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A student has built a working application, designed a

mechanical device, or trained a machine-learning model.

They upload five GitHub repositories, add a few

screenshots, and assume the work will speak for itself.

But a working project and an understandable project are

two different things.

A faculty reviewer or technical evaluator needs to

determine what the student built, how it works, which

decisions the student made, and whether the student

understands the underlying concepts. If the repository has

no instructions, the code cannot be run, and the student's

contribution to a group project is unclear, even substantial

work can be difficult to evaluate.

For students applying to selective colleges in computer

science, engineering, robotics, computational science, or

design, a technical portfolio can help make that work

visible—when the institution accepts one and the project

merits the additional submission.

The objective is not to assemble the largest collection of

projects. It is to present a small number of meaningful

projects with enough documentation for someone else to

understand and assess them.

F IRST ,  F IND  OUT  WHETHER  THE  COLLEGE

ACCEPTS  A  PORTFOL IO

Before building a portfolio specifically for admissions,

check the college's current application instructions.

Portfolio policies differ by institution. MIT, for example,

allows eligible applicants to submit optional creative

portfolios, including research and maker work, for review

by staff or faculty. Its guidance emphasizes documentation

of the process, clear explanations, and evidence of

completed work. For code projects, MIT asks applicants to

provide both the codebase and a working demonstration.1

Carnegie Mellon University, by contrast, states that it does

not accept general supplemental submissions such as

portfolios, artwork, or websites through its standard

undergraduate admissions process, although it identifies

specific exceptions and other permitted opportunities.2

These examples illustrate why students should never

assume that a GitHub link, personal website, or technical

presentation can be attached to every application. An

institution may have a specific portfolio system, permit

particular supplementary materials, or ask applicants to

communicate their work through the standard application

instead.

A portfolio can still be useful beyond admissions. It may

help a student prepare for interviews, pursue internships,

approach research mentors, or document personal

development. But the format and intended audience

should determine what the student builds.

ONE  COMPLETE  PROJECT  IS  BETTER  THAN  F IVE

UNF IN ISHED  REPOS ITOR I ES

A portfolio should demonstrate depth before breadth.
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Imagine two applicants interested in computer science.

One lists five repositories containing partially completed

applications, inconsistent file names, and minimal

documentation. The other presents one completed project

with a clear explanation of its purpose, readable code,

instructions for running it, test results, and a discussion of

limitations.

The second portfolio makes it easier to evaluate the

student's work. That does not establish that the student is

more talented, but it gives a reviewer stronger evidence of

what the student has actually accomplished.

MIT's maker portfolio guidance specifically encourages

applicants to focus on their most significant work, provide

sufficient evidence of the building process, and clearly

distinguish completed work from work in progress.1

A strong portfolio does not need to contain only finished

projects. An unfinished project can reveal meaningful

problem-solving, particularly when the student explains

what works, what remains incomplete, and why. The

problem is not incompleteness; it is presenting an

unfinished prototype as a finished product.

For most high school students, one or two carefully

documented projects can provide a better starting point

than a dozen superficial demonstrations.

BU ILD  A  README  THAT  LETS  SOMEONE

UNDERSTAND  THE  PROJECT  QU ICKLY

For a software project, the README is often the first

document a visitor encounters. GitHub recommends using

a README to explain what a project does, why it is useful,

how to get started, and where users can find additional

help.3

A technical portfolio should adapt those principles to an

academic audience.

A useful README typically contains the following sections:

Project overview. Explain the problem and the intended

user in two or three sentences. Avoid vague claims such as

“revolutionizing artificial intelligence.” State what the

software actually does.

Motivation and design. Describe the question or problem

that led to the project. Explain why the student chose this

approach rather than an obvious alternative.

Technologies and methods. Identify the programming

languages, libraries, hardware, datasets, or design tools

used. Naming a technology is not enough; the student

should be able to explain what role it played.

Installation and demonstration. Provide accurate

instructions for running the project, or link to a reliable

demonstration when appropriate. List dependencies and

explain any configuration requirements.

Testing and results. Show how the student evaluated the

work. Depending on the project, this might include test

cases, comparison results, measurements, user feedback,

or photographs of a prototype under different conditions.

Limitations and next steps. Explain what the project does

not yet accomplish and what the student would investigate

or improve next.

The README should help a technically informed reader

understand the project without requiring them to guess

how the files fit together.

SHOW  THE  DECIS IONS  BEHIND  THE  CODE

A portfolio should not simply demonstrate that a student

can make something run. It should reveal how the student

approached the problem.

Consider a hypothetical student who builds a program that

classifies photographs of plant leaves. A weak description

might say that the student used Python and a machine-

learning library to create an image classifier.

A stronger explanation would identify the classification

problem, describe the dataset, explain how the data were

divided for training and evaluation, and report the model's

performance on the evaluation data. It would also

acknowledge relevant limitations, such as uneven

representation of plant species or poor performance on

photographs taken under unfamiliar lighting.

The point is not to add technical vocabulary for its own

sake. It is to make the reasoning visible.

The same principle applies to engineering. A student who

builds a small robotic arm should explain the mechanical

constraints, motor selection, control method, and testing

process. If the arm initially fails to lift an object reliably, the

student can document the suspected cause, the

modification, and the resulting measurements.
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For a design portfolio, the equivalent evidence might be

early sketches, prototypes, usability observations, and

revisions that followed testing.

In each case, the final result matters, but the reasoning

behind it helps a reviewer understand the student's

technical maturity.

MAKE  THE  PROJECT  REPRODUCIBLE—OR

EXPLAIN  WHY  IT  CANNOT  BE

A reviewer should be able to follow the instructions and

understand how the project operates.

For software, that means including the files necessary to

run the program, documenting dependencies, providing a

suitable demonstration, and avoiding instructions that rely

on undocumented local settings. If the project requires

credentials, private services, specialized hardware, or large

files, explain those requirements clearly.

For engineering projects, provide labeled photographs,

diagrams, component lists, and enough information to

understand how the prototype was assembled. For

computational research, document the source of the data,

the analysis steps, and the conditions under which the

results were obtained.

Not every project can be made publicly reproducible. A

prototype may depend on expensive equipment,

proprietary software, or data that cannot legally or

ethically be shared. In those cases, explain the constraint

and provide whatever evidence can be shared responsibly.

Security matters as well. GitHub advises developers to

protect repositories and avoid exposing secrets such as

API keys and access tokens.4 Students should inspect their

repositories before making them public and remove

private credentials, personal information, and restricted

data.

A portfolio should demonstrate technical judgment, not

create a privacy or security problem.

DOCUMENT  COLLABORAT ION  HONESTLY

Many impressive technical projects are collaborative.

Students may work with classmates, a teacher, a research

mentor, or a team of engineers. Collaboration does not

diminish the experience, but the student's contribution

should be clearly identified.

Suppose a student participates in a robotics team. The

team builds a robot that navigates an obstacle course, but

the student is responsible for the sensor-processing

module.

The portfolio should explain the team's overall objective

and then identify the student's work: which module they

designed, how it communicated with the rest of the

system, what tests they conducted, and which problems

they addressed.

It would be misleading to imply that the student

independently designed the entire robot.

MIT's portfolio guidance emphasizes explaining submitted

work clearly and documenting the process; its broader

portfolio advice also recognizes the importance of

identifying individual responsibilities within collaborative

work.1

Students should preserve relevant version history, design

notes, project logs, or other records that help establish

their contribution. These materials can also help them

prepare to answer detailed questions about the work.

A  PRACT ICAL  PORTFOL IO  CHECKL IST

Before sharing a technical project, review the following

items.

The project has a clear purpose and a concise overview.

The README explains how to understand, run, or inspect

the work.

The student identifies their individual contribution.

Important design decisions are explained.

The project includes meaningful testing, measurements, or

demonstrations where appropriate.

Limitations and unfinished components are identified

honestly.

Screenshots, diagrams, photographs, and captions clarify

the work.

Instructions and links work on a device other than the

student's own computer, where applicable.

No passwords, API keys, private data, or unauthorized

materials are exposed.

The portfolio follows the receiving institution's actual

submission requirements.
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This checklist is not an admissions scoring system. It is a

quality-control process that makes the work easier to

evaluate and helps students identify weaknesses before

sharing it.

HOW  SCHOLAR  COACH  HELPS  STUDENTS

PRESENT  TECHN ICAL  WORK

Scholar Coach helps students turn technical projects into

clear, well-documented evidence of academic interest and

problem-solving.

Step 1: Select the right project. We review the student's

existing work and identify which project most clearly

reflects their interests, abilities, and intended academic

direction. We do not assume that the most complicated

project is automatically the strongest.

Step 2: Identify the intellectual contribution. We help the

student articulate the original problem, their role, the

important design decisions, and the skills they actually

used. For collaborative work, we distinguish individual

contributions from the team's overall accomplishments.

Step 3: Improve the documentation. Depending on the

project, we help organize the README, build log, technical

explanation, diagrams, screenshots, testing results, and

limitations. The aim is to make the work understandable

without burying the reader in unnecessary detail.

Step 4: Check the evidence. We help the student verify that

demonstrations work, instructions are accurate, claims are

supported, and technical terminology is used correctly. If

the project has not been tested under certain conditions,

the documentation should say so.

Step 5: Align the portfolio with the application. We check

whether the target college accepts the material, identify

the appropriate submission channel, and help the student

decide whether the project adds meaningful information

beyond the transcript, activities list, and essays.

Step 6: Prepare the student to explain the work. A portfolio

is most useful when its creator can discuss it confidently

and accurately. We help students practice explaining

design trade-offs, failed approaches, technical choices, and

what they would change in a future version.

Scholar Coach does not promise that a portfolio will

improve a student's admission outcome. Our objective is to

help students present real work with clarity, technical

substance, and honest evidence of their contribution.

The Standard Is Not Perfection. It Is Evidence.

A technical portfolio should not be a collection of

buzzwords, decorative screenshots, or unfinished

repositories designed to suggest expertise. It should be a

record of work that the student can explain and defend.

Before adding another project, ask whether the existing

one is understandable, testable, and well documented. Can

a reader identify the problem? Can they distinguish the

student's work from that of others? Can they see how the

student evaluated the result? Can the student explain what

did not work and why?

If the answers are clear, the project has become more than

a demonstration. It has become evidence of how the

student approaches technical problems.

For students preparing for selective colleges, that is the

real purpose of a portfolio: not to appear more advanced

than they are, but to make the depth of their actual work

visible.
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