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Admissions 101: Why getting into university is no longer all about good grades

By Douglas Quan 

At the undergraduate and graduate levels applicants are being asked, through personal essays and videos, to riff on something that conveys their...

As part of his application to the University of Toronto's business school earlier this year, James Webster de-cluttered his apartment, straightened his tie and then stared into his computer's webcam.

With seconds of preparation time and no do-overs, he had to record answers to two randomly selected questions that had nothing to do with investment banking or supply-chain management. Instead, he had to describe his "most important quality" and his hobbies outside of work.

"It's a one-shot deal. That aspect was a little nerve-wracking," he said.

In the high-stakes world of university admissions, the days of selecting students based solely on their grades have gone the way of cursive writing. Whether in engineering, business or medicine, at the undergraduate or graduate levels, applicants are being asked, through personal essays and video statements, to riff on their volunteer work and values, hobbies and world views - something that conveys their non-academic bonafides.

Some of the questions are real zingers:

Fast forward 30 years. What would the title of your autobiography be? 
You have two choices to travel around the world: A short journey in a fancy jet plane or a very long journey in a small sailboat. Which would you choose?
Not every student can acquire that amazing end-of-Grade 11 internship in New York or Singapore

The trend toward "holistic" admission practices has spawned a growing industry of consultants who promise to help students polish their image on paper and in front of the camera.

But the more subjective admissions criteria are raising concerns that bias could creep into the selection process and that students who are well-off financially, well-connected and naturally gregarious could have an unfair advantage.

"Holistic admissions systems should not be structurally biased against students with limited familial resources and networks," said Kris Olds, a global higher-education expert in Wisconsin. "For example, not every student can acquire that 'amazing' end-of-Grade 11 internship in New York or Singapore, indirectly enabled via his or her mother's firm."

Against this backdrop, student journalists at the University of British Columbia, which a few years ago began requiring applicants to answer in writing a series of questions about their activities in and outside the classroom, are putting pressure on school officials to disclose the criteria they use to score those "personal profiles."

"Keeping (the criteria) under wraps can create a bias in favour of students who are wealthier or have more traditional backgrounds," said Will McDonald, the Ubyssey newspaper's coordinating editor. "Students with money can hire people to help them with their essays, and could be more likely to have that fancy internship or trip to Europe to put on their resume."
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So far, UBC officials have refused to disclose the scoring instructions they give to essay evaluators, and recently went to court to challenge an order by the province's information and privacy commissioner to release them.

"It is UBC's view that revealing specific assessment criteria would undermine the authenticity of the responses. It would, in essence, be akin to providing students answers to exam questions before the exam," said Andrew Arida, UBC's associate registrar and director of student recruitment.

However, officials at Oregon State University, which UBC consulted in the development of its expanded admissions process, did not hesitate to share its scoring guide with the National Post.

Evaluators are told to look for certain character traits in written submissions - including leadership potential, knowledge in a field or creativity, ability to deal with adversity and community service - and then assign a score from zero to three for each trait.

A score of three in community service would mean that a student has shown "strong evidence of activity/identification with community; significant contributions over time." A score of zero would mean "no meaningful answer" was provided.

Advocates of the holistic approach to admissions say this is necessary to help recruiters sift through all the students coming in with high grade-point averages. By considering the person behind the report card, they are able to build a more diverse and engaged student body.

"An admission process that solely focuses on grades would disadvantage those good students who have done extraordinary things outside the classroom," said Dave MacKenzie, president of the B.C. School Counsellors Association.

Meanwhile, university recruiters say they are taking steps to minimize potential bias in the screening process.

"The key idea to remember is that we are not just looking for what students have done outside of the classroom, but what they have learned from those experiences," UBC's Arida said in an email.

"I have read many personal profiles from students who have had those 'wow' experiences that you talk about (e.g. internship overseas) who struggle to describe in an insightful manner what they took away (if anything) from those experiences.  By the same token, I have read profiles from students who have done some relatively common things - a part time job at the mall, taking care of younger siblings, volunteering in the community - who have gained fascinating insights into who they are and the world they live in."
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Still, concerns about bias persist, especially as more schools require candidates to appear on camera. What if an applicant speaks English as a second language? What if they are naturally shy?

But Micah Stickel, chair of the first-year program at the University of Toronto's faculty of applied science and engineering, which introduced video-based questions this year, said evaluators are told to judge students strictly on how well they represent their ideas.

It doesn't matter if they have an accent, appear disheveled or if their rooms are messy.

"Focus on the substance," he said.

At the University of Toronto's Rotman School of Management, which has used video-based questions for a few years, videos are assessed by many people, which helps to reduce bias, said Niki da Silva, managing director of the full-time MBA program.

Videos offer a more "authentic" view of a person, as well as greater insight into their "character and values," she said. And the process gives applicants who may not stack up as well in terms of grades a chance to show off other talents.

"You don't want to miss the needle-in-the-haystack superstars who don't measure up under traditional metrics," she said.

In the face of expanding admissions requirements, some students have turned to consulting firms for help.

Toronto-based Astroff Consultants offers mock interviews and reviews of personal statements and essays. The company emphasizes on its website that staff will not write entries for students, "but instead provide detailed recommendations for improvement based on the draft(s) that you provide to us."

It humanizes the process, it humanizes the applicant

"Our pricing model starts at $25 for our online resources and $125 for face-to-face consultations - which in many cases is less than the associated university's application fee," said Robert Astroff, the company's president.

Los Angeles-based Stacy Blackman Consulting, which specializes in helping students get into MBA programs, charges up to $650 for the ability to practice video interviews and get professional feedback. For $4,675, the "all-in" package pairs clients with a consultant who will help them come up with a "customized application strategy."

"Certainly, the wealthier have had advantages, such as private tutors, school counsellors and test-prep resources for their entire lives," Blackman said, noting she has had many Canadian clients. "It's just an unfortunate reality that money buys access to all sorts of help - in coaching/athletics, job connections, even (admission) to schools."

Webster, who was accepted into U of T's MBA program, didn't use any consultants; he wasn't even aware they existed.

And, in the end, he didn't find the video interview all that onerous. For two minutes, he spoke about the importance of loyalty and honesty, and then transitioned into a two-minute spiel about his passion for long-distance running and cooking.

He maintained eye contact, didn't stumble over his words and threw in a few smiles.

Yeah, there's value in requiring applicants to do these videos, Webster said.

"It humanizes the process, it humanizes the applicant."

