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When applying to selective colleges, it is tempting to

believe that more evidence must be better. A student

submits a résumé, an additional essay, several research

papers, a folder of certificates, and a link to a personal

website—hoping that every extra item will strengthen the

application.

The problem is that college applications are not

competitions to submit the largest collection of

accomplishments. Admissions officers evaluate the

evidence colleges request, along with any additional

materials they explicitly permit. An extra document helps

only when it contributes something meaningful to that

evaluation.

The goal is not to give colleges more material to read. It is

to give them better evidence of what you can do.

1 .  MORE  MATER IALS  DO  NOT  AUTOMAT ICALLY

MEAN  A  STRONGER  APPL ICAT ION

Supplementary materials can serve a valuable purpose. A

musician may need recordings to demonstrate

performance ability. A student conducting original

scientific research may have a paper or poster that clarifies

the work. An aspiring artist may have a portfolio that

communicates technical skill and creative development

more effectively than an activity description.

But these materials are not universally necessary.

Yale's admissions office states that most successful

applicants submit only the required application materials.

It recommends that applicants focus primarily on those

elements because they receive the most weight in the

admissions process. Yale does accept certain

supplementary materials, including arts portfolios,

research, and selected academic work, but encourages

applicants to submit them only when they demonstrate a

strong and important part of the student's abilities. Yale's

supplementary-materials guidance explains both the

opportunities and the limitations.

MIT makes a similar distinction. Its creative portfolios are

optional and should feature work that is both significant to

the student and relevant to the application. Available

categories include research, music and theater, visual art

and architecture, and maker projects. MIT's portfolio

instructions specify different requirements for each

category.

The lesson is straightforward: a college's willingness to

accept additional work does not mean every applicant

should submit it.

Before assembling another document, ask a more useful

question: What would this material help an admissions

reader understand that the required application does not

already show?

If the answer is unclear, the material may not belong in the

application.

2.  THE  DIFFERENCE  BETWEEN  SUBSTANT IVE

EV IDENCE  AND  REPET IT ION

Consider two students applying to a university.
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The first describes developing a software tool in the

activities section. The student explains the problem the

tool addresses, the student's role, and the result. The

application also includes a relevant, permitted technical

portfolio showing the working tool, the underlying code,

and the student's development process.

The second student describes the same project, then

uploads three additional résumés, a lengthy project

narrative, screenshots of every development stage,

certificates from unrelated online courses, and several

pages explaining the technical terminology.

The second student has submitted more material, but not

necessarily more useful evidence.

The first portfolio gives the reader a way to examine the

project itself. The second collection may repeat existing

information without making the student's contribution any

clearer.

This distinction matters because application components

should work together rather than compete for attention.

The activities section can explain what a student did. An

essay can reveal how the student thinks. A

recommendation can offer another person's perspective.

An appropriate portfolio can provide direct evidence of a

skill or accomplishment that is difficult to evaluate from

descriptions alone.

An extra document earns its place when it adds a distinct

perspective, demonstrates an ability, or clarifies a

substantial achievement. Repeating the same claims in

different formats rarely accomplishes as much.

3.  WHAT  COUNTS  AS  A  STRONG  REASON  TO

SUBM IT  A  PORTFOL IO?

The best test is not whether the work took a long time,

matters personally to the student, or looks impressive to

family members. The question is whether the material is

relevant, sufficiently developed, and appropriate for the

college's review process.

Consider these examples:

A visual artist: A carefully selected portfolio of original

work may demonstrate composition, technique,

experimentation, and artistic development that a list of art

classes cannot convey. Yale, for example, accepts visual-art

portfolios and provides specific instructions about the

number and type of pieces. Yale's portfolio guidelines

should be consulted before preparing a submission.

A student researcher: A research supplement may help

explain the student's actual contribution to a collaborative

project. MIT's research supplement asks students to

describe their experience and allows supporting materials

such as an abstract or poster, with a research mentor

providing a recommendation directly through the

designated process. MIT's research-portfolio guidance

outlines the requirements.

A student who builds technical projects: A substantial

original engineering or maker project may be worth

showing when the college offers an appropriate

submission channel. MIT's maker portfolio, for example,

emphasizes the process of building, sufficient

documentation, and clear explanations—not merely a

polished final product.

A student who enjoys writing: Writing samples may be

appropriate at colleges that accept them, especially when

the work demonstrates substantial ability or has received

meaningful recognition. Yale permits selected examples of

other academic work, including creative writing, through

its designated process. Its guidance favors carefully chosen

work rather than a lengthy manuscript or a large collection

of poems.

Now consider a student who wants to upload a résumé

containing the same activities already listed in the

application, a generic certificate from an online course, or

an essay written solely because the student wants to

explain an interest in greater detail. Unless the college

requests or accepts that material and it adds something

meaningful, the extra submission may contribute little.

These examples are not judgments about the student's

talent or effort. They are judgments about the usefulness

of the evidence in a particular application.

4.  WHY  UNREQUESTED  MATER IALS  CAN  CREATE

PROBLEMS

It is important to distinguish between an extra document

that is weak and one that violates a college's submission

rules. Neither situation supports the blanket claim that

every additional file harms an applicant. The consequences

depend on the institution and the material.
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There are, however, several practical risks.

The college may not review it. Some universities accept

only specific categories of supplementary work. Others

limit the number of items, require designated platforms, or

restrict the kinds of portfolios they evaluate. A student

should not assume that emailing a research paper or

mailing an art portfolio will result in its consideration.

The material may duplicate the application. A second

résumé that repeats the activities section does not

necessarily provide new insight. A long explanation of a

project may be less informative than a concise description

paired with a permitted, working demonstration.

The submission may obscure the strongest evidence. An

applicant who has developed one exceptional project does

not need to surround it with unrelated certificates,

preliminary drafts, and minor accomplishments.

Thoughtful selection makes it easier to understand which

work matters most.

The student may spend time on the wrong task. Perfecting

an unnecessary supplemental file can consume time that

would be better spent revising required essays, checking

application accuracy, or preparing a meaningful portfolio

that the college actually accepts.

The central issue is not that admissions officers will

automatically punish students for being enthusiastic. It is

that extra effort does not guarantee extra value.

5.  APPLY  A  FOUR-PART  TEST  BEFORE  SENDING

ANYTHING

Before submitting an additional résumé, writing sample,

research paper, portfolio, or project link, evaluate it

against four questions.

Is it permitted? Check the current admissions website for

the specific college, application round, submission

method, and deadline. Do not rely on another university's

rules or advice from an older application cycle.

Does it demonstrate something important? Identify the

specific ability, accomplishment, or contribution the

material makes visible. If you cannot name it clearly,

reconsider the submission.

Does it add new evidence? Compare the material with the

activities list, essays, recommendations, and other

application components. Avoid repeating information

merely to emphasize it.

Is the quality strong enough to represent the student?

Evaluate the work against the expectations of its category.

A portfolio should contain carefully selected pieces; a

research submission should make the student's role

understandable; a technical demonstration should work as

described. Do not submit unfinished or weak material

simply to have something extra.

A useful final question is: If this document were removed,

would the reader lose important evidence about the

applicant? If the answer is no, the document may not

justify inclusion.

6.  HOW  PARENTS  CAN  HELP  W ITHOUT

ENCOURAGING  OVER-SUBM ISS ION

Parents often encourage additional submissions because

they want to make sure the college sees everything the

student has accomplished. That instinct is understandable,

particularly when a student has invested substantial time

in a project.

The more effective approach is to help the student

prioritize.

Start by reviewing the college's official requirements

together. Then identify the two or three accomplishments

that most clearly demonstrate the student's abilities and

interests. Determine whether the application already

communicates those accomplishments effectively. If an

approved supplement could provide important additional

evidence, help the student prepare it carefully and follow

the submission instructions.

Avoid treating every certificate, award, activity, or piece of

work as something that must appear somewhere in the

application. A student can be proud of an accomplishment

without including it in every submission.

This is also an opportunity to teach a valuable skill: editing.

Strong communication requires deciding what to include,

what to leave out, and how to make the most important

information clear. The same principle applies to an

application.

HOW  SCHOLAR  COACH  HELPS  FAM IL I ES  MAKE

BETTER  SUBM ISS ION  DECIS IONS

Scholar Coach helps students and parents evaluate

application materials strategically rather than adding

documents simply because they are available.
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Audit the core application. We review the activities list,

essays, academic context, and other required components

to identify what the application already communicates well

and where important evidence may be missing.

Evaluate optional materials against college policies. We

check each institution's published guidance to determine

which supplemental categories are accepted, how

materials must be submitted, and what restrictions apply.

Identify the strongest evidence. We assess whether a

portfolio, research paper, technical project, or writing

sample demonstrates a meaningful ability or contribution

that is not already clear from the application.

Edit for relevance and clarity. When a supplement is

appropriate, we help students select the strongest

material, explain their individual contributions, and

remove unnecessary repetition.

Coordinate the final application. We help families check

deadlines, submission instructions, consistency across

application components, and whether each additional

document serves a clear purpose.

The objective is not to submit the most material. It is to

present the strongest, clearest, and most credible account

of the student's abilities within each college's rules.

A strong application is not a warehouse of

accomplishments. It is a carefully constructed argument

for what the student can contribute.

SOURCES  AND  FURTHER  READING
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MIT Admissions — Creative Portfolios

Stanford Undergraduate Admission — Arts Portfolio
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