
In this session we will provide a thorough overview of the UC Comprehensive Review. 

We will explore the 14 factors involved in the UC Comprehensive Review process and 

review methods used by each individual campus. We will also apply this knowledge 

through a discussion of specific application case studies.
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UC admission is becoming more selective each year, and gaining admission to a UC 

campus requires more than just meeting minimum eligibility requirements.  Typically 

grades and test scores are important however, the way UC determines “best qualified” 

goes beyond traditional academic factors.   This is where Comprehensive Review 

comes in.

The UC faculty has developed a Comprehensive Review Policy as a response to the 

need for campuses to make important distinctions among similarly qualified applicants.   

This policy has been in practice for over a decade for the freshman admission review 

process and has been adopted in some form or another at all nine undergraduate UC 

campuses.   

Understanding the “achievement in context” is a vital aspect of individual campus 

reviews.   Comprehensive review allows UC campuses to use different aspects of the 

application—high school environment, academic and personal accomplishments, family 

environment, and other circumstances—to make more informed decisions about a 

particular student’s achievement in the context of opportunity and life experiences.   
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February 15, 2001: Former UC President Richard Atkinson requested that the UC 

Academic Senate (faculty representation in the shared governance of the UC) 

conduct a comprehensive review of the University's admissions policies and 

provide a recommendation—which they did. 

Policy was Approved by the Board of Regents (18 regents are appointed by the 

governor, One is a student appointed by the Regents; the Governor, Lieutenant 

Governor, Speaker of the Assembly, Superintendent of Public Instruction, president and 

vice president of the Alumni Associations of UC and the UC president. In addition, two 

faculty members — the chair and vice chair of the Academic Council — sit on the board 

as non-voting members.)

Guidelines were defined by Board of Admissions and Relations with Schools 

(Committee within Academic Senate overseeing all matters relating to undergraduate 

admissions).

And then each campus has its own Faculty Admission Committee which 

determines how the policy is applied. Faculty Admission Committees work with 

campus’s admissions director and other senior managers to create, review, and refine 



the campus’s comprehensive review process over time. 

All campuses employ some form of a Comprehensive Review, in a variety of ways.

5



When calculating the GPA to determine if a student's eligibility meets/exceeds the 
minimum GPA requirement, we limit the number of honors points to 4 courses (8 
semesters), with no more than 2 courses (four semesters) from 10th grade. This total 
includes college-level courses in the A-G college-preparatory subjects that are 
transferable to UC.  This is referred to as the UC GPA.

The local faculty can choose what factors to use.  Each campus has the discretion to use these 
factors as they see fit. This plays into the selection factor at each campus.



There are 3 main methodologies that the UC’s use to evaluate applications: Fixed 

weight, holistic, and hybrid.  All of these methods have evolved over time with the 

growth of the UC’s.  In a fixed weight system quantitative values are placed on various 

criteria. For a holistic review, a qualitative approach is taken where there is no fixed 

value placed on any one criteria.  Finally the hybrid system marries the fixed weight and 

holistic approaches with both quantitative and qualitative components.
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In this slide you can see where each of our campuses falls into place.  As you can see 

the majority of the UC campuses use a holistic review, but Merced uses a hybrid, and 

Riverside uses a fixed weight review.
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Because the UC system takes a decentralized approach to admissions where each 
campus operates independently when making their admission decisions, the application 
review process will vary from campus to campus.  Still, there are similarities between all 
the different reviews.

All admission application readers undergo extensive professional training before 
reading a “real” application; Continuing training may also be conducted during the read-
cycle.

Internal readers are those individuals within the admissions office such as evaluators, 
recruitment and outreach specialists, and other admissions team members.

External readers are those individuals outside of the admissions office.  These 
individuals are often high school counselors, teachers, or leadership; campus outreach 
staff such as EAOP staff; independent counselors, graduate students, department staff, 
alumni, etc.

All applications are reviewed regardless of whether the student meets all of the 
minimum admissions requirements.

Multiple reads often occur as part of various quality control measures instituted by the 
campuses. Each campus may have different requirements on the number of times an 
application is read.

The admission rates and enrollment targets vary from campus to campus, and can even 
vary within each campus’s colleges, divisions, or majors.
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• SAT Subject Tests, AP, and IB exams are all optional tests that students may 
take to demonstrate mastery of a subject and clear certain A-G subject areas.

• GCE A-level exams are required for admission for students graduating from a 
school following the British system of education. A-level exams typically 
represent competence at the first year of university-level studies in a particular 
subject and, in fact, are meant to be taken after a 13th year of education.
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-Address policy and redirect to other sessions for GPA calculations etc.

11



Remote learning and closed high schools will require students to be creative when seeking out 
opportunities to demonstrate achievement and passions, but it is still possible!

• Personal projects
• Diving into art, gardening or other skills (be sure to explain how they 

relate to passions they might explore in college)
• EX: Playing video games is not considered a strong extra curricular 

activity, UNLESS a student competes in egaming, showing their 
dedication and honing of this skill, or aspires to create video 
games and perhaps engages in computer programming courses, 
seminars, etc. Student needs to make sure to explain all of this 
with the PIQ section

• In previous years, students have built computers, learned to cook and 
created their own businesses, selling products or services (virtually) to 
make money, sometimes do donate to different causes

• Virtual conferences, fairs, courses, seminars
• Additional courses online outside of A-G to explore interests

• Online community service
• Community service is still possible, whether it is creating goodie bags, 

campaigning for politicians, planting trees
• Social Media – creating informational content for health, politics & activism, 

academia, etc. NOTE: additional documents, links, etc. are not part of the 
application, student will have to explain what they did and the impact of their 
work only through the application

• It is even more pertinent with these less traditional ECs that students take advantage of 
the Personal Insight Question section to explain details on their activities so the evaluator 
can better understand the extent of the activities
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The PIQs relate to one or more of the Comprehensive Review factors and help inform 

admission readers of the full context of the student – family, school, accomplishments, 

challenges, experiences. 

Students are encouraged to use the PIQs to address information that does not appear 

in other parts of the application, or to explain something on the application more fully. 

This will be especially important this year, with inability for students to engage with 

many common extra curricular activities and with increased hardships across the U.S.

Each of the campuses uses the PIQs to differing degrees, which points to the different 

methodologies and processes used at each campus.

Some campuses use the PIQs for admission, some use for scholarships and some for 

both. 
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The purpose of the PIQ section remains the same: for students to use their own 
voice to elaborate on four aspects of themselves, especially aspects that they

were unable to share in other areas of the application

Some tips for students:
• Do not write what you think we want to hear
• This is about your interests, your activities, obstacles and achievements

• EVERYONE has experienced COVID-19 and social justice movements 
this year. If a student decides to write about these experiences, it is 
pertinent they explain how these specific incidents have personally 
affected them, ideally in different ways than other people

• Examples: Student athlete hoping to train for Olympics or other major 
competition but can no longer pursue this passion so they have begun 
training at home, and created a support group for other athletes. Or a 
student who is passionate about education and has had to find new 
ways to tutor peers so they created their tutoring service online, as a 
business or as community service

• The key to writing responses about obstacles is that the student includes a 
resolution, ideally one that they created

• This demonstrates the student ability to overcome a challenge
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Stop here – to take a couple of questions before transitioning to case studies

In this next section we are going to apply some of the information we have just reviewed 

by examining a few case studies from last year’s applicant pool.

These case studies are meant to demonstrate the factors of comprehensive review.  

While information has been selected from real applicants, please note that not all the 

information on the application is included in full.  Rather than deliberating admissions 

decisions we are going to focus on reviewing the factors used in UC Comprehensive 

Review.  
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UW GPA = Unweighted GPA
UCW GPA = UC Weighted GPA
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Overall, this applicant showed strengths in many areas—not only did they have strong 
academic performance, often exceeding the minimum standards in terms of number 
and rigor of courses, but they maintained that performance under extraordinary 
circumstances. The student also does a great job of addressing limitations due to 
responsibilities and home and life challenges, but still managed to maintain academic 
performance and was heavily involved in school programs and volunteer work. 

In this case, we did not have a test score available to us; however, we were able to 
draw on a number of comprehensive review factors to make an overall assessment of 
the students ability to succeed and contribute to our campuses without one. 
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