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By Allen Grove

The Six Most Common Blunders of College Applicants
Advice from Jeremy Spencer, Former Director of Admissions at Alfred University

I met with Jeremy Spencer, former Director of Admissions at Alfred University, and asked him what he sees as the most common blunders made by college
applicants. Below are six mistakes he encounters frequently.

1. Missing Deadlines

The college admissions process is filled with deadlines, and missing a deadline can mean a rejection letter or lost financial aid. A typical college applicant has
dozens of dates to remember:

Realize that some colleges will accept applications after the deadline if they have not yet filled their new class. However, financial aid may be much harder to
obtain late in the application process. (Learn more about senior year deadlines.)

2. Applying for Early Decision When It’s Not the Right Choice

Students who apply to a college through Early Decision typically must sign a contract stating that they are applying to just the one college early. Early
Decision is a restricted admissions process, so it is not a good choice for students who aren’t really sure that the Early Decision school is their first choice.
Some students apply through Early Decision because they think it will improve their chance of admission, but in the process they end up restricting their
options. Also, if students violate their contract and apply to more than one college through Early Decision, they run the risk of being removed from the
applicant pool for misleading the institution. While this is not the policy at Alfred University, some colleges share their Early Decision applicant lists to make
sure students haven’t applied to multiple schools through Early Decision. (Learn about the difference between early decision and early action.)

3. Using the Wrong College Name in an Application Essay

Understandably, many college applicants write a single admissions essay and then change the name of the college for different applications. Applicants need
to make sure the college name is correct everywhere it appears. The admissions officers will not be impressed if an applicant begins by discussing how much
she really wants to go to Alfred University, but the last sentence says, “R.I.T. is the best choice for me.” Mail merge and global replace can’t be relied on
100% -- applicants need to reread each application carefully, and they should have someone else proofread as well. (Learn more tips for the application
essay.)

4. Applying to a College Online Without Telling School Counselors

The Common Application and other online options make it easier than ever to apply to colleges. Many students, however, make the mistake of submitting
applications online without notifying their high school guidance counselors. Counselors play an important role in the application process, so leaving them out
of the loop can lead to several problems:

5. Waiting too Long to Ask for Letters of Recommendation

Applicants who wait until the last minute to ask for letters of recommendation run the risk that the letters will be late, or they will not be thorough and

Application deadlines which vary from school to school
Early action and early decision deadlines, if applicable
Institutional financial aid deadlines
Federal financial aid deadlines
State financial aid deadlines
Scholarship deadlines

High school transcripts are delayed or never get mailed
Letters of recommendation from teachers are delayed or never get sent
The college admissions decision process becomes inefficient and delayed
Applications end up being incomplete because the counselor can’t follow up with the colleges
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thoughtful. To get good letters of recommendation, applicants should identify teachers early, talk with them, and give them as much information as possible
about each program to which they are applying. This allows teachers to craft letters that match an applicant’s particular strengths with specific college
programs. Letters written at the last minute rarely contain this type of useful specificity. (Learn more about getting good letters of recommendation.)

6. Failing to Limit Parents’ Involvement

Students need to self-advocate during the admissions process. The college is admitting the student, not the student’s mom or dad. It’s the student who
needs to build a relationship with the college, not the parents. Helicopter parents--those who constantly hover--end up doing a disservice to their children.
Students need to manage their own affairs once they get to college, so the admissions staff wants to see evidence of this self-sufficiency during the
application process. While parents should certainly be involved in the college admissions process, the student needs to make the connections with the school
and complete the application.

Jeremy Spencer’s Bio: Jeremy Spencer served as the Director of Admissions at Alfred University from 2005 to 2010. Prior to AU, Jeremy served as the
Director of Admissions at Saint Joseph’s College (IN) and various admissions level positions at Lycoming College (PA) and Miami University (OH). At Alfred,
Jeremy was responsible for both the undergraduate and graduate admissions process and supervised 14 professional admissions staff. Jeremy earned his BA
degree (Biology and Psychology) at Lycoming College and his MS degree (College Student Personnel) at Miami University.
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