
Welcome to our session! (Presenters introduce themselves)
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We would like to kick things off with a broad question: “What is the Activities and 
Awards Section?” It’s important to define what exactly this section is, its purpose, 
and its significance. “Why is there a section on the UC application for Activities and 
Awards?” Let’s start at the beginning. 
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This is where students tell us about all the wonderful things they did outside of their 
A-G coursework. We do not just care about numbers, GPA, and test scores, we want 
to know who the student is beyond their academics. Since our campuses take a 
comprehensive approach to applications, we want a bigger picture, to know the 
student’s larger story. What makes them happy? What problems are they wanting 
and trying to fix?  What are their talents and strengths, and in turn what would they 
bring to our campuses? 
You will hear several times today, but this is an open-ended section for students. 
There is no “right” or wrong way to approach this section, it’s really about getting to 
know the student personally, and being genuine about their activities is the best way 
to stand out. 
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As the title suggests, we value all types of activities. Here are some examples of 
activities we commonly see, such as sports and clubs. However we have also 
included some “non-traditional” examples that still showcase a students involvement 
outside of the classroom. In other words, what we want to know is how students are 
utilizing their “free” time outside of school. Not all students have access to after 
school activities and so they feel that they can not fill out the activities and award 
section. This by no means is an exhaustive list but we hope it will help you and your 
students think outside the box.  We want to acknowledge virtual opportunities as 
well, especially during this time where students are finding ways to be creative on 
online platforms.
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Students will have twenty spaces to enter their activities but should not feel 
pressured to fit all 20

• Students will categorize the activities themselves based on the list we have 
provided and there is no limit for each category.
• We know some HSs offer educational preparation programs like college 

advising, Gear Up, etc.
• Other coursework can be any relevant coursework that is NOT A-G like 

AVID, any A-G coursework should be noted in their academic history 
section of the application

• We do not value one activity over another, but we do value commitment, 
progression and leadership in this section.

• Students should do their best to categorize activities in a way that makes 
sense to them. We wanted to allow students the flexibility and choice to 
enter the activities that best reflect their interests and achievements. At the 
same time, we added more guidance and specific questions to help students 
fill out each category (from past years where it was 5 space for each).

• Students should not repeat the entries, even if they might fit into more than 
one category.

• The order of activities does not matter, and students cannot rearrange the 
order once they’ve completed this section



• For each activity, students will be asked the years in which they were 
involved.

• When completing the Activities & Awards section, students should focus on 
their time in high school, but prior involvement is also a strength they want to 
highlight since it demonstrates consistency and progression.

• Students should also include any activities they have planned for the spring 
semester of their senior year. You will notice here that there is also an option 
to choose “After 12th Grade” - this is meant for students who are taking a gap 
year before attending college. 

• For each activity, we will also be asking about their time commitment: their 
hours per week and weeks per year spent on an activity. We understand that 
students may not know the exact number, and this also may vary throughout 
the year. In this case, students should give us their best estimate or average.



Students will have an opportunity to describe each activity in 350 characters. This 
is a change from last year, when students had 500 characters. We want 
students to be concise with their descriptions and intentional with their 
words.

• It should be a short description of the activity or award in which a student 
focuses on their role or responsibility within the activity - not necessarily a 
description of the activity itself.

• Students should focus on their involvement and how the activity was unique 
to them. We don’t need an actual description of volleyball or basketball, but 
rather, what was their role on the team? How did this activity affect them or 
help them progress?

• If it’s an activity or organization specific to their high school or their 
community, they can describe the club’s mission or goal, but still focus on 
their specific experience

• In addition, this is where students can tell us if they were involved in an 
activity prior to ninth grade. For example, if they have been playing a sport for 
five years prior to high school that shows consistency and commitment 

• Lastly, because students only have 350 characters they may not be able to 
expand as much as they’d like. In this case, the Personal Insight Questions is a 
great way to tie and activity/award into their response and potentially reflect 



and demonstrate what they’ve learned or how they grew from a particular 
involvement 
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We cannot address this section without addressing concerns regarding COVID-19
• we are aware that this year may look different than years prior. It’s important 

for students to remember that we always evaluate them within their context 
and their environment. We are not penalizing students for lack of activities 
during this time.

• However, if they were able to continue an activity, how did the activity 
change for them or how did they adjust? They may have new responsibilities 
that they didn’t have before COVID-19, such as taking care of a sibling or 
helping their community - this can all be included in the Activities & Awards 
section.

• If they had an activity planned but it was cancelled, we want to know about it 
and they should make a note of it in the Additional Comments section of the 
UC Application, instead of including it in the Activities & Awards section. 



Now that you know more about this section of the application, we want to give you 
some tips on how your students can best present themselves. We want to be clear 
here that we are not giving “negative points” in this section of the application. If a 
student doesn’t follow all tips and best practices, it won’t hurt them, but we also 
want them to make the most of this section, which is where our tips are useful.



While we want students to give us a full and complete picture of their lives, they 
should not feel pressure to use all 20 spaces provided in the Activities & Awards 
section. If they have more than twenty activities or awards to include, they should 
pick and choose what they feel most strongly or passionate about, but try to give the 
admissions counselor a broad view of their involvements. In this case, try to include 
one example from each category. 

It is important that students remember non-school activities are just as VALID to 
include in this section, such as babysitting, working to pay for necessities, or helping 
at home, as we want to see all parts of their lives. 



It is helpful when a students can show longer involvement in one activity or have 
strength and consistency in that involvement versus having little experience in 
several different areas. Of course, we still want to hear if a student is involved in 
multiple activities for a shorter period of time, but consistency and commitment are 
most valuable. As we mentioned before, if a student has been a part of an 
organization or has done an activity (ex. taking music lessons) well before high school 
and continuing into high school, that is definitely something they should highlight in 
their description. Students can also demonstrate growth and progression in their 
activity: Did the student start off as a member and later become the president, co-
president, etc.?



A good way for a student to demonstrate their role in an activity is to highlight any 
leadership opportunities they have had. This can be the president, treasurer, chair, or 
captain of a club or activity, but it doesn’t have to be official or come with a title. 
While being the president is an impressive title, it does not always demonstrate 
leadership; we’re looking for leaders and that can come in different forms. This could 
be leadership on a job, at your church, in your family. It could be as a member of a 
group rather than the positional leader. It is important for the student to help us 
understand their role and responsibilities, not just their title. Students can also 
demonstrate leadership by answering a need in their school or community: did they 
help start a club, organization, or business? Help your students understand that 
leadership looks different for everyone and can appear at school, work, home, etc. 



Where possible, it’s great to understand the context of the student’s achievement! If 
they received an award or honor, how many competed versus how many received? 
How competitive was it? Again, it is also important that a student focuses on their 
contribution and role within the activity.

It is helpful when a student helps their reader understand:
● Total time: how many hours per day/week/month?

○ ex. I practiced for 30 hours and spent 6 hours traveling to 
competitions per week

● Scope: school, citywide, statewide, national, international
● Impact: number of people helped, how much money was raised, etc.



We also want to share with you some examples of activities and awards taken from 
past UC applications. For each example we will be polling all of you to determine 
whether this is a good example or a missed opportunity in the activities and awards 
section – to be clear, we are not trying to determine whether or not an activity is 
good or bad, but rather, is the applicant describing their role and responsibility and 
helping the reader understand their activity or award? We also want to preface by 
saying that these examples are some of the more “obvious” ones that we see on a 
UC application. It is not always this black and white for an reader and there are often 
areas of grey when reviewing activities and awards.



This is a good example of employment:
The student shows family responsibility, as he helps because his dad is the sole 
employee. They show a strong level of commitment, as they explain that they have 
been doing this since before 9th grade and tells us how much time per week they are 
contributing to this activity. There is a clear example of what the student did, with 
action words that help the reader understand their role. It also explains why the 
student did not continue the activity, as the business ended before their 12th grade 
year. This example is clear and concise.



This is a good example of an award received:

The student offers a clear description of the award and why they received it 

and give us quantifiable measures. This student also goes on to explain each 
of their involvements in the rest of their activities & awards section.



This is a missed opportunity:

As you can see, there is no description of what they actually did - we don’t 

even know the sport in which they are referring to. Unless the reader is familiar 

with this program, they would not know what the student actually did or 

achieved and we are taught not to make assumptions when reviewing an 

application. We have questions here: Why did you stop? What are tiny cuts? 
Who are the best of the US?



This is a good example:
The student demonstrates leadership and there are clear examples of the 

student’s role and responsibility. There is succinct detail of the student’s 

involvement and the scope of the program, and what they did is measurable. 
This is also concise, yet gives the reader a good amount of detail and clarity.



This is a missed opportunity:
It is not clear what the student’s role or responsibility was in MESA and they 
described the program rather than their involvement.
Questions we have: Why didn’t they continue the program into their senior year? 
What did they gain from this experience? What did they actually DO in this program?





What makes sense to us as professionals does not always have the same effect on 
students in processing this section. This can be a huge missed opportunity if students 
don’t understand what we are looking for as they navigate this section. These are 
some common myths and misconceptions that students regularly make that cause 
this section to be less effective in the comprehensive review process. Students want 
to know what kinds of activities look best, but remember that we are just asking 
them to be themselves! It’s important for students to remember that we rarely ask 
questions in the UC Application that we don’t want to know the answer to – we want 
to get to know them! When reviewing this section, we value quality over quantity. 
The length of what is written is less valuable than the content and learning about a 
student’s involvement. Of course we want to know what a student does in school, 
but they should also look beyond in-school involvement. What a student does 
outside of the class, no matter where it is, adds context and value to the overall 
application.



As you are counseling students these are common mistakes to keep in mind and to 
make students aware of (in no particular order):

1. Leaving This Section Blank : It is a huge missed opportunity to leave the 
section blank but it is very common and simply leaves us with the desire to 
know more. Between 9th-12th Grade there has to be something a student 
can talk about and if there truly is nothing, have them address it in the 
Additional Comments Section.

2. Assuming the activity is known to all: Students commonly believe that we 
know activities that are unique to their high school or community.  Unless it is 
a national program, students should spell out the name and add a quick 
description. No acronyms allowed!

3. No Clarity: Students don’t provide a clear definition of the their role and 
responsibilities. A little background on what the activity is can be helpful, but 
we still need to know what THEY did.

4. Unaware of the importance of the section: Students may not be clear about 
the role that this section plays in the admissions process. It’s important for 
them to know what the comprehensive review is and why this section is so 
important to the process.

5. Talk more about the activity than themselves: We learn nothing about 
students and their commitment when they talk only about the program. It 
turns into a list with no value if we can’t personally connect the student to the 
activity described.
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We know you care about the success of your students. This is a kind reminder of 
what your role is in this process. You are there to motivate, to help a student dig into 
their experiences, and to remind them to not be humble about their 
accomplishments. Your job is not to do this section for them, or to determine which 
of their activities is the most impressive. We want to know what is important to 
them, and what has shaped their world. Here are some questions you can pose to 
your students to help them prioritize what they want to share. 
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Thank you all so much for joining our session. To wrap up, please remember that 
every UC campus conducts a comprehensive review. This means that we not only 
value a student’s academic achievements, but their achievements and involvements 
outside of the classroom as well. You’ve heard this a lot already, but context and 
clarity are crucial! Students should help the reader understand their role and 
responsibilities in the activity. When we review applications, all activities have the 
potential to add value and all activities should be included, but we do value 
leadership, commitment and progression. Students can demonstrate this in many 
ways, as activities come in many forms. Encourage your students to think beyond 
what they are doing at school and think about what their responsibilities are at home 
and in their community. As always, we are so grateful for the work that you do and 
the information you are able to bring to your students!




