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Presentation Notes
The information provided in this presentation is also available in other formats for your future reference.
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Insights on the new UC admission 
application questions will be shared 
 
 
Attendees are encouraged to 
participate in the discussion from 
your perspective 
 
  

 
 

Content: 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Who, What, Where, When and Whys of it all.



CAP Forum 2016 

   
• Why did we change to the new 

questions? 
 
• Who did we consult? 
 
• What are the questions? 
 
• What does UC expect 
 from the answers? 
 
• How can you help your students 
 
• What resources are available to assist 

counselors and students? 
 

Why, Who, What: 
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• Prompts were last changed in 2008. 
    
• Admission Directors were 

concerned about the existing 
prompts. 

   
• Move to more direct questions – 

less guessing about what we want. 
    
• Give students choice to select 
   questions most relevant to them. 
     
• Each question aligns to one or more 

of the comprehensive review 
criteria. 
 

Why did we change the questions? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Questions were becoming stale – too many people were treating the prompts like college essays. 

There were questions about how much of what the student was submitting was really their own work and how much of it had been reworked, like in a high school English class. While it’s true that many colleges and universities have an essay component to their undergraduate application, UC does not have essay component. Repeat: UC does not require an essay with its application.


Students were missing opportunities to talk about themselves, especially in the first prompt. They would talk about everyone else – their mother, their father, their aunts, their uncles, etc. These type of responses did not give us useful information in our review process.

Students were guessing what we wanted to hear, often looking at internet examples of what has worked in the past.

There were many applicants that felt they needed to have a hardship in their lives when responding to the old Personal Statement prompts. Students should not have had to come up with a hardship to be considered for UC admissions.


Discussions began with the directors of admission about 3 years ago: lets be more direct, ask questions that help the applicant know what we want, and let’s give them choice. Not all questions may apply to all candidates – choice is good!
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• High School & Community  
 College Counselors 
 
• UC Admissions Officers 
 
• UC Faculty  

 
• Students 

 
• UC Administrators 

 
 

Who was consulted: 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Subcommittee was formed: UC Santa Cruz, UC Riverside, UCLA, and UC Berkeley. Those directors made sure the other directors of admission were consulted on a regular basis.

Over the years, we have heard from counselors, both high school and community colleges: our prompts were confusing.

We consulted our own staff, including admission readers. Responses have to help inform for campus’s comprehensive reviews.

We consulted faculty, both on our campuses (UC Riverside faculty felt strongly about asking more direct questions) and BOARS. All were very supportive of moving in this direction. BOARS was particularly pleased that the subcommittee ensured questions aligned with the faculty-approved selection criteria.

We also consulted a professor in Texas who is an expert in looking at questions for biases: cultural, gender, socioeconomic. He provided some important feedback that we took to heart in finalizing the questions.

We used a focus group (broad diversity) to get direct feedback – recorded their reactions. Some had applied for fall 2016, and they wished they had this option. All students agreed, being able to choose the questions to answer was excellent.
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• Applicants choose the questions they wish to 
answer. 

    
• Exception: Transfer students must answer one required question 

    

• Maximum of 350 words for each response. 
    

• All questions have equal value; there is no 
advantage or disadvantage to choosing certain 
questions over others.  

 
      
  

• Students cannot answer more than 4 questions in 
total; cannot use additional comment box to 
answer more than four. 

What are the parameters: 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If students use the Additional Comments section to respond to more than four questions, those responses will not be taken into account. 
  We want to ensure equity across our applicants, so students will only be allowed to respond to four questions.
 
The Additional Comments sections of the application remain, and we're hoping students use them to provide additional information that our questions don't cover. 
  That space is not provided to respond to another one or two personal insight questions.
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• Select 4 questions from the list of 8.   
 

Questions for freshmen applicants  
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1. Academic GPA in all completed "a-g" courses, including additional points for completed UC-
certified honors courses. 
    
2. Scores on the following tests: ACT or SAT. 
     
3. Number of, content of and performance in academic courses beyond the min "a-g" req. 
    
4. Number of and performance in UC-approved honors, AP, IB HL & transferable college courses. 
    
5. Identification by UC as ELC. 
    
6. Quality of senior-year program as measured by the type and number of academic courses in 
progress or planned. 
    
7. Quality of academic performance relative to the educational opportunities available in HS. 
   
8. Outstanding performance in one or more specific subject areas. 
    
9. Outstanding work in one or more special projects in any academic field of study. 
    
10. Recent, marked improvement in academic performance as demonstrated by academic GPA and 
the quality of coursework completed or in progress. 
    
11. Special talents, achievements and awards; special skills; special interests; experiences that 
demonstrate unusual promise for leadership; or other significant experiences or achievements that 
demonstrate the student's promise for contributing to the intellectual vitality of a campus. 
    
12. Completion of special projects undertaken in the context of HS curriculum or in conjunction with 
special school events, projects or programs. 
    
13. Academic accomplishments in light of your life experiences and special circumstances. 
    
14. Location of secondary school and residence. 
   

Freshman Comprehensive Review Factors 
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1. Describe an example of your leadership experience in which you 
have positively influenced others, helped resolve disputes, or 
contributed to group efforts over time.  
 
2. Every person has a creative side, and it can be expressed in many 
ways: problem solving, original and innovative thinking, and 
artistically, to name a few. Describe how you express your creative 
side.  
    
3. What would you say is your greatest talent or skill? How have you 
developed and demonstrated that talent over time?  
  
4. Describe how you have taken advantage of a significant 
educational opportunity or worked to overcome an educational barrier 
you have faced.  

 

Freshman questions (select 4 of 8) 
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5. Describe the most significant challenge you have faced and 
the steps you have taken to overcome this challenge. How has 
this challenge affected your academic achievement?  

 
6. Describe your favorite academic subject and explain how it 
has influenced you.  
 
7. What have you done to make your school or your community 
a better place?  
 
8. What is the one thing that you think sets you apart from other 
candidates applying to the University of California? 
 

Freshman questions continued  
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1.Completion of a specified pattern or number of courses that meet breadth or general 
education requirements. 
 
2. Completion of a specified pattern or number of courses that provide continuity with 
upper division courses in the student's major. 
 
3. Grade point average in all transferable courses. 
 
4. Participation in academically selective honors courses or programs. 
 
5. Special talents, achievements and awards in a particular field; special skills; special 
interests; experiences that demonstrate unusual promise for leadership; or other 
significant experiences or achievements that demonstrate promise for contributing to 
the intellectual vitality of a campus. 
 
6. Completion of special projects undertaken in the context of college curriculum or in 
conjunction with special school events, projects or programs. 
 
7. Academic accomplishments in light of life experiences and special circumstances. 
 
8.Location of the college and residence. 
 
9. Completion of an associate of arts or science degree for transfer (ADT) offered by a 
California community college. 
 

Transfer Comprehensive Review Factors  
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• Required question:  
 Please describe how you have prepared for 
 your intended major, including your readiness to 
 succeed in your upper-division  courses once you 
 enroll at the university.  
 
• Select 3 other questions from the list of 7.   

Questions for transfer applicants 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Since all UC campuses look at major-preparation for transfer students, one of the four questions a transfer student has to answer is related to their intended major. This is not an optional question for transfers – they then select three of the remaining 7 questions.

If a transfer student is applying in different majors at the campuses, they can write from a discipline basis and don’t have to worry that different majors are called different things at our campuses.
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1. Describe an example of your leadership experience in which 
you have positively influenced others, helped resolve disputes, 
or contributed to group efforts over time.  
 
2. Every person has a creative side, and it can be expressed in 
many ways: problem solving, original and innovative thinking, 
and artistically, to name a few. Describe how you express your 
creative side.  
 
3. What would you say is your greatest talent or skill? How have 
you developed and demonstrated that talent over time?  
 
 

Transfer questions (select 3 of 7): 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Which questions students choose to answer should be their choice!

Counselors should not choose which questions a student should select.
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4. Describe how you have taken advantage of a significant  
educational opportunity or worked to overcome an educational 
barrier you have faced.  
 
 
5. Describe the most significant challenge you have faced and the 
steps you have taken to overcome this challenge. How has this 
challenge affected your academic achievement?  
 
 
6. What have you done to make your school or your community a 
better place?  
 
7. What is the one thing that you think sets you apart from other 
candidates applying to the University of California?  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Transfer questions continued: 
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Keep in mind 

• All questions have  
 equal value. 
       
• UC does not require an 

essay. 
    
 
• New questions on the  
 Fall 2017 admissions  appl. 
  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It is very important for students (and others) to know that we consider all questions to have equal value. Since all questions relate to at least one or more of the selection criteria, no one question is more important than another.

Since all questions have equal value, not only are we interested in the responses to the questions, but we are also interested in which questions the students will choose. We will be able to analyze which questions students choose across many demographics, which may help us for future changes to the questions or other parts of the application.


We wanted to give students enough space to write something meaningful, so we chose 350 words as a maximum. Students can write less, but cannot exceed the 350 word limit. It is the content of the response that is important to us, not the format. If a student wants to use bullet points, they can.
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• Greater authenticity 
 
• Maximize the student voice 

 
• No more guessing about what we’re asking 

 
• More information about the student – who they are 
 
• Most relevant information that best reflects  
    individual circumstances. 
 
 
    
 
 

 
 

What does UC expect from the answers? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
New format gives applicants a greater say in the kind of information they want to share. 
   
Questions provide students with better direction and focus on topics that are important to campuses. Each question aligns to one or more of the comprehensive review factors.

Students can express who they are and what matters to them not only in how they respond to the questions, but also through the questions they choose to answer. 
   
Option over which questions to answer gives students greater flexibility and control by selecting questions that are most relevant to their experiences and that best reflect their individual circumstances. 
We want to hear the student voice – our change should allow for more of that. 

Less stressful on the student – they don’t have to guess at what we want, simply answer the question.

Questions are directed at the student, which should allow us to get information about them.

We want them to select the four questions that they feel they have the most to say about themselves. Again, we want the students to select the questions that best reflects them, their life, their circumstances, and their experiences.




GETTING UNDER  
THE HOOD - 

HOW CAN YOU HELP 
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• Don’t overly focus on style or structure. 
 Admissions does not grade on style – creativity, entertainment, or 
 uniqueness – we only place value on content! 
 
 
• Does the student make his/herself the focal point? 
 Are they using “I” and “my” statements? 
 
 
• Is the student providing new information in a response? 
 Are they repeating themselves or actually adding depth or clarity to 
 their application? 

 
 

 

How can you help your students?  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Freshman admissions requires admissions staff to look at all facets of the student – academic, non-academic. For many students this is hard to factor but we need your help to reiterate that all parts of the application are going to be used (if they we are legally able to use them – gender and ethnicity are not legally allowed).  The comprehensive review can change how a student is perceived WHEN we know the circumstances a student has lived through. Admissions is not allowed to assume anything, which is why creative writing (STYLE) is not encouraged. 
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Freshmen Applicants: 
• Remember that all freshman reviews are comprehensive. 
 Admissions does not consider personal insight responses in a 
 vacuum. 
 
 
Transfer Applicants:  
 
• So but not all transfer evaluations are comprehensive.  
 Personal insight responses are not reviewed in a vacuum.  
 
• Did the student answer the first question, as required? 
 The response is critical in the review process.  
 

 
 

 
 

How can you help your students?  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Every Transfer student needs to be well prepared for their junior level standing (or in the case of a few institutions, sophomore year). The difference with UC campuses who take the personal insight questions into consideration in selection and those that do not is something you need to work with admissions offices. 

For the sake of the UC application we need to make sure that students are following instructions. They are required to answer question 1) Please describe how you have prepared for your intended major, including your readiness to succeed in your upper-division courses once you enroll at the university. 

Similar to freshman admissions, the personal insight questions are a part of the WHOLE application. Students need to focus on the information they are sharing not the style in which it is being shared. The students writing ability has already been establish with the mandatory English Composition course work (with passing grades) is a UC min. transfer admissions requirement.
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Why it’s not an essay 

Show 
vs. 
Tell 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Take a moment to look at the picture. How would you describe the image? 

Students are trying to capture the picture (a moment in time) and then relay it to us. Instead we want them to tell us what about themselves – their whole selves. We may want to know moments in time that constitute a struggle. But even in those cases, the goal is to learn how that struggle changed them and how they overcame the moment.

On that same vein, admissions does not require a sob story or struggle. 
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Myths around the personal insight questions 
So many website already have personal insight questions 
tips or best practices. 
 
• “The four short essays will serve as your one personal 

statement” 
 

• “All four (answers) should compliment each other to tell 
a story.” 
 

• “Since there are four separate essays, consider taking 
more of a risk with at least one of the essays … use a 
more creative writing style or approach.” 
 

• “The best way to avoid a dull essay is to look for ways to 
‘show’ about your point instead of just ‘tell’ about it.” 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These are direct quotes from website after I typed in “how do you write a great personal insight question?” Students are actively doing this. 

Some of these quotes have been repeated by high school staff, teachers, and admission professionals. We need to stop sharing the WRONG information. All of these are FALSE. 
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Myths around the personal insight questions 
 
• “The four short essays will serve as your one personal 

statement” FALSE 
 

• “All four (answers) should compliment each other to tell 
a story.” FALSE 
 

• “Since there are four separate essays, consider taking 
more of a risk with at least one of the essays … use a 
more creative writing style or approach.” FALSE 
 

• “The best way to avoid a dull essay is to look for ways to 
‘show’ about your point instead of just ‘tell’ about it.” 
FALSE 
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Tips for staff 
 
• Remove the word essay from your vocabulary. 

     
• Read personal insight responses with a student’s 

transcript and resume, know the whole picture. 
 

• Encourage the student to stick to facts and think,  
 “will a stranger understand me and the context of my 
 situation?” 
    
• Applications readers don’t google things.  
 Students should be clear, avoiding acronyms & text 
 talk.  
    
• Admissions staff cannot make assumptions.  
 Analogies, metaphors, dialogue and creative writing is 
 subjective. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
When in doubt, call the admissions office and ask an admissions counselor to co-present with you. The goal is always to have the best interest of the student. We do this by working together. The admissions team is being told to remove essay from their vocabulary. The word leads to too many connotations of structure and style. 

If you don’t know the student and their situation consider asking for a resume and a transcript. That way, when you read personal insight answers you can consider the whole student. Where are they missing the mark and where do you have questions? Your questions will more than likely be admissions counselor questions.
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• UC Admissions website: http://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/how-to-apply/personal-

questions/index.html 
 
 

From this page you will find: 
 

 Freshman questions & directions 
 Guide for Freshman Applicants (brainstorming worksheet) 
  
 

 Transfer questions & directions  
 

 Guide for Transfer Applicants (brainstorming worksheet) 
 

  
 FAQs about the personal insight questions 
 
 
 
 

• Download the list of questions only, go to: 
http://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/how-to-apply/personal-questions/transfer/index.html  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
  

Resources  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We’re trying to provide lots of helpful resources, but telling your students to simply answer the questions they select is the best advice you can give them.

You might want to look at your own handouts to update them with the new language, striking any  references to “essay” or “personal statement prompts.”


http://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/how-to-apply/personal-questions/index.html
http://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/how-to-apply/personal-questions/index.html
http://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/how-to-apply/personal-questions/transfer/index.html
http://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/how-to-apply/personal-questions/transfer/index.html
http://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/how-to-apply/personal-questions/transfer/index.html
http://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/how-to-apply/personal-questions/transfer/index.html
http://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/how-to-apply/personal-questions/transfer/index.html
http://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/how-to-apply/personal-questions/transfer/index.html
http://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/how-to-apply/personal-questions/transfer/index.html
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• 4 Questions (1 specifically 

required for transfers) 
 
• 350 word maximum for  
 each response 
 
• All questions have equal  
 value 

 
• Students should select 

questions that are most 
relevant to them 

 
• Greater student voice/less 

coaching and strategizing 
 
• Questions and responses; 

not essays 

Recap  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
One last time – UC does not require an essay with the application – spread the news!




Thank You! 
Questions? 
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