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For years, high school students have been given a familiar

assignment: become well-rounded. Play a sport. Join

student government. Volunteer. Learn an instrument. Start

a club. Find an internship. By junior year, the goal can feel

less like discovering an interest and more like assembling a

résumé that checks every box.

But what if the pursuit of being good at everything

prevents a student from becoming genuinely exceptional

at anything?

At highly selective colleges, the answer is more nuanced

than the familiar advice to develop a single “spike.”

Admissions offices do not universally prefer specialists

over generalists, and there is no reliable formula in which

one extraordinary activity compensates for every other

weakness. Harvard explicitly acknowledges that successful

applicants can be well-rounded, “well-lopsided,” or

distinguished by unusual experiences.1

The more useful lesson is that students do not need to

excel at everything. They need to show what matters to

them, how they pursue it, and what they contribute along

the way.

THE  PROBLEM  W ITH  TRY ING  TO  CHECK  EVERY

BOX

Consider two hypothetical applicants.

The first participates in student government, Model United

Nations, environmental club, a summer business program,

varsity tennis, community service, a school newspaper, a

coding competition, a hospital volunteer program, and a

research internship. The student has accumulated ten

entries, several leadership titles, and a collection of

recognizable organizations.

The second has spent three years investigating urban air

quality. The student began by collecting publicly available

pollution data, learned to analyze it, developed a small

project comparing conditions across neighborhoods, and

presented findings to a local community group. The

student also plays piano and works part-time.

WHICH  APPL ICANT  IS  STRONGER?

There is no responsible way to determine that from these

summaries alone. The first student's experiences may

demonstrate substantial initiative, leadership, and

commitment. The second student's project may be

superficial—or it may reflect serious independent work.

Titles and activity counts cannot settle the question.

However, the second applicant offers a potentially

powerful advantage: a sequence of decisions that allows a

reader to understand how an interest developed into

sustained work.

The difference is not simply specialization versus breadth.

It is whether the application provides meaningful evidence

of the student's engagement.

MIT's admissions guidance makes this distinction explicit.

The Institute asks applicants to identify up to four

activities that matter most to them and explains that some

students concentrate on a few pursuits while others

participate in many. It does not prescribe one correct
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extracurricular profile.2

The implication for students is liberating: an activity does

not become valuable merely because it fills a résumé

category.

WHAT  DOES  A  “SPECIAL IZED”  APPL ICANT

ACTUALLY  DEMONSTRATE?

A specialized applicant is not simply a student who has

selected a major early and organized every activity around

it. Specialization becomes meaningful when it reveals a

pattern of engagement that extends beyond declaring an

interest.

Three characteristics can make that pattern especially

informative.

1 .  DEPTH :  THE  STUDENT  MOVES  BEYOND

INTRODUCTORY  PART IC IPAT ION

A student interested in computer science might begin with

a school coding club, then build a small application,

discover that its search function performs poorly, and

spend several months learning how to improve it.

The important development is not the number of coding

activities. It is the movement from participation to

independent problem-solving.

Likewise, a student interested in history might progress

from reading about a historical event to comparing

primary sources, examining conflicting interpretations,

and writing an evidence-based analysis.

Neither student needs a prestigious internship or an award

to demonstrate serious engagement. The work itself can

provide evidence of curiosity and initiative.

2.  AGENCY:  THE  STUDENT  MAKES  MEAN INGFUL

DECIS IONS

Admissions readers can learn more from what students

actually do than from the labels attached to their activities.

Compare these descriptions:

“President of the Environmental Club.”

“Organized a school waste audit, compared results across

three buildings, and presented recommendations to the

facilities team.”

The second description explains the student's actions and

contribution. The leadership title may still matter, but it is

no longer doing all the work.

Students should ask themselves: What decision did I make?

What problem did I encounter? What did I change? What

did I learn that affected my next step?

These questions help distinguish genuine initiative from

participation designed primarily to appear impressive.

3.  DEVELOPMENT :  THE  INTEREST  EVOLVES

OVER  T IME

An applicant's strongest evidence may lie in how an

interest changes.

A student who begins studying economics to understand

stock prices might eventually become interested in

housing affordability, local policy, or the relationship

between transportation and employment. That

progression does not weaken the student's profile. It can

reveal a willingness to investigate more complicated

questions.

A meaningful intellectual trajectory is not necessarily a

straight line. It can include detours, failed projects,

changing assumptions, and interests that never become a

declared major.

Yale's admissions guidance emphasizes academic strength,

intellectual curiosity, initiative, and the potential to

contribute to its community. It also encourages students

to remain open to broad learning rather than treating

college as a place to pursue only a predetermined

professional credential.3

The objective is not to prove that a teenager has already

become an expert. It is to show evidence of how the

teenager learns.

WHY  “THE  WELL-ROUNDED  STUDENT  BODY”  IS

ONLY  HALF  THE  STORY

You have probably heard the popular explanation: colleges

are not looking for well-rounded students; they are

looking for a well-rounded student body.

The phrase captures one plausible feature of selective

admissions: universities enroll people with different

abilities, interests, experiences, and perspectives. But it

becomes misleading when treated as an official formula

requiring each applicant to occupy a narrowly defined
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specialty.

Yale admissions officers have directly addressed the well-

rounded-versus-“pointy” debate, explaining that both

kinds of students can succeed in the process. They caution

against students manufacturing a narrow, passionate

identity when it does not reflect their actual interests.4

Harvard likewise recognizes successful applicants with

varied extracurricular commitments, unusual academic

promise, exceptional accomplishment in one endeavor, or

distinctive personal experiences. Its guidance does not

establish a preferred activity count or a universal specialist

profile.5

SO  WHAT  SHOULD  STUDENTS  TAKE  AWAY  FROM

THE  IDEA  OF  A  BALANCED  CLASS?

A university's interest in enrolling people who bring

different strengths does not mean applicants should

attempt to predict the missing piece of an admissions

class. Students generally cannot know which institutional

priorities will matter in a particular year, and publicly

available guidance does not support the idea that every

applicant is being matched to a fixed extracurricular roster

position.

Trying to reverse-engineer those priorities can lead

students to make the wrong choices: abandoning an

activity they genuinely value, inventing a nonprofit to

demonstrate leadership, or pursuing research because

they believe every competitive applicant needs it.

The better strategy is to develop real strengths while

preserving room for exploration.

SHOULD  YOUR  CHILD  DROP  ACT IV IT I ES  TO

DEVELOP  A  SPECIALTY?

Not automatically. Before cutting an activity, examine what

it contributes to the student's life and application.

A useful review starts with four questions:

Does the activity still matter to the student? If the answer

is no, and the commitment exists primarily for

appearances, it may be time to reconsider it.

Is the student making a meaningful contribution? A formal

title is not required. Sustained participation, responsibility,

skill development, and service to others can all matter.

What would the student do with the time instead?

Dropping a club makes little sense if the freed hours

disappear into an increasingly crowded schedule. A change

is more useful when it creates space for a meaningful

priority, needed rest, schoolwork, employment, family

responsibilities, or exploration.

Is the student narrowing their interests because of

genuine motivation or admissions anxiety? A student who

loves theater should not abandon it simply because they

intend to study physics. A student who has lost interest in

three clubs should not continue them merely to look

balanced.

Harvard specifically advises applicants to consider the

activities they care about and the commitments that

occupy their time, including work and family

responsibilities. MIT similarly tells students to choose

activities because they intrigue, challenge, or delight them

—not because they believe those activities will impress

admissions officers.67

The point is not to maximize time spent on a single

pursuit. It is to make deliberate choices about a finite

amount of time.

Build a Strong Profile Without Manufacturing a “Spike”

Students can begin with a simple exercise.

First, list their significant commitments, including

schoolwork, independent interests, jobs, family

responsibilities, and activities that do not carry formal

titles.

Second, identify two or three experiences in which they

have demonstrated the most initiative, sustained

engagement, growth, or contribution. These do not need

to be the most prestigious activities.

Third, ask what the experiences reveal. Does the student

enjoy explaining difficult ideas? Investigating unanswered

questions? Building things? Organizing people? Creating

art? Caring for others? Solving practical problems?

Finally, consider whether there is a genuine next step. A

student interested in environmental science might

investigate a local problem. A student who enjoys writing

might develop a publication or undertake a sustained

reporting project. A student who loves mathematics might

explore a difficult topic beyond the school curriculum.
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The next step should follow the student's curiosity, not a

preconceived admissions narrative. It should also be

realistic given the student's time, resources,

responsibilities, and access to opportunities.

Stanford's admissions guidance reinforces an essential

point: academic excellence is foundational, and the

university evaluates students in the context of their

preparation and opportunities. A specialized

extracurricular profile is not a substitute for academic

readiness.8

A compelling application ultimately reflects more than one

dimension of a person. A student may have a clear

academic interest while also showing humor, generosity,

creativity, athletic commitment, or responsibility at home.

Those qualities do not dilute a specialty. They help explain

the person pursuing it.

HOW  SCHOLAR  COACH  HELPS  STUDENTS

DEVELOP  A  DIST INCT IVE ,  AUTHENT IC  PROF ILE

Scholar Coach helps students identify meaningful

strengths without forcing them into a manufactured

admissions persona.

Map existing commitments. We review coursework,

activities, independent projects, employment, family

responsibilities, and personal interests to understand

where the student already invests time and energy.

Identify evidence of depth. We distinguish titles and

participation from concrete examples of initiative,

problem-solving, growth, and contribution.

Find genuine patterns. We look for recurring questions,

methods, or interests that may connect experiences

without pretending every activity serves one academic

purpose.

Plan realistic next steps. Students identify opportunities

to investigate questions more deeply, build skills, or

contribute to a community, taking their actual resources

and schedule into account.

Translate experience into application evidence. We help

students describe their work precisely and connect

relevant experiences to essays, recommendations, and

college research without exaggeration or forced

storytelling.

The goal is not to turn every student into a specialist. It is

to help each student make thoughtful choices, develop

meaningful strengths, and present a clear, credible

account of what they have done and why it matters.

The strongest alternative to the well-roundedness race is

not the race to build the biggest “spike.” It is a more honest

question: What is this student genuinely interested in,

what have they done with that interest, and what does that

work reveal about how they might learn and contribute in

college?

NOTES
1 Harvard's extracurricular activities FAQ
2 MIT's extracurricular guidance
3 Yale's explanation of what it looks for
4 Yale's admissions podcast on the activities section
5 Harvard's extracurricular activities FAQ
6 Harvard's application tips
7 MIT's extracurricular guidance
8 Stanford's holistic admission overview
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