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Applying to college has always 
  been an exciting, and at the 

same time, trying experience, for 
high school students and their 
families. Add the disruptions of a 
global health crisis to the mix and 
there is bound to be even more 
stress and confusion.  

Parents of students applying to 
college in 2020 and beyond are 
facing a number of uncertainties 
about what their child’s college 
experience and quality of education 
will look like in the years to come. 
Here are five of the most frequently 
asked questions and our advice on 
how to manage your choices during 
this unique time.



Traditionally, colleges and universities require SAT or ACT scores as part of the standard 
admissions process. Recently, some schools began experimenting with test optional 
policies which remove the SAT and ACT requirement. 

If your student intends to apply only to test-optional schools, declining to take the SAT or 
ACT would not necessarily put them at a disadvantage. However, there are good reasons 
to reconsider skipping the test:

   Your child may score well. If they don’t do well, you can always opt not to submit the 
scores, and of course if they do score well you can consider it a bonus. 

   There may be an advantage to including scores in your student’s admission 
packet. If your child scores well, it can help create a competitive advantage over 
other students who did not include scores. In addition, if your child’s GPA is not as 
strong as it could be, test scores may help compensate for that or demonstrate 
academic ability not reflected in their grades.

   Scores are good for five years. Plans change. Having ACT or SAT scores on record 
can keep some options open later.

   Not all schools are test-optional. Taking the test helps keep their options open.

If you do not submit an ACT or SAT score, the high school transcript of your student may 
be weighted with more importance by college admissions counselors, and the same will 
be true of letters of recommendation and essays. Really only top-notch students with a 
solid transcript and outstanding extracurricular activities can get away with going test-
optional and stand on their academic credentials alone. 

Postponing the exam might mean taking it when they are less prepared. If your child has 
been studying to take the SAT or ACT this year, then consider following through and 
encouraging them to take the exam. It is likely they will never be more prepared, or 
have more time to prepare, than now.

1 If schools are test optional, 
should my child skip the SAT?Q:
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With school closures, concerns about safety, and the rise in unemployment, many students 
are reconsidering their college plans. Some studies show that one in six seniors are 
considering taking a gap year. “More students are requesting, and more universities are 
granting, deferred enrollment,” says Natasha de Sherbinin, Director of College Admissions 
at A-List Education. “Assuming universities are still able to fill their seats this fall, next fall will 
be a more competitive year for college applicants as the increase in deferred admission 
means there will be fewer seats for first-time applicants.”

Because uncertainty runs high and health guidelines are subject to change state by state 
over the next one to two years, prepare for an unpredictable 2021. Get your child into 
activities that will improve their admissions prospects starting now, such as:

   Earning certificates in their field of study, either through professional or academic 
organizations.

   Demonstrating a strong interest in causes or a passion for entrepreneurship, science, or 
the arts; encourage your child to study a language or help a local museum or non-profit.

   Reading either one enormous book or a lot of smaller books and podcast or journal 
about it.

   Podcasting about… anything, whether it’s relevant and gripping or mundane and 
funny or, as the best podcasts are, a little bit of both.

   Career exploration and pulling together their network on LinkedIn. No, it’s not too early. 

   Engaging in meaningful volunteer work to help their local community.

It’s likely that admissions staff will compare how productive, creative, or innovative your child 
was during their free time versus how other students spent their time. Keep that in mind when 
it comes time to write that college application essay: experiences that focus on a service-
based activity or a meaningful personal relationship can make compelling essay topics.

The Gap Year Association reports a 9% increase in students planning on taking a gap  
year in 2020; no guarantee of a safe haven, gap year programs are also affected by  
the pandemic, especially those that involve travel.*

*https://www.cnbc.com/2020/04/23/incoming-college-students-consider-taking-a-gap-year-during-covid-19.html

2 If large numbers of students take 
2020 as a gap year, how will that 
affect admissions in 2021?Q:
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Yes! Some students are able to work with companies to transition their internships into 
a remote setting, though the internship itself may look somewhat different. College 
admissions officers will certainly not fault students for having a remote internship rather 
than an in-person one. 

“While students will need to be a bit more creative with their opportunities this summer,” 
says de Sherbinin, “it is the perfect time to explore their passions and learn more about 
themselves. Colleges will be interested in seeing how students chose to spend this time.”

Some good online options include:

   Taking online classes in your field of interest (there are many such options, such as 
EdX, Coursera, or even your local community college).

   Engaging with the online presence of your student’s colleges of choice (for example, 
attending webinars or virtual events).

   Volunteering to work remotely for a non-profit. For example, your student could help 
run a social media campaign, provide design services, or deliver food to seniors.

   Exploring a passion-project or fan your entrepreneurial spark and make real-world 
impact with organizations like The Spike Lab.

Help your child structure his or her time to take advantage of the many free, online 
resources available. Assist them in setting goals; check their progress, and acknowledge 
accomplishments as a family.

3 Are there online alternatives  
to in-person internships or 
extracurricular activities?Q:
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Admissions officers look at recommendations to get a sense of your student’s character. 
They help complete the story of who your child is and what was the context around 
their academic achievements. Recommendation letters also present a picture of the 
contributions your child will bring to his or her class and the university as a whole.

In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, these letters have become essential as a means to 
showcase aspects and interests of your student that might otherwise have been visible on 
a transcript.

Who your student should ask for a letter of recommendation may include:

   A teacher of a favorite class, or a class in which the student excelled or one that is 
related to their intended major.

   A coach who knows the student well.

   A school administrator who has worked with the student.

“Alternatively, if a student got a not-so-stellar grade in a class but worked their tail off,” says 
de Sherbinin, “this can be a good teacher to ask for a recommendation because they can 
attest to the student’s work ethic and somewhat explain the poor grade.”

The best letters come from teachers who have taught them recently (ideally junior year) and 
have known them for at least a year. If students choose a teacher who does not currently 
teach them, they should consider giving the teacher something they submitted in their class 
(either an essay or a test they did well on). This will remind the teacher of the kind of student 
they were and the quality of their work.

Remember, high school teachers, especially those who teach juniors, are probably 
writing recommendations for many seniors – so you want to get to him/her first before 
they have too many requests.

4 Who should my student ask  
for a letter of recommendation?

Q:
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It’s important to remember that even in normal times students are under stress when it 
comes to the college admissions process. Today, that’s only one of a number of stressors 
affecting students, some of which are apparent and some of which are not.

“Parents may not realize - especially with social media - the extraordinary pressure their 
child feels to succeed - and also to posture to the external world they are a winner. The need 
to broadcast how cool or great their life is presents a false reality when it comes to college 
admissions,” says author Nedda Gilbert who writes on admissions and trends in education.

With everyone in close quarters and following announcements about pending school 
openings in the fall, it’s easy to get overly focused on the “what if’s” and imagine the worst-
case scenario when discussing college plans. Refocus that energy on the positive and on 
taking advantage of opportunities. Check in with your student once or twice a week, usually 
for about an hour or so. That’s long enough to keep things moving and on track without 
adding stress to an already uncertain academic year. 

Most important, address future plans with calm reassurance.  
No matter the challenges, you and your family will ride this wave of change and 
overcome the challenges of 2020. 

5 How often should I  
talk about college?Q:
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This eBook is sponsored by A-List Education.  
If you’d like to learn more about what it takes to be college ready 

contact Natasha de Sherbinin at natashad@alisteducation.com, 
or call us at (646) 889-1613.

Visit www.alisteducation.com/institutional-partners/educators-form/, 
or Contact Namita Ipe, VP of Institutional Partnerships, (646) 216-9187, namitai@alisteducation.com
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