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Dear Junior,

This is a very important and very busy 

year for you. This is the year you need to 

seriously consider your college options, 

take college tests, make college visits, and 

narrow your list of college choices. You also 

want to work extra hard over the coming 

months to improve your academic record 

and GPA.  

There may be a lot for you to do this year,  

but don’t worry, this booklet will explain  

the college process, and it will go over what 

you need to do each step of the way. 
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What Colleges

LOOK FOR

1. Take college prep courses

Four-year colleges generally recommend that students take 

the following college preparatory courses in high school:

 4 years of English

 3 - 4 years of math (including Algebra I, Geometry,  

          and Algebra II)

 3 - 4 years of science

 2 - 3 years of the same foreign language

 3 years of social studies

 1 year of fine or performing arts

Competitive schools and programs consider the above to 

be the minimum requirements. They also recommend that 

students take advanced courses whenever possible.

Colleges use some, if not all, of the information  

listed below when determining whether or not  

to accept an applicant.

   Grade point average (GPA)

   Strength of courses

   ACT / SAT scores

   Class rank

   Recommendations

   Special talents / awards

   Activities

   Essays

   Interviews

   Demonstrated interest

When colleges look at your high school record, what will they see?  

 

To have an impressive high school record, 
here are four things you need to do.
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2.  Get good grades

When you apply to a college, they will 

request a copy of your transcript (your 

high school record). This transcript will 

list your GPA, all of your high school

courses, and all of your grades.  

 

 

3.  Prepare for college tests

Most colleges require that applicants submit ACT or SAT 

scores. Colleges use these test scores to assess a student’s 

readiness for college level work. The more competitive the 

school or program, the more important these scores are.

(Two-year colleges generally do not require ACT or SAT

scores for admission.) More about these tests on pages 8 and 9.

4.  Be involved in activities

Colleges are looking for students who 

are active and involved in their school 

and community. They are also look-

ing for students who have leadership 

abilities, unique experiences, and an 

interest in community service.  

With regards to activities, colleges are 

looking for quality, not quantity.

Colleges generally consider the grades 

earned in college prep courses to be           

the most important criteria for college admissions.
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Your Fall / Winter To-Do List

Set up a calendar for the year

Use this calendar to record test dates, college fairs, 

college visitation days, and events at your high school 

(financial aid meetings, college representatives visiting 

your school, etc.).

Create a college file

Use this file to keep college brochures, notes on college 

visits, copies of test scores, etc.

Make a Testing Plan

Learn about the PSAT/NMSQT, ACT, and SAT. Make a 

testing plan, and put the registration deadlines and    

test dates on your calendar.

If you’re an athlete...

If you hope to play a sport in college, talk to your 

counselor to make sure that you’re taking all of the 

courses you need. Also, register online with the        

NCAA Eligibility Center.  www.eligibilitycenter.org

Work hard to get the best grades possible

When you fill out college applications in the fall of 

your senior year, a copy of your transcript will be       

submitted along with your application. Because your 

junior grades will be the last grades on your transcript,

it’s important that you do as well as possible

your junior year. Colleges like to see 

improvement, so if your grades 

aren’t as good as they should 

be, now is the time to bring 

them up.

Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri
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Develop your interests

Participate in activities in and out of school, take 

on leadership roles when possible, and do some 

volunteer work. Community service, such as volun-

teering for a local food bank or animal shelter is very 

worthwhile, and it’s impressive on any application.

Colleges are looking for students who have something 

that makes them stand out. If you have an interest, 

talent, or passion, take time this year to develop it.

Explore your options

Think about what you’re looking for in a college    

and learn about the schools you want to consider.       

Talk to your parents and your counselor about your 

college options. 

Think about a major

As a college student, you must choose a major.      

This is the subject you will study in depth. Think 

about your abilities, talents, and interests in terms    

of a possible major. For help in choosing a major,    

go to bigfuture.collegeboard.org. 

Make college visits

Visiting different colleges is the best way to find    

out what kind of college will be the best fit for you.  

Talk to your parents to determine which colleges    

you will visit, and make a plan.

Have a conversation about college costs

Talk to your parents about how your education      

will be paid for. Will you need to get financial aid?  

Will you apply for scholarships? To get an estimate  

of the federal financial aid you may be eligible for, 

use the FAFSA4caster at fafsa.ed.gov.
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Take College Tests

PSAT / NMSQT  

Preliminary SAT / National Merit Scholarship Qualifying Test

All college bound juniors should take the PSAT/NMSQT.   

This test is given in October at your high school, or at a

high school nearby. Your counselor will provide you with 

information about this test.

 Why should you take the PSAT/NMSQT?

1.  It’s good practice for the SAT.

2.  You find out how your skills compare to                              

   the skills of other college bound students. 

3.  When you get your scores back, you can see 

   what areas you need to work on. 

4.  Exceptionally high scores can lead to 

   scholarship opportunities.

 What does this test cover?

 The PSAT/NMSQT includes assessments in Reading,            

 Writing and Language, and Math.

 How do you prepare?
 A free study guide and practice test is available at  

 www.collegeboard.org.

FALL TEST

If you’re planning to go to a four-year college, 

you need to take the ACT and/or SAT.

Colleges often use ACT and SAT scores to 

help them decide whether or not to accept an         

applicant. These test scores, however, are just 

one of the many factors that colleges consider.

ACT/SAT
SPRING TESTS
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Here are some of the most frequently asked 

questions about these very important tests.

Q. When should I take these tests?

A. You should take the ACT and/or SAT in the spring of your    

junior year. If you want to improve your scores, you will  

then have time to retake one or more tests in the fall. 

Q.   What do the ACT and SAT cover?

A.   The ACT has four multiple-choice tests: English, Math,     

Reading, and Science. There is also an optional Writing Test.  

The SAT includes assessments in Reading, Writing and     

Language, and Math. There is also an optional Essay.

Q. Where are the ACT and SAT given?

A. High schools across the country are designated as

 testing centers. Most students choose to take                         

the ACT or SAT at the closest testing center.

Q. Which test should I take?

A. All colleges accept both ACT and SAT scores.                       

Many college admissions counselors recommend 

 that you take a practice test for both, and then spend      

your time preparing for the test you’re likely to do better on.

Q. How do I sign up for the ACT or SAT?

A. You can register for the ACT at www.act.org. To register for 

the SAT, go to www.collegeboard.org. You need to register 

6 – 8 weeks before the test date.

Q. How do I prepare for these tests?

A. Free test prep resources and practice tests are available 

online at www.act.org and www.collegeboard.org. Test prep 

materials can also be found in guidance offices, bookstores, 

and libraries.

ACT / SAT FAQs  
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Attendance and Tardy Policies

What happens if you are late or absent.  Are there consequences 
for being absent or tardy a certain number of times?  Does a 
parent need to call if you’re not going to be in school?  Do you 
need to bring in a note when you return?

Code of Conduct / School Rules

The student handbook will tell you the school’s expectations.  
Be sure to look the handbook over.  Most rules will be common 
sense (no weapons, no alcohol, no . or bullying); but some things 
are specific to your school, like the dress code.  So, know what’s 
acceptable and what’s out of bounds.

Athletic Eligibility

Do you want to play a sport in high school?  If so, you need to 
know your school’s eligibility requirements.  At many schools, 
these same requirements also apply to students who are in 
other activities. If you have a question about eligibility, see your 
counselor, coach, or athletic director.

Explore College Options

   Type of College

Will a two-year or four-year college best help you meet your 

career goals?

Two-year colleges (community colleges) offer affordable 

one- and two-year career programs. You can also start at a 

community college and then transfer to a four-year college 

after a year or two.  

Four-year colleges offer more courses and a wider 

variety of extracurricular activities. A four-year 

college degree can also open more doors 

and provide more career opportunities 

than a two-year degree.

   Size

Do you want to go to a large school with 

lots of majors, programs, and activities, 

or to a small school with fewer students, a   

more personal atmosphere, and smaller classes?

   Location

Where do you want to go to college?  In your home state?  

Close to home? Near a big city? Close to nature?    

Choosing a college is not about finding the top 

ranked school—it’s about finding a college that’s 

a good match for you.

Put a check beside any of the following that are 

important to you.  

Knowing what you are looking for in a college 

will help you find a college that’s a good fit.
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   Academic Programs

Is there a specific subject that you want to 

study? While most colleges offer popular 

majors such as business, not every college 

will offer the major you may be interested in.

   Admission Requirements

Some colleges accept all high school graduates; others are 

very selective. Look for colleges that accept students with 

academic records (grades and test scores) similar to yours.  

You want to find a school that’s a good academic fit.    

   Cost

Cost is a very important consideration for most students.

When calculating college costs, include tuition and fees, 

room and board, books, and an allowance for personal 

expenses. Remember, financial aid often makes it possible 

for students to attend schools that would otherwise be too 

expensive.

If cost is a factor, consider the following:

   Public colleges receive government funding and are    

     generally less expensive than private colleges.  

   Going to a public college in your home state usually   

     costs much less than a public college in a different state.

   To cut college costs, consider starting at a community 

      college, or living at home and commuting.

To do an online search for the colleges 

that have what you’re looking for, go to 

bigfuture.collegeboard.org.

Do a College Search 
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Make College

VISITS

  Learn about the college

 Visit the college’s website to learn about their campus,  

 majors, programs, and facilities.

  Check out all visitation options

 Many colleges have open houses and visitation days for   

 high school students and their parents.

  Schedule your visit

 Contact the admissions office directly or schedule your 

 visit online. If there’s a specific major or program you’re   

 interested in, be sure to let the admissions office know.

 If possible, try to visit when classes are in session.

Making a college visit is the best way to find  

out if a college is going to be a good fit for you.

 1. Take a campus tour

A group tour is a great way to learn about a college.  

During the tour, your guide (usually a student) will provide 

you with facts and information. As you walk around the  

campus, try to visualize yourself as a student there.

College Visit Tips

Plan Your Visit
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2. Attend an information session

Most colleges have information sessions for prospective  

students and parents. These sessions can be very helpful.

3. Talk to an admissions counselor

Admissions counselors are available to discuss admissions 

requirements and to answer questions about the admis-

sions process. If you would like to discuss your academic 

record or your chances of being admitted,

take an unofficial transcript with you.

4. Check out the area

Explore the city or town the college

is located in. Remember, you won’t 

just go to school there—you’ll also 

be living in that community.

5. Take pictures and make notes

Make a note of anything you want to remember.  

After your visit, write down your impressions, and list 

the college’s positive and negative aspects.

  Some Questions to Ask
What makes this college special or unique?

What are your strongest majors?

Are there specific requirements for my major?

What percent of first-year students return?

Do most students stay or leave on the weekends?

Which admissions criteria do you consider most

important (GPA, ACT/SAT scores, class rank)?
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Attendance and Tardy Policies

What happens if you are late or absent.  Are there consequences 
for being absent or tardy a certain number of times?  Does a 
parent need to call if you’re not going to be in school?  Do you 
need to bring in a note when you return?

Code of Conduct / School Rules

The student handbook will tell you the school’s expectations.  
Be sure to look the handbook over.  Most rules will be common 
sense (no weapons, no alcohol, no . or bullying); but some things 
are specific to your school, like the dress code.  So, know what’s 
acceptable and what’s out of bounds.

Athletic Eligibility

Do you want to play a sport in high school?  If so, you need to 
know your school’s eligibility requirements.  At many schools, 
these same requirements also apply to students who are in 
other activities. If you have a question about eligibility, see your 
counselor, coach, or athletic director.

Your Spring To-Do List

  Take the ACT and/or SAT
If you plan to go to a four-year college, take the ACT and/or 

SAT in the spring. The ACT is offered in February, April, 

June, and July. The SAT is offered in March, May, and June.        

Register 6 – 8 weeks before the test date.

  Choose the best courses for your senior year
Make sure that your senior courses fulfill your high 

school’s graduation requirements, the requirements for 

the college(s) you are considering, and if necessary, the 

requirements for athletic eligibility.  

Even though you may want to “take it easy” your senior year, 

continue taking academic courses. You want to keep your 

skills sharp, and colleges will look at your senior courses.

  Talk to your counselor
Meet with your counselor to go over your academic record, 

your test scores, and the colleges you are considering.            

If you have questions about college tests, the application 

process, financial aid, or anything else, your counselor can 

help you.

  Make college visits
The spring of your junior year is a great time to make         

college visits. Just make sure the college isn’t on spring 

break when you visit.

  Choose meaningful activities for 
        the summer

Try to get a job or do some volunteer work 

in a field related to your intended major.  

Check these things off after they are done.
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Your senior year will be very busy! You will have applications to 

complete, colleges to revisit, forms to fill out, and decisions to 

make. And that’s on top of your classes and everything else. 

You can make your senior year much less stress-

ful by doing the following this spring / summer:

1. Have your college list narrowed down to four   
 or five schools
 You don’t need to know where you will go to college by   

 the beginning of your senior year, but you should know   

 where you want to apply.

2. Have a testing plan
 Know which test(s) you need to take your senior year.   

 If you have questions, talk to your counselor.

3. Create a one-page resume or “activities record”
 Include all of your activities, awards, honors, unique  

 experiences, community service, jobs, etc. This record   

 will be helpful when you’re completing applications—  

 and anyone writing a recommendation will appreciate   

 having this information.

4. Get a head start on your applications
 If you know you will need to write an essay or personal   

 statement, work on it over the summer.  

 If you’re going to need a letter of recommendation from  

 a teacher or counselor, make your request before school  

 is out. Teachers and counselors are very busy in the fall,   

 and they’ll appreciate having the extra time to put their   

 thoughts together.

Get Ready for Your Senior Year



This book is filled with 
expert advice on how to 

make your college 
dream a reality.  
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