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INTRODUCTION
Seniors face a unique challenge in their final year of high school. They have to keep one foot firmly in the 
present (to maintain good grades and strong extracurriculars, and to finish college applications), while also 
dipping a toe into the future (to decide where to go to college and explore career choices). Not only that, 
seniors are preparing to celebrate the huge milestone of graduating from high school, so they deserve to 
have a little fun, too.

In this guide, we’ll focus on important themes for 12th graders to keep in mind, as well as laying out general 
timelines for important elements of the college process, such as standardized testing and submitting 
applications. In general, seniors should focus on the following:

Keep Academics Strong: Senior year is not a time to let grades slip. Students should focus on 
their studies all the way through graduation.

Apply to College (With The Right Mindset): Your student will be choosing which schools to 
apply to, and subsequently, which school to attend. There are many pieces to the college 
process, but by taking it step by step, you’ll focus your family’s efforts in a way that helps 
students identify the schools that will be the best fit for them.

Prepare for the College Transition: This includes making sure life skills (like doing laundry or 
operating a bank account) are in place, as well as fortifying study habits so that students can keep 
up their academic performance when they’re living on their own. Parents may also choose to have 
some of the bigger, more difficult conversations with their kids before they leave the nest. 

Enjoy this Precious Time of Life: Spending time with friends and family is a truly special 
opportunity students have during this last year of high school. They also deserve to have some 
fun after working hard for four years!

We’ve included a timeline that puts each piece of this guide in context, broken down by semester and by 
month. This will help students and parents keep track of all the moving parts of senior year to make sure 
everything gets completed on time. You can find this timeline in Appendix A.

PRACTICAL SKILL BUILDING
In this section, we’ll cover the key skills seniors need to have as they wind up their high school careers 
and look ahead to what’s next. For students who struggle with time management, study skills, or project 
planning, it’s vital to address areas that need attention now. If necessary, families should seek outside 
support from a tutor.
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Study Skills to Ace Before College

Plan Ahead. Being able to plan ahead is a key ingredient in the recipe for success. Students 
should not only understand their responsibilities for each class and extracurricular activity, 
but how all those pieces fit together. What needs to happen when? Students should be 
planning on a daily, weekly, and even semester or year-long basis. After planning ahead, 
students will be able to spend more time and energy enjoying their experiences.

Prioritize. Being able to prioritize starts with students recognizing that they’re never 
going to learn everything in a course perfectly. What’s important is knowing what’s most 
important and focusing their efforts on those areas. Understanding not only key concepts 
but also what the professor values will lead to better performance. Avoid getting sucked 
down rabbit holes and spending too much time laser-focused on one small area of study.

Create Structure. Students will have much more autonomy in college than they do in high 
school. The downside is that nobody will tell them when and how to study! Students need 
to create that structure for themselves. Our signature Study Method, described in a later 
section of this guide, will tell students exactly how to create that structure. Even though 
high school is fairly regimented, students will benefit from creating and practicing their 
own structure for studying and coursework now, before they get to college.

Be Consistent. Putting in a little bit of effort every day, over time, is so much more effective 
(and less stressful!) than putting in a lot of effort at the last minute. If students can master 
the skills of creating routines and sticking to them, they can change the nature of their 
relationship with studying and work in general. Creating study routines, meeting with study 
groups at regular times, always attending office hours and review sessions, and even blocking 
off specific time to work on recurring activities are all great ways to develop consistency!

Ask For Help. Everyone needs assistance now and then, and knowing who and how to ask 
for help is critical in the less-structured college environment. While high schoolers get a 
fair amount of oversight, nobody may notice when a college student is underperforming, 
which is why students need to be able to take matters into their own hands. The strongest 
students are the ones who can reach out to get the resources they need and set up 
relationships that will offer them support. This might mean visiting a professor during 

office hours, getting a study buddy, joining a review group, or going to see a mental health professional. 
Most high school and college campuses make these resources readily accessible to students.

Separate Planning And Doing. In Signet lingo, this is known as “plan your work, work your 
plan.” Students should write out a thorough, deliberate plan for their work sessions; this 
provides an overview of what needs to be done and allows them to see what’s coming 
next. By scheduling the whole session, they minimize distractions and avoid spending too 
much time on items that are lower priority. Once students have prioritized their work, all 
that’s left is to do the work according to the order they’ve set up! Students should not 

second-guess their plan mid-session, but continue to work through the itinerary they’ve created, taking 
note of anything that was unsuccessful in order to refine the process for the next time. We’ve included a 
breakdown of this time-tested technique in Appendix B.
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Take Ownership. While it’s easy to blame the snow day or the teacher who didn’t explain 
the quiz well, students should be prepared to take ownership of their own studies. 
Blaming others is missing an opportunity for growth. Students should focus on finding 
solutions to whatever the problem is, even if it was caused by something beyond their 
control. Got sick the night before the final? Next time, avoid staying up too late the 
weekend before the exam, or build a cushion into your study plan so missing one night 

doesn’t completely derail the process. Got a bad grade on a paper because the professor wasn’t clear about 
the topic? Next time, clarify any questions before starting to write.

Time Management Tips

Tip #1: Get a calendar, agenda book, or both.
By senior year, students will need some kind of scheduling or calendar system. This can 
be a paper system or a digital one, but it should include a calendar feature (for tracking 
club meetings, test dates, and athletic events) as well as a task feature (for tracking daily 
homework assignments and other personal to-dos).

Tip #2: Stick to the system.
The best organizational system in the world is useless if it’s not used well or consistently! Part 
of the process of calendaring should be daily or weekly review of items. Students should get 
in the habit of adding items or events to their schedules as soon as they come up. This will 
prevent things from falling through the cracks and will allow students to get a comprehensive 
picture of what they need to accomplish over the next day, week, and month.

Tip #3: Schedule according to energy levels (when possible). 
We realize students have many non-negotiables in their schedule: they can’t take 
chemistry class whenever it suits them or choose when soccer practice is held. However, 
students can choose to allocate their time for homework, studying, and long-term 
projects in ways that make sense for their own energy levels. Students will need to 
undertake some self-reflection to understand when in the day they work best, then 
schedule their time accordingly.

Tip #4: Minimize distractions.
Most students study better without their smartphones nearby; some students will find that 
they need to turn off their computer’s wifi to avoid getting derailed. Other distractions 
can be environmental, such as a too-loud (or too-quiet) workspace or visual clutter. 
Students should investigate to determine their biggest distractions, then adjust their work 
environment accordingly to emphasize productivity. The number of distractions only 
increases as students get older, so it’s important to establish good working behaviors now.

Tip #5: Making time for breaks. 
Taking breaks, even as brief as five minutes, is a critical part of an effective time management 
game plan. Walking around the block, or even just standing up and stretching, helps wake 
up the body, refresh the mind, and sharpen a student’s focus. They will get more done in 
less time by getting away from work every now and then. Breaks should be taken at least 
once an hour, but can be taken every 30 minutes if needed; students will need to find their 
own rhythm. For information on one of our favorite time-block methods, the Pomodoro 
Technique, check out this blog post (also listed in the Resources section of this guide).
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Exam Study Skills: Signet’s Signature Method

Students often think of studying as the thing they have to do in order to get good grades. But studying has 
deep connections to learning: it’s about developing habits of mind that can be used over and over again. 
Building good study habits now will help students in high school, college, and even their careers.

Students who are skilled at studying are able to plan ahead, reduce their stress, and optimize their work so 
they use their time effectively. Below, we’ve laid out a step-by-step template students can use to build and 
refine their own study process. For a more detailed breakdown of our method, check out Signet’s Guide to 
Studying, listed in the Resources section of this guide.

» Step #1: Understand the Exam.

The first step of studying well is knowing what to study for. Students should aim to complete this step as 
soon as possible after an exam is announced. The goal should be to understand as much as possible about 
the test prior to starting the study process. 

At the end of this step, students should have a clear, written statement of what the exam will entail.

» Step 2: Gather and Assess Study Materials.

Once it’s clear what the exam will cover, students should collect everything they might use to study. Start 
by making a list of all the materials used in the class and determine which will be most helpful. When the 
important materials have been identified, students should gather all of those materials in one place, either 
physically or digitally.

At the end of this step, students should have one location where they can easily access all the necessary 
study materials.  

» Step 3: Create a Study Guide. 

Once students have compiled their materials, they should consolidate and synthesize the different resources 
into a single document that can be used for studying. This will make it easier to review the course content. 

At the end of this step, students should have a study guide, ideally in a single document. 

» Step 4: Determine How to Review.

Next, students need to determine how to review the study guide. This depends on the course and on how the 
exam will be structured. Working with partners and actively synthesizing materials (explaining concepts out 
loud or in writing) is better than just re-reading notes, as it helps students internalize and master the material.

At the end of this step, students should have a checklist describing how they will use the study guide 
materials to prepare effectively. 

» Step 5: Create a Study Timeline. 

Once students have both the proper materials and a checklist of what needs to be accomplished, they 
should set up a timeline. This means breaking each item on the checklist into “mini-assignments” with 
specific tasks and clear due dates. 

At the end of this step, students should have a clear, written timeline with specific assignments and due dates.
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» Step 6: Study! 

Now is the time to put that study plan into action. Students should work diligently and update the plan 
as necessary. 

After this step, students should be ready to take the exam.

» Step 7: After the Exam, Review Performance. 

This is one of the most overlooked steps to becoming a better studier. Students should always analyze their 
performance after the exam to determine what went well and where they could improve.

At the end of this step, students should have a written post-mortem which they can reference prior to the 
next exam.

For many students, understanding that studying is a repeatable process (rather than a recurring nightmare) 
is an eye-opening experience. And it’s even more powerful once they implement the process and find 
success using it.

ACTION ITEM: The Self-Report Card. Students may want to create a Self Report Card that defines 
their vision of success, breaks it down into measurable goals, and then measures their progress. 
Students will be responsible for honestly grading themselves, and should complete a Self Report 
Card as often as they receive one from school. A blank version of the Self Report Card can be found 
in the Resources section of this guide.

Sample: My Self Report Card

My Vision of Success: Get my schoolwork done on time without having to pull all-nighters or spend the 
whole weekend working.

Goal Progress Self-Grade Notes What Will I 
Change?

Start homework by 
3pm

Usually happens  
3 out of 5 days/
week

B If I get on my 
phone after school, 
I tend to start 
homework late

Set an alarm for 
3pm so I know 
to put my phone 
away and start 
working

Get 8 hours of 
sleep

This has been really 
successful

A Going to bed the 
same time every 
night made this 
easier

Keep doing what 
I’m doing!

Plan out larger 
projects so I’m not 
rushed at the end

Did this at the 
beginning of the 
semester but didn't 
keep up with it

C+ I need to do some 
planning every 
day or things slip 
through the cracks

Before I start 
homework, take 10 
minutes each day 
to plan out long-
term assignments 
or projects
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MENTAL HEALTH AND MANAGING STRESS
Students come to Signet for academic help, but often factors such as stress, anxiety, or other mental 
health issues are affecting their academic performance. And no wonder: with a full schedule of academics, 
extracurriculars, and social plans, it’s easy for students to become overwhelmed, and for their health, 
including mental health, to take a big hit. 

In fact, underlying mental health issues are frequently the cause of other academic problems that may be 
perceived as laziness or a lack of motivation. Three of the most common mental health issues faced by 
adolescents in the U.S. these days are depression, anxiety, and ADHD. Each has its own challenges, but also 
plenty of resources, support, and treatment options.

We’ve put together a simple Mental Health Checklist (also found in Appendix C) Describing various factors 
that contribute to mental health and signs that may indicate a mental health issue. While this is not a 
comprehensive diagnostic tool, it is an excellent conversation starter for students and parents. If a student is 
displaying some of the mental health challenges described on the checklist, parents should consider talking 
to a doctor or trained mental health professional.

Below, we’ve also included a list of things parents can preemptively do to improve their students’ mental 
health and overall well-being.

Check in with students... With how busy life is, family members often zoom past each other, hardly 
acknowledging each other’s presence. Whenever possible, parents should connect with students, to 
let them know they’re there and that they care about them.

#1

...But not too much. Parents should trust their instincts when it comes to a student’s boundaries, 
limits, and willingness to talk about emotions. They should also check in with their own anxiety and 
do their best to leave it at the door.

#2

Listen fully. When a student does choose to talk, parents should give them their full attention and 
presence. Put the phone down, turn away from the computer, and really listen—which does not 
involve thinking of ways to fix a problem or planning what words to offer as advice.

#3

Have compassion for their freakouts. Students are strong and capable, but sometimes they snap!  
A parent doesn’t need to be a doormat for a student’s misdirected tirades, but tapping into 
compassion will help defuse the situation. It will also demonstrate to students that it’s possible to 
maintain control and react calmly during difficult situations.

#4

Help them look at their fears. To reduce the occurrence of the aforementioned freakouts, parents 
should talk to students about their biggest fears surrounding school and life in general. Reassure 
students that they have parental support regardless of what happens with grades, college, career, etc.

#5

Provide healthy food options. The mind and body are one connected unit, and poor nutrition can 
wreak havoc on the body and increase stress levels. Although it’s time-consuming, making an effort to 
provide nourishing meals and have healthy snacks available directly contributes to a student’s health.

#6
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Provide opportunities for exercise. Although some high schools have waived their physical education 
requirement, parents can propose family bike rides, trips to the local swimming pool, or a game 
of catch in the backyard. If your student is not involved in a sport and your family has the means, 
investing in a family gym membership can be beneficial for everyone.

#7

Make time for fun. Students need to put down the books and do something they enjoy on a regular 
basis—with or without parents. Taking breaks for fun activities can be a powerful morale boost, 
especially when a student’s energy level seems low.

#8

Encourage rest. Parents should do what they can to support healthy sleep habits for their students. 
Encourage family down time, too; not every moment spent together has to be filled with activities, 
talking, or eating.

#9

Prioritize self-care. Parents who take good care of themselves (through nutrition, sleep, exercise, and 
relaxation) model healthy mental and physical well-being for their students. Self-care also helps parents feel 
good and keeps them better equipped to weather the emotional storms of high school with their students.

#10

For a deeper dive into this topic, refer to our guide An Intro To Mental Health In High School (also found in 
the Resources section of this guide).
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Staying Out of the High School Whirlpool

One of the biggest culprits of stress in high 
school, for students and parents alike, is the high 
school whirlpool. What exactly is the whirlpool? 
It’s a phenomenon that begins when parents and 
students start to “hear things,” usually in 9th or 
10th grade, about how kids can be “successful.” 
The rumors often focus on getting into the most 
exclusive or elite colleges. Families in academically 
competitive schools and with high-achieving teens 
are the most likely to get sucked into the whirlpool. 

It starts with a story, typically about some 
unidentified child that is supposed to represent 
every high schooler’s experience:

Getting sucked in happens slowly at first; one 
story becomes two, two become ten, and before 
you know it, rumors and comparisons have come 
to dominate a family’s high school experience. 
Parents and students may begin changing their 
course of action, reacting to the things they’ve 
heard about how to be “successful,” perhaps 
without ever defining what success actually means 
to them. At the center of the whirlpool, decisions 
are being made that don’t reflect students’ best 
interests.

The bad news is that some people never escape 
the whirlpool. They stay stuck through college 
and throughout their adult lives. “Keeping up with 
the Joneses” is one manifestation of the whirlpool 
beyond high school. The good news is, you CAN 
avoid the whirlpool. It is not an inevitable part of 
high school!

 How to Avoid the Whirlpool

• Don’t bury your head in the sand. Trying to 
avoid the rumor mill of high school might 
seem reasonable, but unfortunately, it isn’t 
very effective. These rumors and comparisons 
are part of the high-school social fabric for 
both parents and students, and there will be 
times when you just can’t get away, short of 
plugging your ears and shouting “La la la!” mid-
conversation.

• Get informed. Having plenty of good 
information about the high school experience, 
and particularly the college application 
process, will give your family confidence in the 
decisions you make together and make you less 
vulnerable to being influenced by what other 
families are doing.

• Focus on what’s best for your student. It’s 
vital that you prioritize your student’s mental, 
emotional, physical, and spiritual development 
above all else, including how they compare 
to others. Where your child goes to school is 
important, but guiding them toward being a 
happy and healthy adult is significantly more so. 

• Help your student create their own trajectory. 
Students should think through what they want 
out of high school, and then work hard to 
stay on their own path. This involves defining 
what success means to them, across multiple 
dimensions (including the mental, emotional, 
physical, and spiritual components described 
above).

The high school whirlpool is dangerous, but getting 
caught in the vortex is not inevitable. If students set 
their own course and pursue it relentlessly, and if 
parents support them in a way that promotes their 
individual development, everyone will be swimming 
for the horizon in no time.

I heard about a boy last year who got a 
32 on the ACT and didn’t get accepted 
to any of the 7 schools where he applied.

I heard Asian Americans from my child’s 
school never get admitted to Ivy Leagues.

I heard that colleges frown upon 
dropping a language during high school, 
so I shouldn’t allow my daughter to drop 
Spanish class.
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ACADEMICS
Choosing Classes for Senior Year

Although high school folklore may indicate that senior year “doesn’t matter” in terms of academics, the 
reality is that the classes a student chooses during senior year are still quite important. We encourage 
students to take the most appropriately demanding courses possible as seniors. For many students, this may 
mean enrolling in AP or Honors courses.

However, as with all other years of high school, the classes chosen in senior year should be the best fit for a 
particular student. While some seniors can easily take on a full course load of AP classes, others will find this 
kind of schedule too demanding to lead to success. All students need to strive for a balance of academic 
rigor, extracurricular interests, additional responsibilities, and physical and mental well-being.

Students should also keep in mind that various components of the college application process, including the 
applications themselves, standardized testing, and essay-writing, will take time and effort during senior year. 
This extra work should be accounted for when making final decisions about senior-year courses.  

A Note on AP Exams:
We often hear students in competitive school districts ask, “Shouldn’t I take as many AP exams as 
possible?” The answer is: Not necessarily! With very few exceptions, students should only take AP exams 
after completing related AP courses. And if a student still doesn’t feel adequately prepared for the exam 
after taking an AP course and doing their own preparation, it may be wise to consider skipping the exam 
altogether. It’s better not to take an AP exam than to have a low grade submitted to colleges.

On a similar note, we don’t advocate a “the more AP classes, the better” approach. Students need to weigh 
the academic rigor of an AP course against their interest level and facility in the subject as well as the 
amount of time they want to dedicate to academics and other pursuits. These decisions aren’t always easy, 
but learning to manage one’s time and energy is a valuable skill that will serve students well beyond their 
high school years.

Studying for Finals

Students who are studying for finals can always use our signature study method outlined in the “Study Skills” 
section on page 6. Although they seem more intimidating, finals are really just like any other exam.

We also recommending taking the advice of Cal Newport, one of our favorite writers. This comes straight 
from Professor Newport’s excellent book, How to Become a Straight-A Student: The Unconventional 
Strategies Real College Students Use to Score High While Studying Less. 

1. Avoid “pseudo-work.”  Incredibly, Newport finds that the most effective learners often spend less time 
with books open than their classmates do. Instead of slogging through long sessions of “pseudo-work,” 
high-efficiency studiers work in “a small number of short, high-intensity sessions.”
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2. Manage time with daily schedules. In order to schedule these high-intensity sessions, a student needs 
to master their day with hour-by-hour schedules. These schedules should be updated every morning, 
and should include all the activities your student plans to accomplish during a given day—even leisure 
activities.

3. Take great notes; gather all the materials. Now we come to the actual studying. Students should be 
taking detailed, organized notes in class. When it’s time to study for the final, these notes will help them 
understand what their teacher wants in words they can easily comprehend. 

4. Use the “quiz-and-recall” method. A student should be able to cover core concepts in their own 
words. Instead of “passively reviewing” a concept, students should write out their understanding of the 
concept in their own words. Being able to do that is true mastery of a subject.  

5. Reach out for help. The best way to eliminate “question marks” around course content is to study with 
classmates, reach out to teachers, and/or seek the help of professional tutors and academic coaches.

Asking Teachers for Help 

Asking teachers for help is not only okay, it is an essential part of the learning process. That being said, there 
really are right and wrong ways to seek help. The correct way to seek help is through an active approach, 
which should be done by students, not their parents, whenever possible, and involves the following:

• Clearly articulate what the student needs help with. It’s vital to review course materials and determine 
at what point, precisely, things start to fall apart.

• Try to remedy the situation alone first. Before approaching a teacher, students should try to solve the 
problem on their own.

• Write down questions in advance. Nothing makes teachers shut down like a student dropping a book 
or math problem at their feet and saying, “I don’t get it.” Students should write up concrete questions 
before asking for help.

• Choose when and how to reach out. In many cases, problems can be answered directly via email or 
during class. If students schedule a meeting during a teacher’s office hours, they should take active 
notes on the session and make sure they understand the answers to their questions.

Phrases associated with active learners include:

“I understand everything up to this point, but I get lost after that.”
“I understand _______, but I don’t quite get ________.”
“I think I’m in over my head and need some guidance to get out.”
“________ isn’t making sense, but I’ve tried and I can’t figure out where I’m getting lost.
“Do you know of other resources I could use to try to figure this out?”

Teachers love when students reach out for help, provided they are active learners who are taking charge of 
their own academic destiny.

Strengthening Relationships with Counselors and Teachers

School counselors and teachers are some of the most valuable resources students have. They have 
significant experience with many of the challenges students face in high school, including academic 
struggles, social difficulties, and the college admissions process. Yet many students don’t take advantage of 
these resources by building strong relationships with their teachers and counselors.
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By senior year, students should have identified and, ideally, already asked individuals to write their college 
recommendations. In general, students need recommendations from one or two teachers as well as 
from their counselor. Although an oft-overlooked part of the admissions process, recommendations 
are very important to a student’s application. Admissions officers consider teachers and counselors their 
peers, so they tend to put a lot of stock into what teachers and counselors have to say. Additionally, 
recommendations are usually the only “outside” confirmation that admissions officers have of what 
students say about themselves in essays or on the activity list.

Building stronger bonds with teachers and counselors might seem like a mystery, but students can achieve 
this goal through a set of simple best practices

• Display exemplary behavior. Students want to be memorable to their teachers and counselors—but not 
because they acted out in class or got in trouble! Seek to be a good example for others by showing up 
on time, paying attention in class, and being respectful.

• Participate. Students should ask questions during class and make it clear that they want to understand 
the material being taught. Complete assignments thoroughly and on time, and play an active role in 
group activities in the classroom.

• Go the extra mile. If a student needs more clarification on material, they should set up a meeting to ask 
the teacher for help. Students can also introduce themselves to their counselors and request a meeting 
to discuss their goals for high school and college. Putting in this extra effort is a great way to stand out.

• Remembers counselors and teachers are real people. Students should remember that these adults 
have full lives outside the classroom. Smile, greet them in the hallway, and ask how they’re doing when 
it’s appropriate. These small gestures can go a long way toward creating meaningful connections.

A Note on Keeping Records:
We highly recommend students maintain a record of meaningful projects or assignments they have 
completed. These experiences can inform teacher recommendations and provide great material for college 
essays. Whether it’s a journal or a set of process notes, this kind of documentation will help students keep 
track of and reflect on their personal growth throughout their learning journey.
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EXTRACURRICULAR ACTIVITIES
Why Extracurricular Activities? 

At Signet, we believe in supporting and nurturing the whole student. This means that for us, participation 
in extracurriculars is far more than just a box to be ticked on an application. With the right amount of 
investment and engagement, these experiences can have positive effects well into adulthood.

The process of extracurricular involvement teaches students how to find, pursue, and master their genuine 
interests, ultimately leading to character development and a more meaningful life. A commitment to 
learning and engagement outside of the classroom has been proven to garner endless benefits to students 
throughout high school and college and into adulthood.

For parents who are in the workforce, imagine what life would be like without hobbies and interests outside 
of a daily work routine. Even those of us who are fortunate enough to have found work we are passionate 
about look forward to that yoga class, weekend volunteer shift, or chance to work on the Great American 
Novel. First and foremost, extracurriculars enrich our lives!

Increasing Involvement in Extracurriculars

In terms of college applications, extracurriculars are important because they help students stand out as 
individuals. Schools are getting more competitive all the time, so even the best grades and test scores may 
not help students differentiate themselves. Admissions officers have a large pool of applicants who meet 
those requirements.

More importantly, grades don’t tell the full story of who students really are. Of course, admissions officers 
understand that students with high academic performance are probably dedicated, studious, and mature, 
but they also want to understand each student’s unique personality.
This is why colleges, especially highly selective ones, look closely at students’ extracurricular activities. 
The most important thing students can do is represent themselves truthfully. That starts with choosing 
extracurriculars that ignite passion or spark joy. Students are busy and their time is valuable, so they should 
focus on pursuing what truly lights them up inside.

By senior year, students may have completed many of the extracurricular activities that will be described 
on their college applications. However, since regular decision applications are not due until the fall, there 
is still ample opportunity for students to distinguish themselves. Senior year is a great time to step into 
larger leadership roles, which we’ll talk about in more detail below. These activities may be described in a 
student’s application or discussed in an interview, which will come a little later in the college process.

It’s also important that students demonstrate their commitment to extracurricular activities and resist any 
urge to slack off during senior year, just like with academics. 

Leadership in Senior Year

“Leadership.” We have it in quotes for a reason. Most people think of leadership as a title, a few speeches, 
and impressive feats of management. But leadership is a lot more than that. Leadership is about loving 
something enough, being so committed to it, that you develop a deep psychological ownership of it.
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Being a leader means going the extra mile to get something done right. It means finding others who will 
support your projects. It means creating and owning your own vision for what you’re doing. This doesn’t 
have to be public or larger-than-life; leadership can be quiet and take place behind the scenes. Students 
will know they’re leading when they shift from waiting for tasks to be given to them to acting based on their 
own desires and vision.

The good news is that colleges are usually very open-minded when it comes to the notion of leadership. 
Students have lots of latitude to pursue traditional or alternative ways of stepping into leadership roles.

Traditional Leadership. Traditional leadership looks familiar to us. Class President. Captain of the basketball 
team. What’s great about traditional leadership is it comes with a set of clear expectations about what’s 
involved, for both students who take on these roles and admissions officers reviewing them on the activities 
list. We instinctively know that the Class President was probably responsible for working with administrators 
and planning a large event such as Senior Prom, while the captain of the basketball team served as a model 
for sportsmanlike conduct and boosted the team’s morale.

Alternative Leadership. Colleges also value students who choose to embrace broader definitions of what 
leadership can look like. For certain schools, students who embody unconventional, outside-the-box 
leadership might fit with the school’s culture and identity.

Here are some examples of alternative leadership: 

• Pursuing an independent creative project on nights and weekends that you can then share with the 
world.

• Getting fellow members of the swim team together at a local pool to swim laps during the off-season.
• Helping out with your family business, taking care of your siblings, or spending time with an aging 

grandparent.
• Community organizing around a cause you’re passionate about. 
• Being so interested in a particular culture that you learn its language to more thoroughly explore its 

history.
• Mapping out a road trip for you and three friends that’s structured around an interest you share. 
• Organizing a speaker series at your school around a topic you want to raise awareness of.

Sharing a list like this is slightly risky, as some students might pursue these exact activities and think that that 
means they are leaders. That’s not how it works! Leadership should be an organic outgrowth of genuine 
interest in and engagement with an activity, which means each student’s  leadership will look different.

When looking for leadership opportunities, students should not worry about titles or accomplishments. 
Rather, students should focus on the concepts of initiative (taking matters into their own hands) 
and engagement (being invested in their own causes). These qualities foster long-term growth and 
development, and encompass a broader definition of what it means to be a leader.

For more information on extracurricular activities, refer to our Guide to Extracurriculars in the Resources 
section.
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STANDARDIZED TESTS
Standardized testing is an important part of high school, particularly in junior and senior year. In this section 
we’ve broken down the main examinations a high school senior may face. For more details, refer to Signet’s 
Guide to Standardized Tests (also listed in the Resources section of this guide).

Taking the ACT or SAT

Parents often wonder why their child has to consider two college entrance exams, and whether one is 
better than the other. The short answer is no. Both tests are accepted by all colleges. The SAT and ACT are 
administered by two separate testing bodies, which were both created decades ago but which have slightly 
different philosophies.

Both the SAT and the ACT assess students on a similar set of concepts (reading, math, grammar, writing, 
and data analysis), but each has its own testing philosophy and history. 
For decades, colleges preferred one test or the other based on their geography, as the SAT was much more 
common on the coasts and the ACT was much more prevalent in the Midwest. 

Ten to fifteen years ago, everything began to change. As the competition for qualified candidates became 
more and more fierce, colleges decided to accept both tests. Today, virtually no college has a preference. 
The SAT and ACT serve as standardized academic indicators to help colleges compare students.

Although we recommend every student take the SAT or ACT (but not both!), not every college will require it. 
There’s a growing “Test Optional” movement, where colleges accept applications without standardized test 
scores, and every year more and more colleges join. However, unless a student is 100% certain that they 
will apply only to test-optional schools, we recommend all students begin the test prep process and plan to 
take either the SAT or ACT. More information on test-optional schools is available at www.fairtest.org.

Standardized Testing Plan

We typically recommend students complete their standardized testing requirement before senior year 
begins. However, we also recognize that some students will inevitably take the SAT or ACT in senior year, 
either because they are aiming for a higher score or because standardized testing has somehow fallen by 
the wayside.

The below standardized testing plan is a quick overview of a much more expansive process, but it can 
be completed in as little as four weeks. This makes it feasible for even the most last-minute students to 
be well-prepared for the SAT or ACT. Check out our Guide to SAT/ACT Preparation (also found in the 
Resources section) for further details on this test-prep plan.

1. Get a benchmark score and choose either the SAT or the ACT. Although the SAT and ACT cover the 
same general topics, they do have some differences (structure, types of questions, skills prioritized). As a 
result, students may perform better on or prefer one test over another.

On average, 50-60% of students will get comparable scores on both tests. For 20-30% of students, the test 
they choose will make some difference on their final score. And 10-20% of students will find that choosing 
the right test can have a massive impact on their performance.
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To establish a benchmark, students should ideally take a full-length practice exam for both the SAT and 
the ACT. Since the tests are scored differently, compare them using a concordance table (https://bit.
ly/2JtlAHX). Students should also factor in which test felt easier, because this may indicate that a student 
has more potential on that test. Remember to only use real materials for diagnostic tests, which are 
available on the SAT and ACT websites.

2.  Set a goal score. It can be difficult to set a goal score before a student knows where they intend to apply 
to college. But not having a goal score means students never know when they are done with standardized 
testing!

We recommend doing some basic research on test scores, looking at the average scores for colleges that 
interest your student. As a rule of thumb, students can expect to improve their diagnostic test scores by 
100-200 points for the SAT and 1-3 points for the ACT. Anything more will require significant effort and 
coaching, although it is possible. All of these factors can help students determine their goal score for the 
SAT or ACT.

3. Create a test prep plan. A student’s test prep plan should include one to three full-length, timed practice 
tests and a structured curriculum that addresses specific sections and assigns specific times to work on 
them. Test prep should focus on steady and consistent effort to achieve the best results.

If a student hasn’t started test prep yet, now’s the time to jump in! Even if things feel rushed and last-
minute, students should make sure to start at the beginning of the timeline. Those first steps are crucial for 
success.

SAT Subject Tests:

SAT Subject Tests (SAT STs) are hour-long, subject-specific exams that are required by some colleges. These 
tests can be taken on nearly all SAT test dates, and students may choose to take up to three tests in one 
sitting. Students may take these exams in fall of senior year, but they may also have taken them in junior or 
even sophomore year. 

It’s ideal for students to take these exams prior to senior year, simply because they have so many other 
pieces of the college puzzle to complete in the first few months of 12th grade. But there are still options for 
seniors who haven’t taken them yet. Both the ACT and SAT offer testing dates in senior fall that can be used 
for regular application deadlines, and two test administrations that can be used for early applications as 
well. If students have questions on how to balance test prep with all the other college application work, call 
us to talk through how to be as prepared as possible!

We’ve compiled an exhaustive overview of the SAT Subject Test areas on our blog Also, check out a list of 
schools that require SAT Subject Tests prepared by the College Board, the company that administers the 
SAT STs. Both of these links are also listed in the Resources section of this guide.

Many admissions officers say that SAT STs rank pretty low in importance. That doesn’t mean students 
should ignore them, but it does put the amount of effort that should be devoted to them into perspective. 
In addition, many colleges that ordinarily require SAT STs will waive their requirement if students take the 
ACT with writing, so SAT STs may not be necessary at all.
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Here are a few tips for taking SAT STs:

• Students should take their Subject Tests on the heels of a rigorous course in that topic area. For 
instance, take the Subject Test in U.S. History after an AP History course.

• Real prep begins around two months prior to the exam, and test prep books are helpful. 

For the last four weeks of test prep (or the only four weeks of test prep if studying has fallen by the 
wayside), we’ve provided an in-depth SAT ST Action Plan below.

WEEK 1: GET TO KNOW THE TEST
• Order a test prep book. We recommend Princeton Review or Barron’s. The College Board produces its 

own Official SAT ST Study Guides for each area, but they are basically just practice tests.
• Take a diagnostic exam from the Princeton or Barron’s test prep book. Save the tests in the Official SAT 

ST Study Guide for the end of the prep period. (Yes, we generally recommend NOT using third-party 
materials, but in this case it’s necessary). 

• Analyze performance on the practice exam. Zero in on areas that are unfamiliar or where the student 
didn’t do well. If a student needs help with core concepts, consider reaching out to a tutor.

WEEK 2: REVIEW OLD MATERIAL
• Ideally, a student should take the SAT STs after a semester-long course on that subject. Even then, 

there’s a good chance they will be rusty on key concepts from the beginning of the semester.
• Using the diagnostic test as a guide, review areas and concepts where the student feels shaky.  

You may want to reach out to a teacher for help.
• At the end of Week 2, take another diagnostic exam from Barron’s or Princeton Review.

WEEK 3: OFFICIAL PRACTICE EXAMS
• Two weeks prior to the exam date, take the official practice exam from the SAT ST Study Guide.  

If a student still has difficulties at this point, definitely reach out for help.
• Analyze this test performance against the first diagnostic exam from Week 1. Are there any areas that 

are still problematic?
• Continue to review difficult content related to the Subject Test area.
 
 
WEEK 4: TEST REVIEW, FINAL PRACTICE EXAM
• Have the student gather all the practice tests they’ve taken so far.
• Carefully review the practice tests, working out solutions to questions they got wrong the first time 

around.
• Use online resources such as Khan Academy to improve core concept knowledge.
• Take one last official practice test a few days before the actual test date.
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AP Exams

In May of senior year, students may be taking one or more AP exams. These exams are often the capstone 
to a year of intensive effort. Their outcomes can impact college candidacy if taken in junior year before 
applications are submitted. In senior year, AP exams still offer students the potential to place out of college 
courses. In addition, students who transfer between colleges may be expected to share AP scores with 
colleges where they apply.

AP exams are standardized and given by the College Board, the same company that administers the SAT 
and PSAT. They are scored out of 5, and a 3 is considered a passing score. However, many institutions, 
especially the more competitive ones, are looking to see scores of 4s and 5s.

Students often make the mistake of relying solely on their AP class to prepare them for the exam. While 
many teachers do an excellent job of preparing their students, doing well in AP classes is no guarantee 
that a student will do as well as they want on their exams, since the exams are prepared by a totally 
different institution. Therefore, students should make sure that they are taking responsibility for their own 
preparation. This in no way implies they shouldn’t trust their teacher. Rather, it’s ensuring that they’re as 
ready as they can be.

Here are some strategies students can use to prepare for AP exams:

• Be social. Form a study group with other students in the class and establish a regular study routine. 
Working with friends is a great way to stay accountable.

• Embrace the test prep book. In an AP course, the textbook and teacher are trying to teach the subject, 
not how to ace an exam. Test prep books are designed to provide practice for the exams themselves, so 
definitely invest in one.

• Map it out. Correlate the table of contents in the test prep book with the AP course’s syllabus. Next, 
count how many weeks are available between now and the AP exam, which will come in the first two 
weeks of May. Then cut the last two weeks off and count backward. This is the number of days left to 
study for the exam.

• Schedule. Determine when to cover chapters from the prep book. Work AP review into a weekly study 
routine. Post the schedule somewhere conspicuous and use the study group to create collective 
accountability.

• Study. Get to it! If students are super-confident with a chapter’s subject, they can go right to the quiz/
practice exam and review what they missed. If they aren’t comfortable with the subject or have extra 
time, work through the chapter carefully and take notes for review. Be sure to give extra consideration 
to any material that was not thoroughly covered in class.

• Self-assess and review. Grade the exams and identify the types of problems that are routinely 
challenging. Work out the solutions to these problems and review work frequently. Go back to the book 
or use an online resource such as Khan Academy to reinforce shaky subjects.

• Practice, practice, practice. In the two weeks prior to the exam students should be taking as many 
practice exams as possible. Two full, timed practice tests should be the absolute minimum.

AP exams are never a walk in the park, nor should they be: these tests are designed to be the “gold 
standard” of academic mastery and difficulty. But with the right amount of planning—and strategic help 
when it’s required—students have an excellent shot at earning that 4 or 5.
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The college admissions process encompasses the entire arc from first thinking about college to choosing 
which school to attend. It involves a number of different elements, from personal statements to campus visits. 

Ideally, students started their college process during junior year. However, even the most timely student 
will have some amount of application work to complete during senior year. Spreading this work out over 
several months can help students work at a moderate pace instead of a frantic one. We recommend the 
following timeline for the various pieces of the college process:

• Visit Colleges
• Develop the College List
• Decide on Application Time Frames
• Study for and Submit Scores from Standardized Tests
• Fill Out the College Application and Submit Required Materials, Including Transcripts, 

Recommendations, and the Activity List
• Write the Personal Statement (The Essay)
• Write School-Specific Supplemental Essays
• Apply for Financial Aid
• The College Interview
• Decide Between Acceptances
• Begin Pre-College Activities

THE COLLEGE PROCESS

For semester-by-semester and month-by-month breakdowns of senior year, refer to Appendix A of this 
guide. Armed with these timelines, students should be able to establish actionable milestones that will keep 
the application process from becoming overwhelming in the first semester of senior year.
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College Visits

College visits are really the first step in the college process. They serve three main purposes:

• Provide a general understanding of the college experience. 
• Provide in-depth knowledge about what it’s like to attend a particular school. 
• Potentially boost a student’s chance of admission by demonstrating their interest in attending a specific 

school.

There are also three main types of college visits that students take:

• Casual visits, which, like their name, are the most low-key.
• Structural visits, which help students identify the types of colleges where they are interested in 

applying.
• Specific visits, in which students evaluate individual schools to help them finalize their college lists or 

choose between acceptances.

By senior year, students should have already made their casual and structural visits, and should be focusing 
on specific visits. Even students who haven’t yet conducted college visits need to jump right to taking 
specific visits in senior year. These visits will emphasize particular programs within colleges and may involve 
meeting professors within these programs and/or departments. Often, seniors visiting in the fall may also 
conduct an on-campus interview with an admissions officer. Even if an interview isn't available, a student 
should reach out to the appropriate admissions officer assigned to that student's region.

If it's not possible for a student to do visits because of time or financial constraints, there are good virtual 
tours out there, either produced by the colleges themselves or available on free third party sites like 
youvisit.com or ecampustours.com. At the very least, seniors should be able to visualize the campus before 
deciding whether to apply to a particular college.

We strongly encourage students to review our Guide to College Visits (found in the Resources section) for 
a deeper dive on this topic.
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Parent/Student Conversations About College
It’s no secret that conversations between parents 
and students during the college process can be 
tense and even contentious at times. However, this 
topic is too important for parents and students to 
simply ignore.

In order to keep the lines of communication open, 
students and parents should work together to lay 
down ground rules for their college conversations. 
Our suggestions include:

• Designate one or two set times per week to 
talk about the college process. Setting up 
regular, ongoing conversations gives students 
the break they need from a constant focus on 
applications while reassuring parents that their 
student is making progress and getting any help 
they may need.

• Create a standard structure for each 
conversation, which may include checking in 
on a student’s current college list, application 
progress at various schools, and discussions 
about finances.

• Listen respectfully, without interrupting or being 
distracted (especially by phones or screens). 
Allow everyone the chance to speak.

• Criticize ideas rather than individuals and 
comment to share information rather than 
trying to persuade someone into a particular 
opinion.

• Avoid blame, speculation, name-calling, and 
inflammatory language.

• Decide on a method for conflict resolution 
when the parties strongly disagree. This 
could be taking a break and picking up the 
conversation later, asking a third party to 
mediate, or contacting a student’s high school 
counselor for advice.

Ideally, students will lead these conversations. When 
students are proactive, it’s a win-win situation: 
parents typically experience less stress themselves 
and students feel less pressure from their parents. 
College conversations can be difficult at times, but 
laying a few simple ground rules will ensure that 
they don’t create major rifts within families.

The College List

Creating a college list is a process of continual editing and refining. Students may start by casting a wide 
net, then narrowing down their choices. The final list of schools where a student will apply should contain 
8-12 choices.

A student develops their college list through a combination of college visits, online research, matching GPA 
and test scores with the averages at various schools, and gut instinct. The final 8-12 schools should include 
a range of reach (admission less likely), target (admission likely), and safety (admission very likely) schools. 
In addition to reviewing our other guides, students can download our College List Kit (also found in the 
Resources section) which walks them through every step of this important process.

Application Time Frames - Early vs. Regular Decision

Students may have the choice to apply earlier than usual to one or more of the schools on their final 
college list. There are three main types of early applications: 

Early Action (EA) 
This is a non-binding application, meaning students are not required to attend if the school accepts them. 
Students may submit EA applications to several schools.
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Single-Choice Early Action 
This option is still non-binding, but it differs from Early Action in one key aspect: students may submit only 
one early application.

Early Decision (ED) 
This is a binding application, meaning a student who is admitted by the school is required to attend. For this 
reason, students may only apply Early Decision to one school. The ED application requires the highest level 
of commitment. 

Students considering any early application options should discuss the decision with families and guidance 
counselors. For Early Decision in particular, students will want to be sure that they are applying to the 
school that is far and away the college they are most interested in attending.

Submitting any kind of early application is only feasible if students are on top of their admissions 
requirements and have completed everything before senior year begins. Students still drafting their college 
essays or planning to take the SAT/ACT during senior year will likely not be able to meet early application 
deadlines.

Applications, Transcripts, Recommendations, and the Activity List

Our Guide to College Admissions (listed in the Resources section) provides an in-depth look at filling out 
the application itself, which is usually done through one or more portals that cover multiple schools, such 
as the Common App. 

Transcripts can be recommended from a student’s high school counselor. Be sure to follow appropriate 
protocols and allow counselors plenty of time to provide these transcripts. Remember that every other 
senior is probably asking for the exact same thing during this time!

Students have hopefully asked teachers to write their recommendation letters during junior year, but if not, 
they should ask as soon as possible. We discussed in an earlier section of this guide how to build these 
relationships to ensure that students have teachers who can really speak to students’ unique strengths and 
contributions.

The Activity List is the part of the college application that will reflect a student’s extracurriculars. This is an 
important piece because it shows what matters to a student outside the classroom. Extracurriculars can 
help to differentiate students, as many have strong grades and high test scores.

Standardized Tests
We’ve largely covered standardized testing in earlier sections of this guide, but we want to remind 
students that the SAT or ACT is the most important test students will take. Prioritize this over other exams, 
particularly SAT Subject Tests. Students who need to test or retest in fall of senior year need to make sure 
they sign up for the appropriate testing date in plenty of time, and allow a minimum of four weeks to 
properly execute a study plan.
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Personal Statement

The personal statement is the most important piece of writing a student will submit with the college 
application. This essay will be received and read by every college where a student submits an application, 
and should reflect some distinct or unique element that has not been revealed in other parts of the 
application. We have a thorough overview of the personal statement in our Guide to the Essay and our 
Jump Start Your Essay Kit, both of which are listed in the Resources section.

Supplemental Essays

Supplemental essays are college-specific prompts that a student will respond to in addition to the personal 
statement that every college will receive. Supplemental essays are generally shorter than the personal 
statement and often ask students to write about their relationship to or interest in a particular college to 
help schools understand why students would be a good fit for them.

What about students who are running behind?
What we have presented in this guide is the ideal 
timeline for the college admissions process, with 
plenty of opportunity to complete each piece. 
This is to reduce the stress students and parents 
often feel when faced with the college process. 
At the same time, we recognize that things don’t 
always go according to plan. Sometimes, students 
have the best of intentions, but lack of time 
management and/or a long to-do list create the 
perfect storm, and college applications get pushed 
off until the last minute.

For seniors who are running behind and facing 
looming deadlines, we have two key pieces of 
advice:

• Don’t panic. Students need to do what they 
can to address the issue calmly, whether that’s 
through meditation, exercise, talking with a friend 
or trusted adult, or seeking professional help.

• Prioritize. It’s vital that students pick the most 
important pieces of the process and focus their 
efforts there. Unfortunately, most of the pieces 
of the college process aren’t optional and can’t 
be omitted. However, if time is short, students 
should focus most on the college list, SAT/
ACT testing, the college application, personal 
statement, financial aid, and any interviews.

Even with minimal time, it is possible to have a 
successful and positive college process. Families 
feeling undue stress should feel free to reach out to 
us at signeteducation.com/connect for assistance.

Financial Aid

For many students, obtaining financial aid will be an important piece of the college admissions process. 
Students who plan to apply for scholarships or take out loans will need to do one or more of the following:

• Complete the FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student Aid) at fafsa.gov
• Complete the CSS profile (https://bit.ly/2Gkfz0g)
• Research scholarships on individual college sites or through search engines
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Applying for financial aid should be a decision that students and their parents discuss as a family. Most (if 
not all) students will want to fill out the FAFSA in order to know what options are available; students should 
not expect individual scholarships to cover all of their college costs. It’s also important to note that for the 
vast majority of students, most of the scholarship aid that they receive will come directly from the colleges 
themselves.

Interviews

Interviews may or may not be part of a student’s college admissions process. There are two types of college 
interviews:

• The informational interview, n which a student requests a meeting with an admissions officer. This 
interview is student-led, and the student should come prepared with thoughtful questions that can’t be 
answered by a visit to the college’s website. Informational interviews can take place during any specific 
college visit and typically happen in spring of junior year.

• The admissions interview, set up by a college’s admissions office for the purpose of learning more 
about the student. These may be conducted directly by admissions officers or by college alumni. These 
interviews are part of determining whether a student is accepted to that college, although interviews 
carry different amounts of weight depending on the school. An admissions interview takes place after a 
student has submitted their application, usually in the fall or even early spring of senior year.

Our College Admissions Interview Prep Worksheet, also found in our Resources section, has a 
comprehensive list of items a student needs to know offhand (GPA, test scores, extracurricular activities, 
etc.) and a list of possible questions that the interviewer may ask.

Decide Between Acceptances

Once a student has heard back from all the colleges where they applied, it’s time to make that last big 
decision: where to spend the next four years. Some students will be accepted by their first choice, making 
the decision easy. Others will like several options, or not be admitted to the school of their dreams, or get 
added to the waitlist, making for a more complicated choice.

Here are some things to keep in mind when deciding between acceptances:

• Remember any college can offer a student a successful experience. 
• Recognize that priorities may have changed since the application process began.
• Use notes to revisit the experience of each college. 
• Take finances into consideration. 
• When in doubt, do a gut check. 

College represents a new phase in life, and it should be different, challenging, and a little bit outside a 
student’s comfort zone. Thoughtful reflection will help a student determine whether the challenges a 
school presents are pushing them toward growth or are an indication that the school is not the right fit. 
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Navigating the Waitlist
What happens when a student is neither rejected 
nor accepted to a school? They end up on the 
waitlist, which means that the student may be 
considered for acceptance if enough students 
who have already been accepted do not decide to 
attend.

In general, we don’t advise students to count on 
getting off the waitlist, as this only happens to a 
small percentage of students each year. The best 
thing for students to do is get excited about other 
acceptances and choose one of the schools that 
have demonstrated an active interest in having 
them as part of the student body.

Keep in mind that a school who waitlisted a student 
is making a clear statement that the student is not 
the best fit for the school. Students should take that 
statement to heart. 

If a student’s dream school waitlisted them, they 
may want to remain on the waitlist. In that case, 
the student should be prepared to drop everything 
(including another school which they may have 
said yes to in the interim) and go to the waitlist 
school, even if the school contacts him or her on 
August 15th. For students who are ready to move 
on from the waitlist, it’s important to let the school 
know that they no longer wish to be considered for 
acceptance. 

Pre-College Activities

Once students have officially decided which school they will attend, their new college is going to initiate 
many of the next steps. The school typically sends a big welcome packet or link to an online portal with 
information about orientation, housing, meal plans, important dates, course catalogs, financial aid, and 
visa requirements for international students. Although the new school will drive this process, students and 
parents still need to stay on top of the information they are receiving and make sure they are meeting any 
applicable deadlines. 

Students should plan to familiarize themselves with the following topics before arriving at school in the fall:

• Orientation (dates and activities)
• Housing (options, pricing, and deadlines)
• Financial Aid (options and deadlines)
• Fellow students (many college admissions offices set up official "class of 20__" pages that help 

incoming students connect with one another)

Once students arrive on campus, they should get to know the resources available to them, including:

• Advisors and how the advising system works
• Gym and exercise/sports facilities
• Mental health support and assistance
• Tutoring resources, including writing help or a peer learning center
• Individual professors’ office hours

NOTE: A number of colleges offer "pre-orientation" programs that bring students to campus before the fall 
semester begins. The students engage in some type of activity with other incoming students (i.e., service, 
outdoor education, or research.). Pre-orientation programs are a great way for students to meet fellow 
classmates who share a common interest prior to the beginning of the semester.
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Senior Summer
Senior summer can sometimes be tricky to plan 
and negotiate between parents and students. On 
the one hand, it’s just like any summer, meaning 
the time should be used wisely and productively. 
On the other, it’s a precious time for most college-
bound students when they can not worry about 
college or the future and take a well-needed break 
from the grind of the last four years. 

Summer is an important time for high school 
students to change gears from the often very 
intense pace and demanding schedule of high 
school. It’s also a time to pursue interests and 
experiences not afforded enough time during 
the school year. Students build independence, 
meet other students with similar interests, expand 
friendships, and ultimately learn more about 
themselves when they plan an engaging summer.

Parents often ask us what we think their student 
should be doing post-graduation, and we thought 
we would share some of our advice here. 

Some families stay the course…and that is okay. 
Even while heading toward a major life change, 
many families describe senior summer as feeling 
like any other summer: family vacations take place, 
their child pursues programs or experiences of 
interest and stays as busy as they were in high 
school. Many students have grown accustomed 
to their busy lives and prefer not to experience the 
summer ahead of them any differently.  

We tell families that it is absolutely okay to 
keep summer fairly “normal.” We do, however, 
recommend they discuss with their child the 
importance of incorporating some downtime over 
the summer (even in small doses), especially after 
a long, sometimes grueling, high school career, in 
preparation for the transition that lies ahead.

Some families celebrate the moment…and that 
is okay. Other families recognize this summer as 
special, one in which the activities no longer align 
with the high school experience or the college 
application process. Previous summers may have 
been highly scripted, but this year may be the time 
for a special family trip, extra relaxation, and more 
enjoying the moment. Some students will use their 
extra time to connect with friends, who may be 
heading in a different direction come August.

Some families plan for a different summer 
altogether..and that is okay. Some graduates are 
eager to find work to save toward the expenses 
and fun of university. Other students may focus on 
career exploration and connect with internships 
and opportunities that may not have been available 
to them at a younger age. Many times, the ability to 
drive to and from and officially volunteer or intern 
at places that were not previously accessible offers 
new direction and experiences.

The only right answer is the one that works best 
for your family. Parents should let students take 
the lead and help them prioritize in a way that 
emphasizes the uniqueness of the summer right 
after high school, then plan for what works best for 
the family overall.
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The truth is, senior year matters. During this time, students make significant decisions that will affect their 
trajectory for the next several years, at a minimum. It’s vital that if the college process feels overwhelming, 
if students’ grades are derailing, or if students are struggling with significant stress, that students or their 
parents reach out for help. We don’t want to be alarmist, but the stakes are too high to let things fall apart.

The good news is, we are here to offer plenty of tools and guidance to make sure that doesn’t happen! In 
addition to our comprehensive guides (signeteducation.com/guides), we also want to recommend one 
other resource students and parents may find helpful: Step By Step: College Awareness and Planning 
(https://bit.ly/2ie2VaB) by NACAC (National Association for College Admissions Counseling). This excellent 
booklet is great supplemental reading for families who want to understand all the most important elements 
of the college process.

Senior year is a truly special time in a student’s life, and it’s our goal to ensure that students are able to enjoy 
it without feeling undue stress around the college process. The best advice we can give to students and 
parents is to be prepared for what’s coming and work on various elements of the college process a little bit 
at a time.

CONCLUSION
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RESOURCES
Study and Organizational Skills:

• My Self-Report Card (https://bit.ly/2Ah0AF3)
• Signet blog: What is the Pomodoro Technique? (https://bit.ly/2znZIy4)
• Signet guide: Signet’s Guide to Successful Studying (https://bit.ly/2tIZ7nL)
• Book: How to Become a Straight-A Student: The Unconventional Strategies Real College Students Use 

to Score High While Studying Less (https://bit.ly/2cbKJvD)

Student Activities & Well-being:

• Signet guide: An Intro To Mental Health In High School (https://bit.ly/2zFc1Gh)
• Signet guide: Guide to Extracurriculars (https://bit.ly/2DjFhyJ)

Testing:

• Signet blog: What are SAT Subject Tests? (https://bit.ly/2zJwlq2)
• Signet guide: Signet’s Guide to Standardized Tests (https://bit.ly/2FDPI2h)
• Signet guide: Signet’s Guide to SAT/ACT Preparation (https://bit.ly/2Fzts9O)
• www.fairtest.org
• Guide to the 2018 ACT® /SAT® Concordance (https://bit.ly/2JtlAHX)
• Colleges that Use the Tests (https://bit.ly/1UGcb3v)

College Preparation:

• Signet Guide: Guide to College Visits (https://bit.ly/2p5toZ7)
• Signet Guide: Guide to College Admissions (https://bit.ly/2uEFYAq)
• Signet Guide: Guide to the Essay (https://bit.ly/2uAR9KD)
• Signet Tools: College List Kit (https://bit.ly/2tFpoTY)
• Signet Tools: Jump Start Your Essay Kit (https://bit.ly/2DlfS7W)
• Signet Tools: College Admissions Interview Prep Worksheet (https://bit.ly/2FrjFGP)
• Step By Step: College Awareness and Planning (https://bit.ly/2ie2VaB)
• College Admissions Interview Prep Worksheet (http://bit.ly/2FrjFGP)
• NACAC’s Step By Step: College Awareness and Planning (https://bit.ly/2ie2VaB)
• You Visit (youvisit.com/collegesearch) 
• Ecampustours.com

Financial Services:

• FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student Aid) (https://fafsa.gov/)
• CSS Profile (https://bit.ly/2Gkfz0g)
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APPENDIX A
SENIOR YEAR SUMMARY TIMELINE

The following is a summary timeline that can be used to help students track all the moving parts of senior 
year. It’s first broken down by semester, then in greater detail by month:

Semester Overview: FALL

• Finish SAT/ACT testing (if applicable—most students should already be done).
• Apply to colleges!
• Monitor application portals very closely and make sure all required information has been received.
• Keep up engagement with extracurriculars and academics.
• Stay mentally curious and fresh.
• Have some fun!

Semester Overview: SPRING

• Monitor applications and make sure all required information has been received.
• Take the appropriate actions if you get waitlisted or deferred.
• Choose where to go to college by May 1.
• Plan senior summer.
• Prepare for the college transition.
• Enjoy the last few months of high school!

Part III: Monthly Guide

September-October

• Complete any last-minute standardized testing (SAT, ACT, SAT ST).
• Decide whether to apply early, and if so, complete early applications.
• Work diligently on college applications.
• Get feedback from trusted advisors on college essays.
• Check college interview policies and schedule interviews if appropriate.
• Stay on top of academics from the very start of the school year.

November-December

• Submit early applications (if appropriate).
• Continue working on applications and essays (most deadlines are around the end of December/early 

January).
• Study for exams and finish the semester strong.
• Maintain extracurricular involvement.
• Reflect on the past semester to stay focused and on track through the end of the year.
• Conduct a mental health check-in
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January-February

• Complete any outstanding application work for schools with later deadlines.
• Schedule interviews where appropriate.
• Provide additional documentation to colleges if requested.
• Take a deep breath once applications are done!
• Consider plans for summer.
• Make a study plan for any AP exams.
• Prioritize important relationships.
  
March-April

• Prepare yourself for the “waiting period”: decisions may come in as late as April, and it’s normal to feel 
that your future is uncertain.

• Reflect on what would be most helpful for college in these final few months.
• Discuss the practical elements of the transition to living independently.
• Evaluate acceptances; choose where to go to college or take any appropriate waitlist actions  

(https://bit.ly/2EjE372)
• Schedule any final college visits (https://bit.ly/2JscYRG)
• Study for any AP exams.

May-June 

• Take AP exams (if applicable).
• Thank teachers and school counselors for their help over the last four years.
• Prepare for senior summer and the college transition.
• Celebrate! Spend time with loved ones and focus on fun and interesting activities.
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APPENDIX B
PLAN YOUR WORK, WORK YOUR PLAN

At Signet, we use a couple of mantras that we’ve found to be really powerful for students at all levels and 
stages of the academic process. One of our favorites is “Plan your work, work your plan.”   Using this mantra 
as a technique can promote focus, time management, and productivity.

This method can be used for individual assignments or to sequence entire weeks to successfully break any 
project down into logical pieces which can be executed in a clear sequential order.

Plan Your Work

The basic idea is simple: Chart a course for homework each evening that addresses what’s urgent but also 
what’s important in order to break work sessions into manageable chunks. Let’s look at one example of a 
clear and structured plan that minimizes distractions and avoids spending too much time on items that are 
not high-priority.

Example:

1. What kind of time do I have?
• 2 hours before dinner, 1.5 hours after dinner. 

2. What’s competing for my attention right now?
• Practice problems in chemistry (due tomorrow)
• A physics lab report (due at the end of the week)
• 50 pages of history reading (due in 3 days)
• An essay in English (due in 2 weeks) 

3. How can I prioritize my assignments?
• Start with what’s due soonest, but make time for everything so that English paper isn’t forgotten.

4. What’s the best sequence for each of these pieces of work? Break assignments into 30-minute blocks, 
and build in some rest. This might look as follows:
• 2 Hours Before Dinner
 - Chemistry (two 30-minute blocks)
 - 20 pages of History reading (two 30-minute blocks)
• Break for Dinner
• 1.5 Hours After Dinner
 - Physics Lab Report (two 30-minute blocks, plus 15 minutes—75 minutes total)
 - Freewrite on English essay topic (one 15-minute block)
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Work Your Plan

Once the priorities and sequenced assignments are planned, work through the itinerary that you’ve created.

Considerations
Determine priorities thoughtfully. Students tend to work on either assignments that are the easiest/most 
fun, or the assignments that are weighing on them the most. Instead, students should ask themselves the 
following questions to determine priorities.

• What class is most important?
• What assignment is most important?
• What makes sense given the time and resources I have available right now?
• What is the most effective outcome that meets the requirements and that I’ll be happy with?

Ideally, this method will put students in a mode where they are working ahead rather than putting out 
academic fires. Assuming that’s the case, here are a few more general guidelines about determining 
priorities:

• Work on what’s due the next day first.
• Start with the assignments that are more challenging.
• Leave some time in each work session for longer-term projects.
• If long-term projects keep getting neglected, consider reversing the order and putting them before 

work that’s due the next day. The pressure of a short due date means students are likely to complete 
those next-day assignments anyway.

• If a particular project doesn’t suit a student’s current mental state, it’s okay to re-prioritize to be more 
effective. For example, a student who just took a history midterm may want to work on math homework 
instead of tackling their history paper that night.
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APPENDIX B
MENTAL HEALTH CHECKLIST

The Mental Health Checklist is intended to help you assess how you’re doing with self-care. Complete 
this questionnaire in a calm space, both mentally and physically, and be honest with your answers. 
Aim to identify a family member, teacher, mentor, physician, or other trusted adult with whom you feel 
comfortable discussing your responses.

Please note that this questionnaire is not a clinical diagnostic tool and should not be used as a substitute for 
seeking professional support.

Sleep

1. Are you sleeping 7-9 hours/night?

 Yes          No

If not, how many hours a night do you sleep on average? 

2. Do you fall asleep in less than 20 minutes?

 Yes          No

If not, how long does it usually take you? 

3. Once you’re asleep, do you stay asleep all night?

 Yes          No

If not, how often do you wake up? 

4. Do you ever take medication to help you fall asleep?

 Yes          No

5. Do you exercise 2-3 times/week?

 Yes          No

If not, how often?

6. Do you drink 8-10 glasses of water each day?

 Yes          No

If not, how many? 
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7. Do you eat three meals each day?

 Yes          No

If not, when are you eating?

8. Do you eat at least some fruits or vegetables most days?

 Yes          No

9. Do you visit your school nurse more than once/month?

 Yes          No

If yes, what are you visiting them for? 

10. How many days of school do you miss in a year?

Social Life

1. Do you ever find time to get bored (that’s a good thing!)?

 Yes          No

2. Do you have enough unstructured downtime with friends?

 Yes          No

3. Describe your relationship with your parents.

4. Do you spend more than two hours each day in front of a computer or TV screen?

 Yes          No

If yes, how many hours? 

5. Do you have close friends who you trust?

 Yes          No

6. Do you feel connected to at least one adult at school or elsewhere in your life?

 Yes          No
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Common mental health pitfalls

1. Do you notice that you’re anxious or worried on a daily basis?

 Yes          No

If yes, what are you usually worried about? 

2. Do other people call you “a worrier?”

 Yes          No

3. Do you feel like you have enough energy most days?

 Yes          No

4. How often would you describe your mood as sad?

5. Do you get irritated or frustrated faster than you’d like to?

 Yes          No

6. Do you consider yourself disorganized?

 Yes          No

If yes, does it create problems in your life?

 Yes          No

7. Are you easily distracted?

 Yes          No

Look back at your checklist and pick 2-3 items that you’d like to focus on for this semester.

Make a plan for how you will improve on each of these items.

The 2-3 items I’d like to focus on this semester are:

1.

2.

3. 

One way I’ll follow through on each of these is...
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