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The college admissions process encompasses the entire arc from thinking about college to choosing which 
school to attend. It involves a number of different elements, from personal statements to campus visits. 
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Our intention with this particular guide is to offer students and parents an overview of the entire college 
admissions process. This is a huge topic, and if we were to include all the details of each piece, this guide 
would be 100+ pages and our readers would be totally overwhelmed! Instead, we’ve opted in a number of 
places to refer to other topic-specific guides that we’ve already created, such as Standardized Testing, The 
Common App Activity list, Strategic Organization, and more. You can find the links to all of the guides we 
mention listed in the resources Section of this guide. If you’re looking for more information on any of the 
pieces of the college admissions process, please don’t hesitate to ask us at https://signeteducation.com/
connect. We’ll be happy to provide you with additional resources and assistance.
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Any student reading this guide is in a position to begin thinking about the college admissions process. 
Knowing what lies ahead may reduce a student’s stress levels by demystifying the idea of the college 
process as something unsurmountable. It’s a lot of work, but it shouldn’t be a mystery.

However, students in freshman and sophomore year don’t need to take any specific actions around the 
college process besides keeping up their grades, engaging in activities that interest them, and maybe 
making a casual college visit here and there. The bulk of the college process takes place in junior and senior 
year, and trying to write a supplemental essay or create a college list before then isn’t an effective use of 
time or energy.

For students who are juniors, it’s time to start thinking about the college admissions process. Graduation 
day may seem far off now, but junior year coincides with additional testing, final projects, and of course, 
wanting to be able to enjoy senior year. Starting now will allow students to work through the process at a 
reasonable pace instead of a frantic one. 

The timing for each piece of the college admissions process is below. Some of these pieces must be done 
in sequential order, but many overlap with one another. Students can expect to be working on multiple 
elements simultaneously, especially spring of junior year through fall of senior year.

WhEN DO STUDENTS NEED TO STArT 
ThINkING ABOUT ThE COllEGE 
ADMISSIONS prOCESS?
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If there is just one thing we hope students and parents learn from this guide, it’s that staying on top of 
this process will make it significantly easier. There are a lot of moving parts, but a good timeline will help 
students meet their deadlines without having to sacrifice their social lives or their sanity. At Signet, we’ve 
seen too many students who have to give up the last few precious weeks of summer in a rush to finish 
pieces of this process. 

Instead, students should be breaking down each piece of the college admissions process into smaller, more 
manageable chunks, setting internal deadlines, and putting in consistent effort over time to reach their goals. 
Students can use our College Admissions process planner in our resources Section as a guide. 

Going through the college admissions process in a clear, methodical way builds organizational and time 
management skills, both of which are vital if a student wants to be successful in the less-structured college 
environment. Students who start work early have plenty of time to revise and improve their applications 
without stress. Check out our Guide to Strategic Organization (link listed in our resources Section) for 
advice on using time efficiently, managing larger projects, and optimizing productivity.

Over the next several sections, we’ll break down each element of the college admissions process.

College visits are an excellent place to begin the college admissions process. Instead of focusing on 
numbers like transcripts and test scores, students should begin by exploring various types of colleges 
and determining what is the right fit for them. A school that’s the right fit is one that allows a student to 
continue their academic, extracurricular, professional, social, and even spiritual growth in an atmosphere 
that aligns with the student’s interests and values.

As students begin to make college visits, they should go through the personal College Inventory, which 
can also be found in our resources Section. This worksheet will help guide students’ observations during 
college visits, as well as help them identify and solidify their personal preferences regarding their ideal 
college environment.

There are two types of college visits that students in junior or senior year will need to make: structural visits 
and specific visits.

Structural visits help students identify the types of colleges that interest them. This includes factors like 
campus size, geographic location, student population, urban vs. rural setting, distance from home, etc. 

On structural visits, students are not trying to determine whether they want to attend that particular 
institution. Rather, students are trying to understand more about their personal preferences regarding types 
of schools so that they can look into other colleges with similar qualities. 

Since students will not necessarily apply to the schools seen on structural visits, local schools are a 
convenient, affordable choice. Students may also choose to make these visits earlier than junior year.

Specific visits, on the other hand, help a student evaluate a particular school to determine whether it would 
be a good fit. A student will usually take specific visits after taking a few structural visits. Often, but not 
always, specific visits coincide with the creation of the college list, which we discuss below.

Here are some occasions for making specific college visits:

VISIT COllEGES
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•	 A student wants to experience a particular school before placing it on their finalized college list.
•	 A student is demonstrating interest in a particular school on their list in order to boost their chances of 

admission.
•	 A student has been accepted to multiple schools and is determining which college to attend.

If the resources are available, students should try to visit every school on their college list. If that’s not 
possible, students should do significant online research on a school, including virtual campus tours if 
available.

What distinguishes a structural visit from a specific visit is really just intention. The process for 
conducting each type of visit is quite similar, and should include both formal and unstructured activities.

Formal activities include:

Unstructured activities include:

During the visit, students can refer to the resources Section to use our College Visit Evaluation and our 
College Visit Scavenger hunt to guide their observations. After each visit, students should spend some time 
reflecting on what they did or didn’t find appealing about the school. Reflecting after structural visits will 
help students narrow down what they’re looking for in a college and build their list. Reflecting after specific 
visits will help students decide whether they are interested in applying to that particular college.

Official campus tour  
(a must-do for every visit!)

Auditing classes Meeting with an admissions 
officer or department head 

for an interview

An overnight stay in 
campus housing

Wandering the quad 
or having coffee in the 

student union

Chatting with 
students about their 

experiences

picking up a school 
newspaper

having lunch off-
campus to check out 

the neighborhood
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Students should begin thinking about their college list in the second semester of junior year. By this point, 
they have ideally made several structural college visits and have a better sense of what kinds of schools 
might be a good fit.

Many students believe that building a college list is all about identifying the “best” or “most prestigious” 
schools–usually based on name brand or ranking–and then trying to fit the mold of what they believe 
those schools want. Parents and counselors are sometimes guilty of this too. We believe that's putting the 
cart between the horse.

Instead of altering their identities to fit perceived expectations of what a college (or a parent) 
wants, students should seek growth and excellence and then find the college that’s the right fit for 
them. By first allowing themselves to grow and follow their interests, students will be able to find 
the college that’s the right match for them based on who they are and where they’re going.

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

how exactly does a student narrow down a college list?

•	 First, a student should make structural college visits to understand the qualities they value most in a 
school.

•	 Then the student can use those insights to create the first draft of a college list. This first set of schools 
should encompass a range, from more ambitious choices to options where the student is likely to be 
admitted.

•	 Next comes research. The student should use the internet to learn more about each school and see if it 
would be a good match. This research should include information about campus life, but also statistics 
on admitted students, such as GPAs and SAT/ACT test scores.

•	 The student should also make specific college visits whenever possible, especially to top choices. 
These visits will confirm whether the student truly wants to apply to this particular college.

•	 Based on their research, the student should then narrow down the college list to 8-12 selections.  
Just like the initial draft, this list should include a range of reach, target, and safety schools.

While this is a brief overview, a downloadable and comprehensive College list kit walks students through 
each of these steps in detail and can be found in our resources Section.

DEVElOp ThE COllEGE lIST

If you’re looking for more information on visits, you’re in luck! We have a Signet guide that offers a deep 
dive into college visits: Signet’s Guide to College Visits, listed in the resources Section of this guide. 
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Preparing for the College Admission Process
Once a student has finalized their college list, they are ready to begin the application process. College 
applications require students to obtain and organize a significant amount of information. Here are a few 
tactical steps to help students complete their college applications in a thorough and timely fashion:

1. First, collect the application forms for all schools, including logging into any online platforms and setting 
up accounts as needed.

2. Gather all of the information that will be needed to complete the applications and put it into a 
spreadsheet. Use the questions below to get started, and take a look at Appendix C for a sample 
spreadsheet.  

•	 How many recommendations are required?

•	 What are the SAT/ACT codes for each college so that test scores can be submitted?

•	 Do any schools require SAT STs? If so, how many tests do they require? 

•	 What are the essay questions (the Common App, Personal Statement and any school-specific 

supplemental essays)?

•	 What is the word limit for each essay?

•	 What are the deadlines, both for early decision and for regular application?

3. Once students have this information, they should add any deadlines into their calendars and make a 

plan to tackle each piece of the application with plenty of time to spare.

While the time frames we’ve provided in this guide pertain to typical admission guidelines, students should 
be aware that for some schools, they may have the option to apply early. 

An early application is just what it sounds like: an opportunity for students to apply earlier than usual, and 
also to receive a decision from admissions earlier than usual, too.

There are a few different types of early applications:

DECIDE ON ApplICATION TIME FrAMES

Early Action (EA) Single-Choice  
Early Action 

Early Decision (ED) 

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.

This option is still non-
binding, but it differs from 
Early Action in one key 
aspect: students may submit 
only one early application.

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.
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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.

The decision to apply early does not affect the overall sequence of the college process, though it may 
impact the timing. First, students need to create a college list and determine where they want to apply. 
From there, it’s time to carefully think through the early application options to determine which, if any, are 
appropriate. 

If a student does decide on one of the early application options, be sure that the timeline is adjusted to 
reflect these earlier due dates, which are usually between November 1st and 15th. This includes gathering 
all the pieces of the application, such as test scores, transcripts, recommendations, and the essay, well in 
advance of these deadlines. Students can expect to hear back from colleges where they applied early in 
December.

STUDy FOr AND SUBMIT SCOrES 
FrOM STANDArDIzED TESTS
Unless a student has a college list with exclusively test-optional colleges, they will need to take either the 
SAT or the ACT and submit the scores to the colleges where they apply. These scores are only one aspect 
of how students present themselves to a school, but they can play an important role. Students should 
create and execute a thorough study plan to prepare for the SAT/ACT.

The best time to take the SAT/ACT is in the spring of junior year: we recommend students schedule two 
sittings, one in late winter/early spring and a second in late spring/early summer. This gives students plenty 
of time between test sittings to work to improve their scores if necessary, and also allows for retesting in fall 
of senior year as a backup option. 

Students should focus on either the SAT or the ACT, choosing one test at the beginning of their study 
process and sticking with it. In order to choose between the SAT and ACT, students can follow this 
diagnostic exam process:

•	 Get familiar with each test. Flip through official practice versions of the SAT and the ACT to understand 
the kinds of questions asked, question formats, and timing for the different sections.

•	 Acquire official practice tests for a diagnostic exam. The websites for each organization provide these 
official practice exams. These exams should be different than the ones used in the step above.

•	 Administer the tests under realistic conditions. Create a quiet, test-like environment. Block off an 
entire morning or afternoon to administer each exam, honoring the time limits listed for each section.

•	 Self-evaluate while taking the exams. While taking the test, students should mark questions where 
they feel unsure about their responses. This will help them evaluate strengths and weaknesses when 
planning their study process.

•	 Score and review the exams. Students should score each diagnostic exam and look at the kinds of 
questions they missed. A parent or other adult should evaluate any essays.

•	 Choose an exam! Some students will clearly perform better on one test than the other, making their 
choice relatively easy. But many students will perform about equally well on both tests. When that 
happens, students should evaluate how they felt while taking each test, and whether they preferred one 
test format over the other. They can use this information to select the better test for them.
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Once students choose the SAT or ACT, the next step is to set a goal score. The goal score is based on 
performance on the diagnostic and reflects a goal they can realistically achieve with dedicated test prep. 
In general, students can expect to boost their SAT scores by 100-200 points and their ACT scores by 2-4 
points.

Now it’s time to create a study plan. Study plans require a minimum of 4 weeks of preparation time, 
although we recommend 3-4 months in order to fully prepare before the first test sitting.

The basic pieces of a test prep plan are:

•	 2-5 hours per week of dedicated test prep. 30-45 minutes per day is ideal for most students, but for 
some, more intensive studying three days a week or on weekends works better.

•	 A structured curriculum that assigns specific times for working on each test section.
•	 Clear goals for each week, as well as for each study session. Here is what a clear goal looks like: “This 

week I’ll focus on memorizing geometry formulas and spend 2-3 hours practicing flashcards. Next week 
I’ll move on to writing practice, spending 4-5 hours on that.” Write these goals down and stick to them.

•	 One to three full-length, timed practice tests taken under realistic conditions. See Appendix C for a 
sample schedule of when students can take these practice exams. 

The information we have provided here is a brief overview of the standardized testing process. Signet has 
two comprehensive guides dedicated specifically to this topic: Guide to SAT/ACT preparation and Guide to 
Standardized Tests, which also covers SAT STs and AP Exams. 

While the SAT and ACT are the most important standardized tests students will take in their college 
admissions processes, keep in mind that many competitive schools also require SAT Subject Tests, or SAT 
STs. In addition, students may be taking AP exams in various subjects in order to boost their admissions 
profile and/or earn college credit. Students applying early need to plan their test prep accordingly so they 
have scores in hand (including any required SAT ST scores) before the application deadlines. All guide links 
can be found in the resources Section. of this guide.
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The actual college application forms are a big piece of the puzzle when it comes to this process, as they 
include not only the record of a student’s academic performance (transcripts), but also insight on how 
others view the student (teacher and counselor recommendations), and a more well-rounded picture of the 
student as a whole person (activity list).

Contrary to popular belief, what makes a good college application is not having the highest GPA in the 
class or the longest list of extracurricular activities. In fact, there is no secret formula to creating the 
perfect application. The best application is the one that offers a true and compelling picture of the student, 
including academics, interests, and values.

From a tactical perspective, the following three pieces are crucial to a good college application:
1. The student answers each question or prompt thoughtfully and with care.
2. The student follows the directions exactly as given for each element.
3. The student completes and turns in each piece of the application on time.

The best time to complete college application forms is the summer before senior year. Most students will 
be completing the Common App, which means they fill out one application that gets sent to all (or nearly 
all) the schools where they apply. Other portals, such as the Coalition Application and the Universal College 
Application, are also possibilities. Finally, some schools may have their own application portals.

Let’s look at each piece in a little more detail:

Application Form. The Common App, UCA, and Coalition portals are all online, so a student’s first step is 
to visit the relevant websites (listed in our resources Section), bookmark these pages, and register to create 
a profile. Note the username and password, and keep them secure. Once students have registered, they can 
use the search feature to select the schools where they want to apply. 
 
A student who has collected all the relevant information in advance may be able to complete the basic 
informational sections (Profile and Family) of the Common App in just an hour or two. Here is the 
information required for the Profile and Family sections

•	 Social Security number
•	 Parents’ employment information and educational history
•	 Resume 
•	 Guidance counselor’s contact information
•	 Standardized test scores (if the student chooses to self-report)
•	 Education (high school, grades, and current courses)
•	 Testing (standardized test scores)

FIll OUT ThE COllEGE ApplICATION 
And submiT required mATeriAls, inCluding 
TrAnsCriPTs, reCommendATions,  
And The ACTiviTy lisT
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Activity list. The Activity List is a section of the Common App that describes a student’s extracurricular 
activities, including sports, clubs, volunteering, research, and work experiences as well as a catalogue of any 
important awards the student has received. (Other application portals have similar sections). The purpose of 
the Activity List is to showcase a student’s interests, hobbies, and passions. Our Guide to the Common App 
Activity list has a detailed walk-through of how to complete the Activity List from a technical standpoint, 
and our Guide to Extracurriculars offers insight on a student’s approach to selecting and pursuing activities 
outside of the classroom. The links to the guides can be found in our resources Section. 
 
Students should be mindful of structuring the Activity List in a logical way. For awards and work experience, 
a chronological list is best. Extracurriculars may also be chronological, but the student can choose to 
highlight the most important activities by presenting them at the top of the list.
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The Personal Statement, also known as the Essay, accompanies a student’s Common Application. (Other 
platforms have a similar requirement.) Unlike the other pieces of the application, the essay offers an 
opportunity for the student to share a unique narrative or perspective in their own voice. The essay helps 
bring an application to life, and when admissions officers are comparing students with similar applications 
(GPA, test scores, etc.), they often turn to the essay to determine which student would be a better fit at their 
institution.

Students can casually begin thinking about material for their personal statement as early as they begin 
thinking about college. However, the official prompts are released in February or March, and most 
students work on their Personal Statement the summer after junior year into senior fall. Any updates to the 
word limit will be released at that time as well, although the word limit has been 650 since 2013.

WrITE ThE pErSONAl STATEMENT 
(The essAy)

recommendations. Most schools require that a student submit 2 teacher recommendations with 
their college applications for all portals. (NOTE: The student’s college counselor will also submit a 
recommendation when submitting the student’s transcript.) Students should ask teachers from advanced 
classes in their junior year, if possible, as well as teachers who will be able to speak to their engagement in 
the classroom. A student can build and improve those teacher relationships earlier in junior year. Students 
should request their recommendations in May of junior year and remind teachers in August if they have 
not yet been completed. And always send a thank you note! 

Transcripts. Students will need a copy of their high school transcripts to fill in the Education section of 
the college application. An unofficial transcript copy is okay for now since each school applied to will also 
receive an official transcript once it becomes available.  
 
Once a student selects the school where they are applying in the platform, the platform alerts the student’s 
guidance counselor, who submits the transcripts to each school. Students can ensure this process goes 
smoothly by letting their counselors know where they are applying, and following up about any schools 
that do not use the Common App to make sure the transcripts have been sent 
 
Students may also need to request and submit their own transcripts if they have attended multiple high 
schools or taken summer classes for credit. Check with each college to make sure the recommended 
procedures are being followed for these submissions. 
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personal Statement DOs personal Statement DON'Ts

DO show how you will actively and positively impact 
your college community. Let your interests, dreams, and 
personality shine here.

DON’T use the thesaurus to pick 
impressive words you’d never use. This 
essay is supposed to be in your voice!

DO demonstrate your maturity and your readiness to 
succeed in a college environment. You need to show that 
you’re both intellectually mature and emotionally mature. 

DON’T brag. Coming off as arrogant or 
entitled is bad news. Write about your 
accomplishments with a mix of humility 
and self-confidence.

DO talk about challenges you’ve worked to overcome. 
Write about how they helped you grow.

DON’T dwell on your weaknesses. If your 
SAT scores are on the low side, don’t 
write about them. The essay gives you 
the opportunity to highlight what’s great 
about you.

DO be specific, and DO be yourself. Read your essay to 
your closest friends and have them give you feedback - 
does this sound like you, or some too-perfect version of 
you?

DON’T write an essay that doesn’t respond 
to the prompt. Although you may have an 
idea for a topic before you find a specific 
prompt (more on that below), the final 
essay should always clearly respond to the 
prompt you select.

DO ask at least two adults you trust to give you feedback 
as well. They may have other insights into grammar and 
clarity that your friends may not have.

DON’T go over the word limit! It’s vital to 
show that you can follow directions, and 
one of the most important directions for 
the personal statement is to write an essay 
that is no longer than 650 words. DO make sure to build in time to write several drafts. 

When you start, write down everything and refrain from 
editing or judging yourself. Then go back and keep the 
good stuff (the key parts of the story, the scenes, details, 
vignettes), and cut out the elements that aren’t strong 
or unnecessary. Then, take those good sections, weave 
them together, and repeat. Your essay will be stronger in 
the end.

DO put in consistent effort, and plan to write in short 
bursts rather than long marathons. Revisiting the essay 
often and reworking the content frequently will avoid 
writing burnout and ensure that the essay can evolve and 
shift if it needs to, especially early in the writing process.

What admissions officers want most from a personal statement is to feel like they’re getting to know a 
three-dimensional person. Students should take the opportunity to show aspects of themselves that aren’t 
readily apparent on a transcript or in an activities list. 
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The wriTing ProCess

This guide will lay out some some simple, concrete steps students can follow for personal statement 
success.

•	 Begin With pre-Writing and Free-Writing. Engage in pre-writing and free-writing for half an hour a 
day. Pre-writing involves any kind of brainstorming: lists, charts, or pictures. The important thing is 
for students to record words or images that convey information about what makes them unique. Try 
brainstorming/pre-writing for 10 minutes a day. Then free-write about one or two of the resulting topics 
for another 20 minutes. Tip: Consider doing the pre-writing with pen and paper instead of a keyboard. 
 

•	 Circle the “hot Spots”: After compiling a good amount of free-writing, it’s time to organize those 
thoughts and fragments into an idea. Review the pages of free writing, and circle anything that seems 
important or cool. These are the “Hot Spots,” the most compelling and richest moments of writing.  
Look for a possible thread travelling through the Hot Spots that links them together. If there is one, that 
may become the essay topic.

 
•	 Turn to the prompts: After identifying possible essay topics, look at the Common Application essay 

prompts and determine whether any of the prompts resonate with your pre-writing and free-writing. If 
so, this prompt may be able to help develop a topic into a personal statement. It’s okay to stretch the 
topic to fit a question, but don’t stretch it too far!  
 
The prompts may change from year to year, but here are some recent Common Application  
(2018-2019) prompts:

1.  Some students have a background, identity, interest, or talent that is so meaningful they  
believe their application would be incomplete without it. If this sounds like you, then please  
share your story.
This prompt is great for students with something to tell admissions officers that did not fit anywhere 
else on the application, or with a particular experience or story central to their identity.

2.  The lessons we take from obstacles we encounter can be fundamental to later success. recount 
a time when you faced a challenge, setback, or failure. how did it affect you, and what did you learn 
from the experience?
This prompt can be tricky, because students who choose it need to give it a positive spin. Make sure 
to explain how this experience led to being a stronger, more thoughtful, compassionate, or insightful 
person. 

3.  reflect on a time when you questioned or challenged a belief or idea. What prompted your 
thinking? What was the outcome?
This prompt can be great for students who fight for human rights or who have made change in their 
schools through student government, but an excellent answer to this prompt can be on a smaller scale 
as well. Standing up for someone being bullied, speaking up in class to express different views from 
peers, or even challenging one’s own beliefs or ideas are all great approaches. 
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4.  Describe a problem you've solved or a problem you'd like to solve. It can be an intellectual 
challenge, a research query, an ethical dilemma—anything that is of personal importance, no  
matter the scale. Explain its significance to you and what steps you took or could be taken to 
identify a solution.
As noted in the prompt, this essay can have a variety of answers. A student must cite a problem that is 
meaningful to them, explain why it is meaningful, and then offer a potential solution or describe what 
they did to remedy the problem. The crux of the essay is the last sentence of this prompt, so be sure to 
explain why the problem has personal significance.  

5.  Discuss an accomplishment or event, or realization that sparked a period of personal growth and 
a new understanding of yourself or others.
In general, avoid writing about a very common event for this essay, such as getting a driver’s license or 
having a Bat Mitzvah, unless there’s a unique twist. The event doesn’t have to mark an enormous life 
transition (though it can). It’s perfectly valid to write about a small moment that created an opportunity 
for reflection and growth. Finally, if answering this prompt, remember to show that you are self-aware, 
responsible, and a great addition to a college community, but also that there is still room to grow.

6. Describe a topic, idea, or concept you find so engaging that it makes you lose all track of time. 
Why does it captivate you? What or who do you turn to when you want to learn more?
This prompt cuts to the heart of the matter of what a student is truly passionate about. Avoid writing 
about a video game addiction or obsession with a celebrity or TV show unless this pastime can be 
linked to something clearly creative, philosophical, or career-related. 

7. Share an essay on any topic of your choice. It can be one you've already written, one that responds 
to a different prompt, or one of your own design.
This prompt makes it easy to reuse something that’s already been written, but that doesn’t make it 
the easiest or best choice. Sometimes writing without limits is more challenging than responding to 
something specific. If choosing this prompt, make sure the resulting essay still achieves the purpose of 
the personal statement: conveying something meaningful and specific about who the student is. 

For more details on personal statement prompts, check out our blog post: http://bit.ly/2FxI0ed.

•	 Start with the hook: After selecting a topic, it’s time to develop the essay. The very first sentence of the 
personal statement will be what’s known as “the hook.” The golden rule for the hook is: Show, don’t tell. 
Here’s an example: 
 
Which of these sentences is more engaging? 
 
1. “My team won three soccer championships in the past four years.” 
 
2. “The Tuesday afternoon was hot, and like many afternoons, I was busy waiting; as a goalie on a 
winning team, I spent a lot of time crouching in the mud, eyes straining from the sun, alert, ready, and 
focused—but simply waiting.” 
 
The second sentence is far more engaging. It uses a description of one specific moment, as well as 
sensory details, to dramatize the moment being described. This dramatization helps draw the reader in.

Students who are ready to dig into the personal statement can check out the mini-course available in our 
Jump Start your Essay kit, listed in our resources Section. Use this kit to craft a personal statement that is 
compelling and authentic, while minimizing the stress and overwhelm the writing process can create.
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Supplemental or school-specific essays are just what they sound like: essays unique to a particular school. 
Some schools will only require the essay from the Common App, while other schools might require 2-3 
supplemental essays. Supplemental school-specific essays can range from 300 to 500 words apiece. 
Incidentally, this is one reason we recommend creating a college list of only 8-12 schools; if there are 
supplemental essays for every school, the student has a tremendous amount of writing to tackle!

Whereas the Personal Statement is primarily about the student, the supplemental essays are usually geared 
toward demonstrating why a student is a good fit at a particular institution, or why the student finds that 
school appealing. Regardless of the prompt (which students should answer directly), supplements should 
highlight students’ true fit with the college. 

Supplemental prompts:

Although supplemental prompts may different from year to year and college to college, here’s an overview 
of what students can expect:

•	 The single most common question is the “Why do you want to go here?” question, though it may be 
phrased in more complex ways. Don’t respond with “The campus is pretty and I’ve heard good things 
about the school.” Instead, conduct in-depth research on what your life would be like on that campus, 
from the dorms and food to the specific classes you’ll take and professors you want to work with. 
Students can use this information to create a compelling essay describing why this school would be an 
excellent fit for them.  

•	 Other common prompts ask the student to describe themself in different ways. Variations of this prompt 
include:
•	 Write a letter introducing yourself to your future roommate.
•	 How would your friends describe you?
•	 What do you do for fun?
•	 Describe a community you belong to.
•	 Describe a challenge/ethical dilemma you faced.

•	 A third type of prompt is less direct in asking what kind of student a person is, although a student’s 
identity is still at the core of the response. Examples include: 
•	 Why is diversity important?
•	 What are your motivations for choosing a particular major or career (medicine or engineering,  

for example)?
•	 Who has been the biggest influence on you?
•	 What will you contribute to our campus?
•	 What is your favorite book?
•	 What event in the last year has had the greatest impact on you?

•	 Even prompts such as “List five books you read for fun this year”, say something important about a 
student. (Keep in mind: there’s no need to lie to seem more sophisticated!) 

WrITE SChOOl-SpECIFIC 
SUpplEMENTAl ESSAyS *optional
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The best answers to any supplemental question are always full of personal details, school specifics, and 
authenticity. A student’s responses should exhibit enthusiasm for the school, prove that they’ve done the 
research, and make it easy for admissions officers to envision the student as a member of their campus 
community. 

In order to provide thorough and detailed responses to the prompts for supplemental essays, we 
recommend students save their notes from their campus visits and/or online research. It may also be 
helpful to capture immediate reflections on a campus visit using a voice recorder so that students can go 
back and hear the language they naturally used to talk about a particular school and why they found it 
exciting.

Students can use our College Admissions School and Supplement research Worksheet, listed in Appendix 
C, to gather all of their observations and information about a school into one place. This ensures they have 
everything they need to write their supplemental essays. Students should plan to fill out one worksheet for 
each school that requires supplemental essays.

The prompts for these essays are typically released in late summer (usually August). At this point, it should 
be evident why timing out each piece of the college puzzle is important; a student who is trying to finish up 
applications and study for the SAT/ACT will have some difficulty writing 5-10 supplemental essays during 
this time as well!

review Applications before sending Them in
Before considering the application process complete, students should go through a final application review 
to make sure they have completed each requirement. This includes: 

•	 Proofreading all essays as well as the application form and activity list.
•	 Confirming that test scores and transcripts have been sent to each school.
•	 Verifying that teacher recommendations have been written and sent out.
•	 Double-checking that each school has received all pieces of its application.

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)
•	 Complete the CSS profile
•	 Research scholarships on individual college sites or through search engines

Apply FOr FINANCIAl AID *optional
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Almost without exception, students pursuing financial aid of any kind will be required to complete the Free 
Application for Federal Student Aid, or the FAFSA. The FAFSA is used to determine the expected amount 
each student and family can contribute toward college tuition. Students requesting ongoing financial aid 
must fill out the FAFSA each year. 

high school seniors (and college students requesting ongoing financial aid) should mark their calendars 
for October 1st, which is the day the FAFSA opens to request financial aid for the following school year. 
Students should plan to complete the FAFSA as soon as possible, because the earlier colleges receive their 
information, the sooner they can offer students financial aid packages, many of which are first come, first 
served!

The FAFSA is available online at https://fafsa.ed.gov. We strongly suggest filling out the application online 
because the website will immediately alert you of any errors before submission and your request will be 
received much sooner.  

rEQUIrED INFOrMATION

Students will need the following information to complete the FAFSA:

•	 Social Security number
•	 Driver’s license number (as applicable)
•	 Student and parent W-2 forms from the previous year, as well as any other records of money earned 
•	 Student and parent federal income tax return from the previous year or year before (i.e., if you are filing 

your FAFSA in January of 2018, you can use 2016 tax information instead of waiting until April when 
2017 tax information is normally filed)

•	 Student and parent current bank statements (as applicable)
•	 Student and parent current investment records (as applicable)
•	 Alien registration or permanent resident card for non-U.S. citizens
•	 An alphabetical list of the schools applied to

There may be logistical issues obtaining some of this information. Please note that in a family with parents 
who are divorced or unmarried, the parent who provides more financial support or with whom the student 
lives a majority of the time should fill out the parental information for the FAFSA. The FAFSA website details 
a number of unique family situations and provides instructions on how to complete the FAFSA in those 
circumstances. 

The following steps must be completed in order to fill out the FAFSA form:

FAFsA

SIGNETEDUCATION.COM 19

https://fafsa.ed.gov


Step 1: Student Information
Contact information, birthday, driver’s license 

number, and Social Security number

Citizenship status and state of residence

Marital status

Selective service (for males over the age of 18)

Drug convictions

Parents’ education levels

High school information

Work study

Step 2: Student Financial Information
Tax information from the previous year or year 

before 

Earnings from the previous year or year before 

Step 3: Dependency Status
Age (a student is considered a dependent 

unless they are over 24 or have an extenuating 

circumstance - more details on the FAFSA site)

Marital status

School level

Military service

Children

Living situation

Step 4: parent Information
Legal name

Marital status

Social Security number

Residency

Household information (number of people in 

the household, income, etc.)

Tax information from the previous year or year 

before 

Financial information (such as earnings, gifted 

money, alimony, etc.) from the previous year 

or year before 

 

 

Step 5: Student household
This information is only valid if the student is 

NOT considered a dependent, and will not 

apply to most students.

Step 6: Colleges
List up to four schools at a time.

List up to 10 schools by calling the Federal 

Student Aid Information Center  

(1-800-4-FED-AID).

Find the appropriate school codes online at 

fafsa.ed.gov or call 1-800-4-FED-AID.

Remember to list these schools alphabetically.

Step 7: Sign
Register for a federal PIN at pin.ed.gov  

(just sign if filling out the paper form).

Keep this PIN somewhere safe but accessible. 

It will be used each year to sign the FAFSA and 

check application status. 

Avoid these Common mistakes!
•	 Carefully review all of the information to 

ensure answers are accurate.

•	 Be completely honest on every response.

•	 Update any estimated tax information 

with final numbers once taxes have been 

submitted. 

•	 Pay attention to section headings: don’t put 

parent information in the student section or 

vice versa!

•	 Never leave an answer blank! Put 0 or ‘not 

applicable’ instead.

More in-depth help on the FAFSA, including 

tutorials and many other great resources, is 

available right on the website:  

https://fafsa.ed. gov
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A second way students might apply for financial aid is by creating a CSS Profile. Unlike the FAFSA, which is 
a federal aid program, the CSS Profile is set up by College Board, which is the same organization that runs 
SAT, SAT ST, and AP testing. 

Around 400 colleges award grants to students using the CSS Profile, so students may or may not need to fill 
this application out depending on where they plan to apply.

Students completing this application should gather the same information required for the FAFSA, as most of 
it will be used for the CSS Profile as well. Similar to the FAFSA, the CSS profile becomes available each year 
on October 1st. More details about filling out the CSS Profile can be found here: http://bit.ly/2Gkfz0g.

Keep in mind that students don’t choose between the FAFSA and the CSS Profile. Almost every student will 
need to fill out a FAFSA if they are seeking financial aid. Some students may choose to also fill out the CSS 
Profile if the schools they are applying to participate in the program. 

Css ProFile

The third way students might obtain financial aid is by applying directly for individual scholarships. The best 
places to look for these opportunities are:

•	 The colleges where the student is applying (check websites under admissions or financial aid) 
•	 Search engines such as Big Future (also run by College Board but separate from the CSS Profile) 

https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org
•	 In the community (check with a college counselor, websites for other local high schools, parents’ 

employers or other organizations they’re affiliated with, and even the Chamber of Commerce)

As with the CSS Profile, students should not anticipate that individual scholarships will replace the need to 
fill out the FAFSA. 

individuAl sCholArshiPs

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

•	 The informational interview, in 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. 

ThE COllEGE INTErVIEW *optional
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•	 Our College Admissions Interview prep Worksheet, listed in the resources Section, has a 
comprehensive list of a) items a student needs to know offhand about themself (GPA, test scores, 
extracurricular activities, etc.) and b) a list of possible questions that the interviewer may ask the student. 

In order to prepare for a college interview, a student should:

learn as much as possible about the school using print and online sources. This means getting 
familiar with any promotional materials the school has sent, as well as with information on the school’s 
website, at minimum.
research campus life such as clubs and majors. Knowing what clubs or majors interest you will help 
you paint the interviewer a picture of yourself on campus. 
review the school’s application to find details to bring up in conversation. This can be a great 
conversation-starter about the school’s mission and values.
Develop insightful questions to ask the interviewer. 

A student will also want to consider appearance. In general, your appearance should be professional and 
not distracting. Here are a few general guidelines to consider for attire:

•	 Students should wear something that makes them feel confident and like the best version of 
themselves.  For some students this will be a nice pair of pants and a dress shirt or blouse. For others it 
may be a full suit or dress.

•	 Choose attire that is polished and professional. What a student wears to an interview, particularly 
an admissions interview, should not be what they plan to wear as a student on campus, but rather 
something that says the student is taking this interview and this school seriously.

•	 When in doubt, choose more conservative options. This may be applicable for hemlines, necklines, 
prints, clothing fit, and footwear choices. 

•	 In general, avoid jeans, shorts, casual pants, flip-flops, sneakers, or hats.
•	 If possible, wear clothing that has been worn before. Even if they buy something new for the interview, 

students should break their outfit in once or twice so it feels comfortable and isn’t a distraction.
•	 Clothing should be clean and unwrinkled.
•	 Smartphones are NOT accessories. Keep phones on silent or turned off and out of sight. 

The most important thing is to exude confidence, professionalism, and authenticity. By preparing and 
making smart choices about how to present, students can make it a no-brainer for admissions officers to 
see them as a productive and positive addition to their campus!
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wait For responses
The most difficult thing for students to do once 
they have submitted their applications is simply...
wait. Students who applied to a school early 
decision typically hear back in mid-December, 
but regular decision acceptances are not usually 
issued until March. That’s a long time to feel as 
though your fate is in someone else’s hands!

The college process can sometimes be all-
consuming for families, and after apps are 
submitted, there’s often a void to fill. 

“Senior spring” is a precious time. Students have 
nearly completed something momentous (high 
school), they know what’s coming next (college), 
but they have a solid 6-8 months ahead with far 
fewer mental burdens than they likely have had for 
many years. After finishing college and joining the 
working world, students may not get this kind of 
break again until retirement.

At Signet, we wholeheartedly support a little bit of 
senioritis. But we also encourage students to stay 
engaged and make the best of their final semester.

Here’s what to do now that the applications are 
done:

•	 Take the focus off applications. What’s done is 
done. Trust that admissions officers know best 
whether a student will succeed at their schools. 
If a student applied to schools that were a good 
fit, there will surely be some good news come 
March!

•	 keep up fall activities and grades. Students 
should maintain their GPAs and involvement in 
extracurricular activities. Guidance counselors 
file “midyear reports” for many schools, which 
are important for a few reasons:
•	 An admissions committee can be swayed 

to accept a student based on good grades 
and continued involvement shown by 
midyear reports.

•	 If a student is wait-listed, it will be 
important to show colleges that they 
are committed to academics and 
extracurriculars.

•	 Acceptances can sometimes be revoked 
because of poor midyear reports.

•	 Do something awesome. Students should use 
spring break to do something they have always 
wanted to do, without worrying about it being a 
“resume-builder.” Just make sure it’s worthwhile 
to them. This is also a great opportunity for 
families to spend time together.

•	 reinforce good study and time management 
skills. Now is the time to prepare for college, 
where academic standards are higher and 
independent learning is essential. Lapsing into 
too much senioritis will only hurt students 
when they hit campus next fall.

•	 respect and thank teachers and 
administrators for their dedication over the 
past four years!

•	 Enjoy friendships. This piece of advice may 
be the most important. Over the last four (or 
sometimes many more) years, most students 
have developed deep relationships with their 
friends. While some of those relationships will 
continue through college, many students will 
part ways after graduating high school. Now is 
the time to enjoy the company of valuable and 
special friends before embarking on the next 
phase of life.

The most important thing for students to do is 
enjoy the end of their senior year. Big changes 
are on the horizon, and this is a time for students 
and parents to celebrate the last four years as high 
school draws to a close. 
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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 school, 
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 among acceptances:

•	 remember any college can offer a student a successful experience. What’s most important is that a 
student chooses a school where they not only feel at home, but where they will also be challenged to 
grow and develop into an adult. 

•	 recognize that priorities may have changed. Students should revisit the personal College Inventory to 
see which schools best match their preferences, and also to see whether any of their preferences have 
changed. It may be almost a year since the college list was finalized!

•	 Use notes to revisit the experience of each college. Several months after visiting a school, the details 
about what it was like to be there may be forgotten. Refer back to notes made immediately after college 
visits to paint a clearer picture of each school when making acceptance decisions, or plan another visit 
if possible.

•	 Take finances into consideration. Depending on the circumstances, tuition costs, scholarship money, 
and student loan or financial aid packages may play a role in choosing which school to attend. 

•	 When in doubt, do a gut-check. Sometimes the right place just feels right. If a student has thoughtfully 
curated their college list, there probably isn’t a wrong choice. Trusting one’s instincts may be the best 
option.

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. 

DECIDE AMONG ACCEpTANCES

What happens when a student is neither rejected nor accepted to a school? They end up on the waitlist, 
which essentially means that the student may be considered for acceptance if enough students who have 
already been accepted do not decide to attend. 

The wait list is a tough place to be, as it extends the “waiting and doing nothing” period for months, 
potentially all the way until August or September when fall semester begins. 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. If possible, 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.

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 them on August 15th. This 
may involve forfeiting deposits for housing and tuition, scrambling to make new travel arrangements and 
housing accommodations, and being last-minute on orientation activities, acquiring books and course 
materials, and dealing with financial aid. Students who take this course of action should communicate that 
the school is their top choice, and that if accepted, they are willing to drop everything to attend. This needs 
to be an honest sentiment—students who stay on the waitlist should plan to attend if accepted. 

nAvigATing The wAiT lisT
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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. Contact the school directly and let them know you have 
decided to attend somewhere else.

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. Wanting to get in everywhere they 
applied or wanting to be accepted at prestigious, highly competitive schools often has more to do with 
pride than with setting up a successful college experience. Right now it may seem like college acceptances 
are awards, but the other schools will fade into the background as the student embarks on their college 
career. Read more about what to do when you are waitlisted in our blog post in the resources Section.

what if a student’s dream school says 
"no Thanks"?
Despite doing their due diligence and creating a 
thoughtful college list of schools that would all be 
a good fit, some students still get their heart set on 
attending one particular institution. And when that 
institution doesn’t accept the student, the result 
can be heartache and despair. 

We’d like to let you in on a secret: loads of 
people—very successful people—were rejected by 
their dream schools. For proof, we have to look no 
further than our own Signet tutors. 

The tutors we hire have demonstrated excellence 
in academics, teaching, and mentoring. They are 
PhDs, accomplished classroom teachers, and Ivy 
League graduates. Here is just one rejection story 
(there are many) from our tutors. 

rebecca (http://bit.ly/2p5FlnU) holds a master’s 
degree from the University of Oxford and is 
currently a PhD candidate at Harvard. But she 
was rejected by the college she had dreamed of 
attending since freshman year of high school: Yale. 
Rebecca says:

“I knew early on in high school that I wanted to 
major in Classics in college, specifically at Yale. 
I felt so strongly and certain about this decision 
that I did not hesitate to apply to Yale for early 
acceptance. My application was deferred, which 
was incredibly disappointing, heartbreaking even. 

I then applied to a number of other schools that 
my college counselor helped me select, based 
primarily on location (cities on the East Coast) and 
type of school (medium-sized, research university); 
they included Brown and Columbia (my second 
and third choices), along with Georgetown, George 
Washington, University of Wisconsin–Madison, 
Johns Hopkins, and NYU (in no particular order). 
When March finally arrived, I received rejection 
letters from my top three choices. All of the Ivy 
League schools I had desperately wanted to attend 
did not let me in, but I was admitted to almost all of 
my other choices. 

I did not have a clear fourth choice, so visiting the 
schools I was accepted to became necessary. After 
seeing all of my options and using my gut instinct 
as my guide, I decided on University of Wisconsin–
Madison, which ultimately gave me a more 
wonderfully fulfilling college experience than I had 
thought possible—so much so that I am actually 
glad I did not get into Yale.”

That’s right: looking back, Rebecca is happy she 
was rejected from her dream school. remember 
that admissions officers look for students who are 
a perfect fit, and if a student isn’t accepted, that 
probably means there is a different school that is 
a better fit.
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A rejection is not a judgment on a student’s capabilities! Character is defined by how we react to where we 
end up—whether it’s at a second (or twelfth!) choice school. At every institute of higher education, there 
are intelligent, creative, and ambitious students, professors dedicated to helping students identify skills and 
define career and life pursuits, and surrounding cities or towns to explore and fall in love with. 

Once students have officially decided which school they are going to (including sending back the official 
acceptance), 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. The school 
may also set the student up with a college ID# and university email account. Students should note their ID# 
in a safe place and get into the habit of checking their school email accounts regularly.
 
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. Colleges want 
their admitted students to receive all the information they are sending in a timely manner, particularly so 
they can avoid the “Summer Melt” phenomenon, when admitted students don’t show up in the fall. Most 
schools will have regular, ongoing communication with incoming students, but mistakes happen and 
sometimes things do fall through the cracks. If a student is waiting for information on housing or financial 
aid and hasn’t received it within a couple of months, definitely reach out to the school and ask whether it 
has been sent. 

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)

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

BEGIN prE-COllEGE ACTIVITIES

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
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It’s important that students learn to advocate for themselves and ask for the help they need on campus. 
Most colleges have a variety of resources available, but students will need to seek them out.

Finally, students should make sure they have certain life skills in place before they begin living on their own. 
These life skills include but are not limited to:

Our End of year Checklist in Appendix D provides a good overview of the kinds of things students need to 
be tracking, although the requirements will vary from school to school.

Knowing how to 
do laundry and 
run a dishwasher

Time management and organization. See our resources Section for our Guide to Strategic 
Organization and our Guide to Successful Studying for an in-depth look at these topics.

Basic finances: opening a bank 
account, writing checks, living 
on a budget, and possibly 
obtaining a credit card

Basic knowledge of the 
importance of sleep and 
exercise in one's overall 
health

Basic knowledge 
of nutrition and 
how to feed 
oneself
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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; however, 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 high school seniors who are running behind 
and facing looming deadlines for college 
applications, we have two key pieces of advice to 
share:

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

prioritize. It’s vital that students pick out 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, there are ways to streamline 
these elements, if necessary, as we’ll discuss below.

•	 Develop the College list: Students should plan 
to build a college list without taking the time 
to visit schools. Use the College list kit as an 
efficient way of moving through this process.

•	 Study for and Submit Scores from 
Standardized Tests: Students should determine 
the test deadlines for their schools of choice, 
as some schools will accept test scores after 
official application deadlines. Focus on the SAT/
ACT over SAT ST exams. 
 

•	 Fill out the College Application: Students may 
want to limit their choices to only schools 
that accept the Common App (which is most 
schools); they will still need to gather all of the 
requisite information to complete this form. 
Students should speak with teachers or advisors 
about their recommendations ASAP. 

•	 Write the personal Statement: Students  
can use the Jump Start your Essay kit  
to walk through the process of writing a 
personal statement. Even though this process 
may feel rushed, build in time for editing and a 
final proofread before submitting the essay.

•	 Apply for Financial Aid: Students should focus 
on completing the FAFSA as soon as possible, 
and only pursue secondary opportunities such 
as the CSS Profile or individual scholarships if 
there is time.

•	 Interview: Since students aren’t visiting 
colleges in this expedited process, there’s no 
need to request informational interviews with 
admissions officers. Students may be asked to 
interview with an admissions officer or college 
alum after applications have been submitted.
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We know there is a ton of information in this guide! Our goal is not to overwhelm you, but to give you an 
overview of what the entire college admissions process entails. Despite what the high school rumor mill 
might be saying, this process is not a labyrinth where one misstep can ruin a student’s chances of having a 
successful college experience. Although there are a lot of pieces involved, there is still a methodical process 
to completing each of these steps. Students and parents may want to revisit this guide several times during 
the college admissions journey to get additional information as each step unfolds, as well as to access the 
extra resources we have offered throughout. 

One of the best ways to make sure the right things are happening at the right times is to sign up for our
weekly newsletter for high schoolers: http://bit.ly/2p5y2Bl. We tailor the content to each student’s 
grade level, and we always send out content that is timely and relevant to the college admissions process, 
particularly in junior and senior year. Be sure to include the grade level you’re interested in.

Please don’t hesitate to reach out to us if you have questions about the college process. Choosing where 
to go to college is complex and important decision, and at Signet, bringing students and parents peace of 
mind while making that decision is one of the most rewarding things we do.

CONClUSION
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Signet Guides:
http://signeteducation.com/guides

Guide to College Visits:
http://bit.ly/2p5toz7

Guide to Extracurriculars: 
http://bit.ly/2DjFhyJ

Guide to Standardized Tests: 
http://bit.ly/2FDpI2h

Guide to SAT/ACT preparation:
http://bit.ly/2Fzts9O

Guide to Strategic Organization:
http://bit.ly/2DmpJkD

Guide to Successful Studying:
http://bit.ly/2tIz7nl

Guide to the Common App Activity list:
http://bit.ly/2grnoC5

College Admissions process planner: 
http://bit.ly/2G5iqMN

personal College Inventory:
http://bit.ly/2hqJfIl

College Visit Evaluation:
http://bit.ly/2DoB3Gm

College Visit Scavenger hunt: 
http://bit.ly/2pci3Fl

College list kit:
https://signeteducation.com/college-list-kit

Signet blog post: personal Statement Essay prompts 
http://bit.ly/2FxI0ed

Signet blog post: So, you're on the Wait-list.  
Now What?
https://bit.ly/2EjE372

Jump Start your Essay kit: 
http://bit.ly/2DlfS7W

College Admissions Interview prep Worksheet: 
http://bit.ly/2FrjFGp

Sign up for our high School Newsletter:
http://bit.ly/2p5y2Bl

FAFSA:  
http://fafsa.ed.gov

CSS profile:  
http://bit.ly/2Gkfz0g

Big Future:  
https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/

Unigo:  
http://unigo.com

Fiske Guide to the Colleges:  
https://amzn.to/2GxxtQx

rESOUrCES
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School Selection
Complete Signet’s personal College Inventory.

Research schools that fit my requirements on BigFuture.collegeboard.com or Unigo.com.

Develop a list of 8-12 schools to apply to, including safety, target, and reach schools.

Decide whether to apply to any schools early decision or early action.

Discuss this list with my college counselor and my family. 

Teacher recommendations
Identify two teachers to ask for recommendations.

Politely request that they write recommendations for me.

Specify the schools I am applying to and their deadlines to my teachers.

Provide required recommendation forms or invitations to online portals.

Thank my teachers with a hand-written note. 

Standardized Tests
Take a full-length practice test from SAT.org or ACTstudent.org in order to identify which test is  

better for me.

Register for the test at least 4 weeks in advance, ideally 3-4 months in advance.

Design a study plan for now until the test.

Submit official score reports to my schools. 

Transcripts
Request transcripts from my college counselor. 

Application Forms
Obtain or logged into the appropriate application form for my intended schools.

Fill out all the contact, demographic, family, and school information requested.

Enter my extracurricular activities into the application.

Complete any supplemental applications necessary.

personal Statement
Identify and brainstorm a topic, and develop the topic into a quality outline.

Write and revise several drafts.

Get comments and input from at least two trusted adults on my draft.

Proofread the draft myself. 

AppENDIX A
College APPliCATion CheCklisT
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Interview
Register for or request an interview.

Use Signet’s Interview prep Worksheet to practice for my interview.

Send my interviewer a hand-written thank you note the day after my interview. 

Financial Aid
Talk to my family about my financial aid needs.

Fill out the free, online FAFSA right after I submit my applications.

Look at the financial aid websites for all the schools to which I am applying to learn about  

work-study, on-campus employment, and other ways for me to pay for college.
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Questions about you: Ponder these questions and answer them as honestly as you can.

1. What SPECIFIC type of learning environment do YOU want? What do you want your classes to be like? 
Professors? Your peers?

2. What kinds of topics do you want to discuss with your peers outside of class?

3. What kinds of activities do you want to do outside of class, both extracurricular and fun?

4. What kinds of values do you think that it’s important for a university to promote amongst its students?

5. What are some things that you don’t feel you have in your academic environment now that you would 
like in your university?

6. What kind of community do you want to be in? What do the other students do? What are they like?  
Are they competitive? Friendly? Laid-back? Nerdy?

7. What will your friendships there be based on? Academics? Eating? Going out? Video games? Social 
missions? Religion?

8. Who are your best friends? What are they like? What do you guys do together? What do you value?

9. What do you want to do with your life? What do you need to study to be able to do that? What 
specifically should the learning environment and community be like in order to prepare you for this kind 
of life?

Questions about your college: You can find these answers on each college’s website as well as
through trusted sources like unigo.com or the Fiske Guide to the Colleges. 

1. What kinds of classes does the college have? Small? Big? Lecture? Discussion? Are classes taught by 
professors or teaching fellows?

2. Who are the professors? Where did they study? What kinds of backgrounds do they have?

3. How many classes does the average student take? How many hours a week of class, how many hours a 
week of study time?

4. How much do students study?

5. Is the major you want to do specifically challenging in the university? Does it have a reputation?

6. What is unique about their learning environment? What sets the classes apart from other universities?

7. What is their learning philosophy and why is it important to you?

8. If interested: What kinds of specific opportunities for academically-related extracurricular activities are 
there? Name 3 specific things you want to do.

9. What kinds of people go there? What do they do to socialize? Do they socialize?

10. What are the 3 the most popular majors there? What does this say about the student body there?  
Are they all typical to those majors?

11. What kinds of futures do their students have? What kind of people do they produce? What is the 
university’s philosophy on this?

AppENDIX B
College Admissions sChool And suPPlemenT 
reseArCh worksheeT
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AppENDIX C
sAmPle APPliCATion orgAnizer

School Dartmouth (ED)* harvey Mudd* UT-Austin Georgia Tech -  
EA* non-binding

UNC

Early  
Application

October 15 October 15

Early  
Decision

November 1 November 15 January 15

regular 
Decision

January 1 January 5 December 1 January 1

rolling N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

# of recs 3; 4  
encouraged

3 0-1 2 2-3

SAT vs. ACT Either Either; writing 
portion optional

Either Either; writing por-
tion optional but 
recommended

Either; writing 
portion optional

SAT II 2  
Recommended

Math 2 & 1 other Optional Optional Optional

Final Test 
Dates

Nov (ED); 
Jan (RD)

Jan EA = Oct/Nov;
RD = Dec

Score 
reporting

Look at highest 
component from 
each test; Can 
use score choice, 
recommend 
sending all

Encourage 
sending all 
scores; Super-
score

Encourage  
sending all scores; 
No superscore

Recommend 
sending all scores; 
Superscore w/in 
same test

Your choice to 
send all; 
Superscore

Website https://admis-
sions.dartmouth.
edu/apply/
choose-your-
path/early-deci-
sion/recommen-
dations

https://www.
hmc.edu/ad-
mission/apply/
first-year-stu-
dents/applica-
tion-materials/

https://admis-
sions.utexas.edu/
apply/freshman-
admission#fndtn-
freshman-admis-
sion-about-recs

http://admission.
gatech.edu/fresh-
man/recommen-
dations

http://admis-
sions.unc.edu/
apply/first-
years/the-first-
year-applica-
tion/

Interview Not required; 
they might invite 
you

Optional No No No

Website https://admis-
sions.dartmouth.
edu/apply/
choose-your-
path/early-deci-
sion/interviews

https://www.
hmc.edu/ad-
mission/con-
nect/interviews/

Demonstrated 
Interest

Visit/official tour; 
meet with admis-
sions rep when 
they come to 
school

Call/email  
admissions 
office with a 
question not 
answered on 
website

Call/email  
admissions office 
with a question not 
answered on web-
site; participate in 
online info session

Call/email  
admissions office 
with a question not 
answered on web-
site; participate in 
online info session

Visit/official 
tour; meet with 
admissions 
rep when they 
come to school

*Must submit by Nov 1 for Honors consideration
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NB: This is an overview of common things to think about; deadlines and specifics will vary by school.

Before School Ends

Choosing your college (April)

•	 Make travel arrangements to visit campus

•	 Make a pro/con list for each school you are considering

•	 Talk to students at all schools you are considering

•	 Compare financial aid awards and cost of attendance; appeal if necessary

•	 Confirm dates of various admitted students weekends; confirm which you will be attending and make 

appropriate arrangements

•	 Have open and honest conversations with your family, mentors, and college counselor

•	 Make a decision before April 30! 

Communicating Intent/Securing your place (May 1)

•	 Accept enrollment by May 1st

•	 Send enrollment and housing deposit

•	 Decline offers to universities in which you will not be attending through university portal or by 

contacting their admission offices

•	 Join the online community (Facebook or other) for your new school

•	 Be happy! Buy the sweatshirt or t-shirt and wear it with pride

 
Financial Aid (May/June)

•	 Accept/Decline offers within your Financial Aid Package

•	 Report any outside scholarships to your university

•	 Complete Loan Entrance Counseling & sign Master Promissory Note

•	 Connect with financial aid office to see what other services you may be eligible for (entertainment 

discounts, computer funds, etc.)

 
Finishing high School (May/June)

•	 Give your new email address to your school counselor; archive/transition all emails from your high 

school email account to a private account

•	 Report all acceptances and scholarships to your counselor

•	 Clear all high school holds: library books, fees, dues, detentions, equipment, uniforms, etc.

•	 Send thank you letters to faculty and the school counselor who wrote you letters or/and who strongly 

impacted your education. Update them on where you were accepted/matriculating!

•	 Order 3 official, sealed copies of your high school transcript

AppENDIX D
end oF The yeAr CheCklisT
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preparing for College life (Summer) 

registration

•	 Create university login for student portal; keep access information secure

•	 Sign up for orientation

•	 Find out procedure for getting student ID number and/or card

•	 Follow up three weeks after graduation with your university to ensure that the university accurately 

received your transcript and that all other items are secure

•	 Send AP/IB scores to the university of attendance in July

•	 Meet with an academic advisor and look at 4-year plan/degree

•	 Sign up for placement tests

•	 Obtain and read the course catalog/student handbook

•	 Send any transcripts of dual enrollment credits to registrar 

health Services

•	 Enroll in Student Health Insurance OR waive Student Health Insurance and provide proof of  

other insurance

•	 Provide vaccination records to university

•	 Find new health specialists as necessary

•	 Transfer prescriptions to a pharmacy in your new location

•	 Get in touch with special services/accessibility office to make sure necessary services are in place 

before the term starts

housing

•	 Fill out any housing paperwork or surveys

•	 Register for a meal plan; communicate dietary needs to dining services

•	 Contact your new roommates

 
International Students

•	 Communicate with international office/coordinator of university

•	 Submit all necessary paperwork for visa applications as soon as possible

•	 Secure visa before traveling to school

Misc. life Details

•	 Create a backup/resource for all important identification info/numbers (insurance, passport, etc.)

•	 Learn life skills like budgeting, laundry, etc.

•	 Open a bank account in your new town

•	 Learn an organization/time management system before you get to school

•	 Plan and shop for your new climate

•	 Get appropriate electronic equipment (laptop, etc.)
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