie arrived with two essays already drafted, both reasonable. One centered on

people she met at a part-time job: a service-and-connection story, familiar to

admissions readers and rarely punished. The other reached for something she

actually cared about—the concept of a niche, the ecological idea of an organism

carving out its exact place. When she talked about it, she lit up.

The easy move was to pick one and polish. We resisted. Reading her drafts

against how she spoke, we found the better signal in what she kept excluding: the

gym in town, where she spent most of her hours and assumed no one would

care. She had filed it under "hobby," outside the application pile.

So the coaching move became integration. If a niche is a place an organism

builds for itself, Sadie had spent years studying one at close range—the regulars,

the unspoken rules, the social ecosystem of a small-town gym—without ever

being assigned to. That reframe changed what the file proved: a mind that

generates its own inquiry. It finds a system, reads its rules, and theorizes it,

unprompted. Admissions officers invest in exactly that, because it predicts what

she'll do on their campus for four years: notice, question, and produce without

waiting for permission. Her early service draft had miscast her as one more well-

meaning volunteer and buried the rarest thing she had.

The Bigger Picture

Sadie was accepted to Tulane, Early Decision. The final application

showed Tulane a mind at work: curious enough to take an anthropology-

and-ecology idea and read a small-town gym through it. What changed

was what Sadie was willing to count.

She had walked in sorting her life into two piles: application-worthy

experiences over here, the gym over there. Most strong students carry

some version of that instinct. They've absorbed which activities are

supposed to matter, then lead with those. The experience that actually

distinguishes them often stays in the second pile, unmentioned.

The turn in Sadie's case came when a capable student stopped deferring

to the official-looking categories. Once she trusted her own attention, the

writing changed register: sharper, more specific, unmistakably hers. She

stopped presenting a generic good applicant and started showing the

trait a college actually bets on: a mind that runs on its own questions. She

entered college knowing the difference between doing what looks

expected and backing what she actually finds interesting.

O U T C O M E

SCHOOL

Tulane University
TYPE

College (ED)

TARGET

Top 40

E N G A G E M E N T

STARTED

Summer before senior year

DUR ATION

~6 months
PACK AGE

Gold Package
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Kirti N.

Top Public University
Recover the cycle after an ED rejection

Show authentic range: math, sciences, photography

Read as a serious candidate without faking focus

R O A D B L O C K S

Early-Decision rejection from a first-choice reach

A fear-built single-subject 'applied math' persona

A signature essay illegible to an outside reader

SAT

1530
GPA

4.20

ELITE ACADEMICS: 4.2 GPA, 1530 SAT, NMSF

GENUINE CROSS-DOMAIN R ANGE: STEM + ARTS

SPARC™ PROFILE

S Seizes 8

P Pursues 7

A Asks 7

R Risks 6

C Creates 7

Mathematics / Physical Sciences

A recovery re-strategy after an ED miss: the score was never

the problem, the persona was.

California, USA

Californian STEM + Arts National Merit

Class of 2024

~4%
COLUMBIA ED ODDS

~11%
BERKELEY ADMIT RATE

NMSF
NATIONAL MERIT

A recovery re-strategy after an ED miss — persona, not score,

was the problem.

C A S E  S T U D Y  —  P R O F I L E
STEM + ARTS · SELF-AUTHORSHIP

TA R G E T

G O A L S

S C O R E S

2.0 4.0

S T R E N G T H S

common rare / with distinction

F R A M E W O R K

A C A D E M I C  F I E L D

common rare / with distinction

P R O F I L E

GEOGR APHY

DEMOGR APHIC CONTEXT

C O M P E T I T I V E  L A N D S C A P E
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C L I E N T

Kirti N.

T A R G E T

UC Berkeley

T Y P E

HS senior, STEM + arts (post-ED-rejection)

C O R E  C H A L L E N G E

High-stats, but a fear-built single-subject
persona buried her real range.

Kirti asked the question most applicants never think to ask: how does this sound to someone who

doesn't already know me? Her most personal essay lived inside a traditional competitive dance

discipline most admissions readers would know nothing about, and she could see, before anyone

pointed it out, that an outside reader might miss the whole thing. A top-stats STEM applicant from

California — 4.2 GPA, 1530 SAT, National Merit semifinalist — she'd come to us raw, days after a

first-choice Ivy turned her down early.

The Starting Point

The rejection wasn't the real problem; it was the

symptom. Kirti had talked herself into a single-

subject persona, "applied math only," because

she'd absorbed a belief a lot of strong students

absorb: range reads as unserious, and the only

way to look like a real candidate is to pick one

lane and commit. So she'd applied that way, and

been turned down. What made her unusual is that

she'd already diagnosed her own cage before

anyone billed her an hour: I regret applying as

math — I don't actually know what I'll end up

studying. Her real signal — genuine reach across

math, physical sciences, and photography — was

authentic. Fear had just talked her into hiding it.

Her mother, meanwhile, wanted one thing, stated

flatly: not the experience, the results.

Paths Worth Considering

One path was to commit harder to the

single focus — pick the lane, make it

airtight, give the reader a clean story. It

looks decisive, and decisiveness sells.

The other was to open everything up —

show all the interests at once, cover every

base, let the range do the arguing. Both

were defensible. A competent adviser

could sell either. But the first doubled

down on the exact positioning that had

just been rejected, and the second risked

reading as drift: a student who couldn't

choose. We didn't pick between them,

because the answer wasn't inside that

choice.

continued →

A D M I S S I O N A D O  C AS E  S T U D I E S  —  C O L L E G E  A D M I S S I O N S 02C O N F I D E N T I A L  —  D O  N O T  D U P L I C AT E

https://admissionado.com/college/?utm_source=casebook-col&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=col-case-studies&utm_content=case-footer-kirti-n


The Admissionado Route

It was in the rejected file. Rather than skip past the miss, we ran the failed

application forensically — pulling the rejected supplements and earlier drafts to

trace exactly what an admissions reader had seen. Read that way, the problem

was legible: the single-focus framing had buried a candidate whose actual signal

was range. From there the work was execution, not reinvention — raising the

specificity floor with annotated model essays that showed, concretely, the level

of detail a strong supplement demands.

Worth being honest about what we did and didn't do here: we did not unlock

Kirti's range. She'd already found it. What she authored herself — the decision to

stop performing a manufactured focus and own her real breadth — we made

legible and executable, raising the floor until the range read as range instead of

drift. That's the whole game, and it's rarer than any test score: self-authorship,

the refusal to outsource her story to a formula she'd guessed at. Adcoms want it

because it predicts a student who explores a university on her own terms rather

than waiting for a track to be assigned. The amateur version contradicted it

outright — it cast a range-thinker as a narrow specialist, the one thing she wasn't.

The Bigger Picture

Acceptances from UC Berkeley, UCLA, Boston University, and NYU — a

real recovery from an early rejection that could have set the tone for the

whole cycle. The turn that made it work was hers. What we supplied was

the thing self-aware students most often lack: not the insight, but the

floor under it — the diagnostic to prove what went wrong and the

specificity to make the fix land on the page. Kirti walked in already

knowing who she was. She walked out with a file that finally said it in a

language a stranger could read.

O U T C O M E

SCHOOL

UC Berkeley
TYPE

College (RD)

TARGET

Top Public

E N G A G E M E N T

STARTED

Dec–Jan (post-ED-rejection)

DUR ATION

~2–3 months
PACK AGE

A La Carte / Hourly
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Grace H.

Selective Private
Pursue a self-designed, triple-major path

Coach and lead young athletes, some with disabilities

Find a college built for a self-directed learner

R O A D B L O C K S

Homeschooled profile hard to make legible to adcoms

Triple-major vision: unprecedented, hard to parse

Early drafts framed her pursuits as self-serving

SAT

1580
GPA

4.58

ELITE SELF-DIRECTION; DESIGNED HER OWN CURRICULUM

TEACHER'S INSTINCT — COACHES, TAS, FOUNDS A
CHAPTER

SPARC™ PROFILE

S Seizes 10

P Pursues 8

A Asks 6

R Risks 7

C Creates 9

Education / Interdisciplinary

Interdisciplinary and education applicants aren't gated on field

saturation; they win on whether a self-designed path reads as

coherent and legible.

Midwestern suburb

Homeschooled Dual-National Multilingual

Elite Athlete

~19%
UMIAMI ADMIT RATE

~2–3%
HOMESCHOOLED APPLICANTS

3 Majors
INTENDED PATH

A merit-aware private where a self-designed profile earns the

honors bet — the score was never the story.

C A S E  S T U D Y  —  P R O F I L E
INTERDISCIPLINARY · SELF-DESIGNED PATH

TA R G E T

G O A L S

S C O R E S

2.0 4.0

S T R E N G T H S

common rare / with distinction

F R A M E W O R K

A C A D E M I C  F I E L D

common rare / with distinction

P R O F I L E

GEOGR APHY

DEMOGR APHIC CONTEXT

C O M P E T I T I V E  L A N D S C A P E
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C L I E N T

Grace H.

T A R G E T

University of Miami

T Y P E

Homeschooled senior, self-designed
interdisciplinary track

C O R E  C H A L L E N G E

Exceptionally credentialed and self-directed, but
an unconventional homeschooled profile reads

as illegible to admissions.

The most self-directed applicant we'd seen in a while nearly sank her own application by refusing

to explain herself. A 1580, a triple-major vision none of us had encountered before, and an instinct

to assume the reader already understood.

The Starting Point

Grace was homeschooled by an architect mother

into an elite, self-designed life: trilingual, world-

traveled, an athlete who wanted to coach kids —

including those with developmental disabilities.

Singular. Also, to an admissions reader, hard to

parse.

Grace's file was unusual in every direction — a

self-designed homeschool curriculum, dual

enrollment, university classes, a 4.58 and a 1580,

a plan to triple-major across education, science,

and business. On paper a gift; in a reader's hands,

a risk, since an unconventional homeschooled

profile is easy to admire and hard to place. Her

early drafts made it harder: they told an older

story about who she'd been and leaned on insider

shorthand, trusting the reader to already know

what her world contained. She pushed back on

edits, hard — she had a thesis about her own

story and meant to protect it.

Paths Worth Considering

Two instincts pulled at the file. The first:

amplify the rarity. A homeschooled,

trilingual, triple-major martial artist is a

unicorn — foreground the strangeness

and let it dazzle. Any adviser would tell

her the weirdness is the edge. The

second: translate. Smooth the

homeschool oddness, recast the triple

major as tidy "interdisciplinary interests,"

reassure a nervous reader she's a safe,

legible admit.

Both make sense. Both also treat her

profile as a possession — a rare thing she

has, or a strange thing to defuse. Neither

answers the question an adcom is actually

asking about any applicant: what the

campus gets back.

continued →
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The Admissionado Route

Our move was to change the question the essay answered. The essay stopped

asking "look how rare I am" or "don't worry, I'm normal" and started answering

"here is what I will build for the people around me." Her pursuits stopped being

resources she'd take advantage of and became contributions the campus would

receive. The personal statement became the lens that brought an illegible profile

into focus, organized around one rule we state plainly: if an essay could be

written by someone else without changing a word, it's worthless. Only one frame

was hers alone.

And here the resistance turned out to be the asset. Grace wasn't a difficult client;

she was a convicted author defending the wrong draft. Her own reasoning about

what to reveal — and what to leave implied — proved she had a deliberate theory

of her writing. Our job was to aim that conviction. Pointed at the right target, the

stubbornness became the engine.

What surfaced was the trait worth betting on: a multiplier instinct — the habit of

converting her own hard-won advantages into structures other people benefit

from. She doesn't hold what she earns; she builds mechanisms that let others

reach it — coaching, TA-ing, founding a chapter, teaching athletes most

programs overlook. An adcom seats a multiplier because she compounds a class

rather than occupying a seat in it: she'll start the thing that outlasts her. The early

drafts had buried exactly that — framing a builder as a consumer, someone

accumulating advantages for herself, when the truth ran the other way.

The Bigger Picture

Miami admitted her Early Decision — with a $100,000 merit scholarship

and an invitation to the Foote Fellows honors program and its open

curriculum. That last piece is the tell. A school doesn't hand its most self-

directed structure to an applicant it expects to consume four years and

leave; it does that when it reads someone as a builder and wants to see

what she'll build with the room. The money says they believed the record.

The open curriculum says they believed the person.

That's the shape of the bet. Admissions is never really buying a transcript

— it's buying a forecast, and Miami's forecast was that a multiplier turned

loose without a required-course map will make more than she takes. The

reframe didn't manufacture that read. Grace had been converting

advantage into structures other people could use since long before the

application. The essay's only job was to stop letting a reader mistake her

for someone merely collecting them.

O U T C O M E

SCHOOL

University of Miami
TYPE

College (ED)

TARGET

Selective Private

E N G A G E M E N T

STARTED

Summer before senior year

DUR ATION

~5 months
PACK AGE

Gold Package
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Aditya R.

Top Public University
Admission to first-choice UT-Austin

Pursue a niche STEM specialty

Be seen past an overrepresented STEM type

R O A D B L O C K S

Double-burdened: overrepresented demo, niche field

Imperfect grades from transcript-transfer gaps

No signature role; a defensive STEM-resume essay

SAT

1250
GPA

3.4

SELF-DIRECTED INITIATIVE IN A NICHE STEM FIELD

A RICH, UNTAPPED FAITH-AND-COMMUNITY LIFE

SPARC™ PROFILE

S Seizes 7

P Pursues 7

A Asks 6

R Risks 8

C Creates 5

STEM (niche specialty)

Undergunned on paper in an overrepresented field — the job

was to make him legible, not stronger.

U.S. (cross-state move)

South Asian / Indian First-Generation

Faith-Central

~10%
HIS UT ODDS

Crowded
STEM APPLICANT POOL

Few seats
HIS MAJOR

Double-burdened — the non-obvious essay broke the

stereotype.

C A S E  S T U D Y  —  P R O F I L E
STEM · THE NON-OBVIOUS CHOICE

TA R G E T

G O A L S

S C O R E S

2.0 4.0

S T R E N G T H S

common rare / with distinction

F R A M E W O R K

A C A D E M I C  F I E L D

common rare / with distinction

P R O F I L E

GEOGR APHY

DEMOGR APHIC CONTEXT

C O M P E T I T I V E  L A N D S C A P E
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C L I E N T

Aditya R.

T A R G E T

UT-Austin

T Y P E

HS senior, niche STEM specialty

C O R E  C H A L L E N G E

Capable and self-earned, but filed instantly as
an overrepresented STEM type.

On paper he was easy to file: a data-driven STEM kid with real, self-earned projects in a niche

specialty — and a demographic that put a thousand versions of that file on the same reader's desk.

Capability was never the problem. Being seen was. He'd come to us mid-process, inherited and

skeptical, his grades dinged by transcript gaps from a cross-state move that had turned his first-

choice public into a reach.

The Starting Point

He'd inherited a draft built on the posture he

insisted was correct: what I think colleges need to

know about me — a defensive STEM resume in

essay form. It did exactly what he feared and none

of what he needed. The record was double-

burdened: an overrepresented demographic and a

niche field with few seats, no signature leadership

role to break the tie, grades already softened by

those transcript gaps. The essay's one job was to

make him impossible to file under the type — and

instead it filed him there itself: competence with

nothing to distinguish it from the crowd.

Compounding it, the family had switched

counselors and arrived distrustful; a full rewrite

read as more work they hadn't asked for. And he

was relentlessly data-driven. He would not run a

play he didn't first understand the reason for.

Paths Worth Considering

Two moves were available, both

defensible. The first: lean into capability

— with grades dinged by circumstance,

you compensate, turning the self-earned

projects and niche rigor into proof he

belongs. The second: meet the record

head-on — explain the transferred

transcripts, turn the reach into the

resilience story adcoms reward. But both

live inside one frame: defend the STEM

applicant on the terms he already brought.

Neither reached the thing that would

differentiate him — it wasn't in the resume

or transcript at all.

continued →

A D M I S S I O N A D O  C AS E  S T U D I E S  —  C O L L E G E  A D M I S S I O N S 02C O N F I D E N T I A L  —  D O  N O T  D U P L I C AT E

https://admissionado.com/college/?utm_source=casebook-col&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=col-case-studies&utm_content=case-footer-aditya-r


The Admissionado Route

So we didn't argue him into the class or explain him into it. We played journalist,

not editor — asking questions until a dimension he'd never thought to put on the

page surfaced. When the conversation turned to faith, he described everything

he'd done teaching his local community about his family's traditions — and it was

instantly, obviously the thing a college would want to know. Because he was

data-driven, every recommendation came with its reason attached; that's how

you get a kid who distrusts the process to run the play — he executes once he

understands why. The essay became a formative faith ceremony, chosen

precisely because it wasn't the one outsiders expect. Say "Indian faith" to most

Americans and they picture Diwali; this was nothing like that, a quieter

observance that fit none of the stereotypes. It also avoided the safe, legible

STEM narrative he'd walked in defending.

That is what actually separates him, and it isn't the STEM capability — capability

was the floor. It's the nerve to bet the essay on the truer, un-obvious thing

instead of the safe one. Adcoms want that because it forecasts four years of a

student who, handed an easy legible option and a harder revealing one, reaches

for the revealing one unprompted. The amateur draft did the reverse: it took a

multidimensional first-gen kid and cast him as the one thing he wasn't — a type,

interchangeable, filed and forgotten.

The Bigger Picture

He got into UT-Austin — his first choice, the school his transcript gaps

had turned into a reach. The record hadn't changed. What changed was

that the reader could finally see past the type to the person, because the

person had finally put the un-obvious true thing on the page.

The root insight is quieter than the swagger version. Capable kids rarely

fail for lack of capability; they fail because the safe, legible version of

themselves is the one they instinctively lead with — and safe reads as

generic. The unlock was surfacing a story he already had and had

assumed didn't count. The braver choice was always available. Someone

just had to ask the questions that made it visible — and give a reasons-

first kid the why that let him take it.

O U T C O M E

SCHOOL

UT-Austin
TYPE

College
TARGET

Top Public

E N G A G E M E N T

STARTED

Mid-cycle fall (switched in)

DUR ATION

~2–3 months
PACK AGE

Gold Package
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Rohan I.

Direct-Admit Business
Direct-admit business (Finance / MIS)

Scale his safety venture into durable impact

Win the room his numbers could actually clear

R O A D B L O C K S

Below the bar for Ivies on stats (3.8 / 1360)

Essay led with trauma; buried the agency

Thin, a-la-carte budget forced self-direction

SAT

1360
GPA

3.8

FOUNDER-OPER ATOR WHO SHIPS REAL VENTURES

RESILIENCE: TURNED A CRISIS INTO A MISSION

SPARC™ PROFILE

S Seizes 10

P Pursues 8

A Asks 5

R Risks 7

C Creates 9

Business (Finance / BBA)

Direct-admit business runs far below the headline rate — an

authored operator record clears a bar the numbers can't.

Texas (suburban)

Indian-American Business Family Public HS

14%
MCCOMBS BBA ADMIT

31%
UT AUSTIN OVERALL

3.8 / 1360
HIS STATS (SUB-RANGE)

Operator
RECORD OVER NUMBERS

Calibrated to the room where what he built outweighs the

numbers — and won.

C A S E  S T U D Y  —  P R O F I L E
BUSINESS · OPERATOR, NOT APPLICANT

TA R G E T

G O A L S

S C O R E S

2.0 4.0

S T R E N G T H S

common rare / with distinction

F R A M E W O R K

A C A D E M I C  F I E L D

common rare / with distinction

P R O F I L E

GEOGR APHY

DEMOGR APHIC CONTEXT

C O M P E T I T I V E  L A N D S C A P E
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C L I E N T

Rohan I.

T A R G E T

UT Austin — McCombs BBA

T Y P E

HS senior, business (founder-operator)

C O R E  C H A L L E N G E

A real operator whose numbers read as 'just his
GPA' unless the building is made legible.

The transcript undersold him — a 3.8, a 1360, a dense but unremarkable transcript. The paper was

wrong. By the time he applied, he was already running things: a nonprofit he'd founded, a

business-competition app he'd taken to the national stage, a paid operating internship. A striving,

price-sensitive Texas business family came to us anxious that a mid-stats kid with real ventures

would get read as just his GPA — and asking, plainly, how much chance he actually had.

The Starting Point

Rohan's record didn't start as a resume. It started

with a near-fatal accident that put his whole family

in the hospital and took roughly a year to recover

from. What he did with it was the tell: he built a

nonprofit that reached thousands of students

across several school districts, became a youth

ambassador for a national organization, won a

business competition at the state level with an app

he'd built himself, and spent a summer in a real

operating role. The problem wasn't material; it

was legibility. The family wanted an Ivy ED swing,

and the numbers couldn't buy that room. Worse,

the personal statement led with the accident as a

clean before-and-after: survivor, then founder. It

was moving. It was also, in the student's own

words, slightly lifeless — because it skipped the

one thing that made him rare.

Paths Worth Considering

Two approaches would have felt right.

The first: lean all the way into the accident

— the near-death, the recovery, the

redemption. A genuine story, emotionally

undeniable, and plenty of strong files are

built exactly that way. The second:

foreground the ventures — nonprofit, app,

ambassadorship, internship, stacked and

quantified — and let the operator record

speak. Also defensible; the achievements

are real, and most applicants would kill for

them. Both would have earned a nod. Both

also quietly miscast him — the first as a

survivor to be admired, the second as a

kid with a padded activities list. Neither

reached the thing an adcom actually bets

on.

continued →
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The Admissionado Route

Both paths were looking in the wrong place. The move came in two parts.

Strategically, we told the family straight — an Ivy wasn't realistic on these

numbers, and most top-20 private business programs were a reach — then

pointed at the room the numbers could clear: a flagship direct-admit BBA, where

business acceptance runs far below the university's headline rate (roughly 14%

versus 31% overall) and an authored operator record outweighs a 3.8. Out of

range for the reach; within range for the target that rewards what he'd built. On

the essay, we cut the before-and-after and expanded the middle — the specific

decision that turned a victim into a builder — because agency, not sympathy, is

what makes an operator legible. One more instruction sealed it: present the app

by its users and traction, not its (nonexistent) revenue — a founder with real

reach, not a kid with an unprofitable side project.

What that surfaced was the investable trait: not resilience, not leadership, but a

bias to build — Rohan doesn't wait to be selected, he authors the thing and

mobilizes people around it. That forecasts exactly what a business school wants

four years of: the student who starts the venture and recruits the team, not the

one who joins one. The sympathy draft buried that operator under a victim; the

brag-sheet buried him under a resume. Only the process made him legible as

what he already was.

The Bigger Picture

He got in — direct-admit to UT Austin's McCombs School of Business,

the exact room the strategy had calibrated to, applied early. He found out

the way an operator would: checking the portal after getting home from a

closing shift at his part-time job. The lesson isn't that the numbers didn't

matter; they did, which is why the target was chosen for the numbers he

had rather than the ones he didn't. It's that the whole case turned on

refusing two flattering stories. A file can make you admirable or make you

impressive; neither is the same as making you legible. Rohan's edge was

never the accident or the activity list — it was that, handed a setback, a

competition, or an empty summer, he built something and got other

people to move. The application's only real job was to stop hiding it.

O U T C O M E

SCHOOL

UT Austin — McCombs BBA

TYPE

College (Direct-Admit)
TARGET

Top Business

E N G A G E M E N T

STARTED

Fall
DUR ATION

~2–3 months, efficient

PACK AGE

A La Carte / Hourly
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Malika N.

Top Public University
Admission to a US business program from abroad

Make a system-foreign profile legible to US adcoms

Secure merit aid to make US study viable

R O A D B L O C K S

Capability illegible across an education-system gap

Deadline overload: English exams, tests, portals

Uncommon origin, no established applicant pipeline

SAT

Not
Submitted

GPA

3.8

EXCEPTIONAL BREADTH OF SELF-STARTED ACTIVITY

STRONG ACADEMICS PLUS RELENTLESS PREP DRIVE

SPARC™ PROFILE

S Seizes 8

P Pursues 9

A Asks 6

R Risks 6

C Creates 7

Business / Marketing

In-range for her admits; the wall was legibility and access, not the

profile itself.

Central Asia → U.S.

International Central Asia ESL

First-in-Pipeline

$43K
MINNESOTA AID

$56K
DREXEL AID

Access built from scratch — frame on aid and legibility, not

prestige.

C A S E  S T U D Y  —  P R O F I L E
BUSINESS / MARKETING · LEGIBILITY EARNED

TA R G E T

G O A L S

S C O R E S

2.0 4.0

S T R E N G T H S

common rare / with distinction

F R A M E W O R K

A C A D E M I C  F I E L D

common rare / with distinction

P R O F I L E

GEOGR APHY

DEMOGR APHIC CONTEXT

C O M P E T I T I V E  L A N D S C A P E
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C L I E N T

Malika N.

T A R G E T

University of Minnesota

T Y P E

International senior (Central Asia), business

C O R E  C H A L L E N G E

Genuinely high-capability, but the profile doesn't
yet read as strong across a system gap.

She was applying to American universities from a Central Asian country that sends almost no one

— no counselor who'd charted the path, no alumni to call, no template to copy. The ambition was

real and self-generated. Almost none of it was landing on the page.

The Starting Point

Malika was a genuinely strong applicant —

national-level athlete, debate and Model UN

organizer, environmental-restoration volunteer,

business-minded and self-started across all of it.

Her father, a family-business owner, was funding

the bet and making the final call.

On substance she belonged — but her essays

read like an inventory: every achievement

crammed in, each starved of the detail that would

make it mean something, a strong candidate

flattened into a generic one. She was doing it from

abroad with no feeder pipeline, juggling

proficiency exams, tests, and unfamiliar portals

against real financial stakes — with merit aid the

condition that made American study possible at

all. The file held a reacher whose reach couldn't

yet be seen, and a list that had to produce a

funded admit.

Paths Worth Considering

Two list strategies made sense. The first:

swing for prestige. An unusual

international profile can catch fire at a top

school, and diversity of background is a

real hook — if you're crossing an ocean

for college, aim at names worth crossing it

for. The second: play it safe. First-in-

pipeline, ESL, no scores yet, a family

needing a funded result — the responsible

move looked like stacking safeties and

guaranteeing an admit rather than

gambling the investment.

Both are defensible. Both also argue about

bet size — how much to reach, how much

to hedge. Neither noticed that no bet

could be sized at all yet, because a reader

still couldn't see what they'd be betting

on.

continued →
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The Admissionado Route

We fixed the seeing before the betting. The essays got taken apart and rebuilt on

one discipline: fewer points, more depth, show don't tell — a single clear

character narrative instead of a packed resume. Concentrate on a few things,

prove them with lived detail, let the reader watch her character move rather than

reading a claim about it. Only once the capability was legible did the list get built

— deliberately, not by mood: three or four true reaches, three or four realistic

targets, three or four safeties, with her uncommon origin positioned as one asset

among several rather than a hardship to lean on. Calibration came second

because it had to.

What that sequence made visible is calibrated reach — the instinct to go after

things her given system never handed her, and to build the scaffolding under

each step rather than gamble. She didn't wait for a pipeline to American

admissions; she assembled the pieces herself, the way she'd assembled a

national athletic record and a slate of self-started projects with no one assigning

them. Adcoms invest in that because it forecasts how she'll operate once

enrolled: the international student who doesn't wait to be shown the door to the

research lab, the internship, the leadership role — she finds it, methodically,

because finding her own way in is the only mode she's ever run. The crammed

early draft had buried precisely this, listing her achievements instead of showing

one, so a disciplined, self-directed reacher read as scattered — the opposite of

what she is.

The Bigger Picture

She landed at Michigan State, the University of Minnesota with a $43,000

aid package over four years, Drexel with $56,000 in aid, and UC Davis.

Read that as prestige and you miss it. Read it as access built from nothing

— a first-in-pipeline applicant from a country that sends almost no one,

converting a system-foreign profile into multiple funded American

admissions — and it's the whole point. The money is the tell. Aid at that

scale isn't charity; it's a school deciding a specific student is worth

investing in, and saying so in the one currency that removed her family's

actual constraint.

None of it required inventing anything. The capability was there from the

first intake — the athlete, the organizer, the builder were all real before

we arrived. What changed is that a reader could finally see them, and a

reacher who'd been assembling her own path all along finally showed up

on the page. She earned the legibility. The admits were just what legibility

is worth when you've had to build the road as you walk it.

O U T C O M E

SCHOOL

University of Minnesota
TYPE

College (RD)

TARGET

Top Public

E N G A G E M E N T

STARTED

Spring/summer before
DUR ATION

~8–12 months

PACK AGE

Gold Package
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A D M I S S I O N A D O . C O M  

TELL US ABOUT YOUR KID →

O R  J U ST  E M A I L hello@admissionado.com

B E F O R E  Y O U  G O

Five Questions Worth Sitting With
Before you go back to the checklist, here are the questions we'd ask about your student

— similar to the questions we asked in every case you just read. Not a quiz. Just a way

of staying aimed at what actually matters.

Drew a blank on any of these? So did most of the families in this book — Sadie's best

answer was sitting in the "hobby" pile; Rohan's was buried under the wrong story. Surfacing

them was the work. Where you have answers, you know what to shape. Where you don't,

you know where to look. Either is a starting point.

1 What has your student reached for that nobody put in front of them? SEIZES

Not the opportunities handed to them. The ones noticed, chased, or invented.

2 Where do they go deep when no one's watching? PURSUES

The thing they'd do with no prize and no audience. It's often filed under "hobby" — and it's

often the application.

3 What questions do they ask that weren't assigned? ASKS

Self-generated curiosity is the trait colleges bet on most — and the one most files bury.

4 When did they last choose the uncomfortable, truer thing over the safe,

expected one? RISKS

On the page, safe reads as generic. The files that land are built on the braver choice.

5 What exists because they made it exist? CREATES

Not what they joined. What they built.
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