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College Planning Timeline
What you need to do each year to improve
your college admissions options!
We’ve all heard how competitive college admissions has
become. While the process is challenging, time-consuming, and
fiercely competitive, there is no need to panic—every high
school graduate can attend a four-year university. With a little
planning, you can expand your options and reduce your anxiety
about college admissions.
Planning ahead will save you time, money, and a lot
of anxiety!
As with most big projects, doing a little bit over time is easier
and produces better results than trying to rush and do it all at
the last minute. Wherever you are in the process, now is a
great time to start thinking about college and what
you will need to do for admission.

Wherever you are in the
process, now is a great time to
start thinking about college
and figuring out what you will
need to do for admission.

The information provided here is general in nature and intended
to steer you in the right direction. It cannot replace personal
effort, research, and guidance.
Results may vary!
Not everything in this series will apply to you and your unique
college admissions situation.
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•

Graduation requirements vary by state and
district. The sequence of required classes may be
different, as well. For example, in Texas, where I live,
most high school freshman take World Geography, but
freshmen in other parts of the country take Word
History, Civics, American History, etc.

•

Individual schools will have their own
procedures and sequence for college planning
activities. Your school may or may not inform you of
every opportunity, so be ready to do your own
research. But take time to understand the guidance
system at your school and take advantage of the services
available at your school’s counseling office.

•

All students are different. Some are trying to
graduate at the top of the class and attend Ivy League
universities. Others are good students, but aren’t up for
taking a full schedule of honors or academically advanced
classes. Still other students are bright and hard working,
but struggle in one or more academic areas.
Personalize your college admissions process
to your individual situation.

In the next few sections, I’m going to cover the basic process
and timeline for college admissions, starting with middle
school/junior high and ending with senior year of high school.
Remember:
There’s no substitute for doing your own research!
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Middle School or Junior High
In middle school, you don’t have to be thinking about college
directly, but you should begin building knowledge and skills that
will help you later. Prior to high school, students should:
•

Take challenging classes.

•

Begin to identify academic strengths and weaknesses.

•

Learn how to study.

•

Develop an effective method for organizing schoolwork
(a calendar helps).

•

Actually learn in every class. Don’t just get the
grade, learn and retain the material.

•

Make vocabulary a priority. It will set you apart
in high school and college.

•

Participate in activities that are fun and personally
meaningful.

•

Try new clubs, sports, activities, and hobbies.

•

Read. It builds your vocabulary and knowledge.

•

Explore interesting ideas, classes, activities, and hobbies.

•

Start thinking about the subjects or careers
you might want to focus on in the future.

a College Prep Results Report

© 2017

Middle school or junior high
isn’t too early to begin thinking
about college.
•

develop good study habits

•

perform community
service

•

pursue interests

•

build talents

#11-001

Page 4

Freshman Year - 9th Grade
Welcome to high school! It’s time to start thinking more
seriously about college. Freshmen should continue the activities
listed above, as well as:
•

Familiarize yourself with the graduation
requirements at your school. Meet and make
friends with the counseling office staff.

•

Register for challenging academic courses.

•

Earn the best grades you can.

•

Maintain active involvement in activities of
interest to you. Remember: Involvement can
include school activities, sports, community events,
work, volunteering, etc.

•

Find at least one adult who can help guide
you and answer your college planning
questions.

•

Do what you love!

•

Consider taking the SAT Subject Tests in
your best classes. SAT Subject Tests in World
History, Biology, and Chemistry are best done when the
material is fresh in your mind.

•

Visit at least three colleges: a state school, a
private school, and a highly selective (hard to get into)
school. Schedule an information session and tour at all
three. Even if you don’t travel to your top schools, you
will learn a lot about what colleges have to offer and
what they are looking for from you.

•

Plan ahead to keep involved over the
summer. Consider additional activities, jobs,
volunteering, or summer school programs at colleges.
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Watch out for the tendency to
drop activities. As academic
demands and social opportunities increase, some students
are tempted to cut back on
extracurricular activities. Find
a way to balance academics,
involvement in extracurriculars,
and social time. All are
important!
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Sophomore Year - 10th Grade
Continue everything from freshman year: Keep making good
grades, taking challenging classes, being involved in activities that
matter to you, and working on other college planning activities.
•

In September, register to take the PSAT. If you do
not attend a high school that offers the
PSAT, call a local school that does and
register with them.

•

Continue learning college-bound vocabulary; it will help
you on the PSAT, at school, and in the future.

•

In October, take the PSAT. Do your best!

•

Attend college fairs in your area. Start learning more
about specific schools that interest you.

•

Begin looking at scholarship opportunities.

•

In late December or early January, you should receive
your PSAT results from your high school counselor.

This year, the college
admissions process kicks into
high gear. It’s really important
to get informed and stay on
top of class requirements,
keep track of test prep and
dates, and continue doing
your research!

o Review your results, identifying areas for
improvement.
o If your Selection Index is above 175,
speak to your counselor about National
Merit Scholarship qualifying scores in
your state.
•

Plan ahead to stay involved over the summer after
sophomore year. Consider additional activities, jobs,
volunteering, or summer school programs at colleges.

•

Meet with your counselor to review your college plans
and discuss challenging courses for next year’s schedule.

•

Develop a working college resume. Continue to update
it as you add or change activities.
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Junior Year - 11th Grade
This is your most important academic year!
These are the first grades and classes that colleges
will see on your transcript. Make them count!
Continue doing everything from sophomore year: good grades,
challenging classes, involvement in activities of interest to you,
and other college planning activities.
•

In September, register to take the PSAT.

•

Review your PSAT from 10th grade, and work some
practice test sections to prepare for the next PSAT.

•

In October, take the PSAT. Do your best!

•

Continue your college research and planning.
o Attend area college nights, meet with college
representatives who visit your campus, and
schedule college visits.
o If you want to earn scholarships, begin locating
available programs and apply.

•

•

•
•
•

Continue building relationships with your counselor,
teachers, mentors, and activity sponsors or supervisors.
You can learn a lot from them, and these are the people
you will ask for letters of recommendation next year.
In January, re-assess your spring testing calendar. All
juniors should take the SAT and ACT. You may also add
Subject Tests and AP or IB exams.
Schedule enough time to study before each
test!
Devote serious time and thought to your future.
Begin making a list of your top 10–20 colleges.
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Over the summer before junior
year, it’s a good idea to
develop a testing calendar for
the year ahead. This year, you
may want to take:
•

PSAT

•

SAT

•

ACT

•

AP or IB exams

•

SAT Subject Tests

Be sure to schedule time to
study before taking any
important exam!
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•
•

•

•
•

Plan to visit your top choices before next school year.
Make plans for the summer. Consider additional
activities, jobs, volunteering, or summer school
programs at colleges. (Summer may also be a good time
to visit colleges.)
Meet with your counselor to review your college plans
and discuss challenging courses for next year’s schedule.
Discuss your college list and any items you may need to
complete before the end of the school year. Some
counselors work on recommendations over
the summer and will require information
from you.
Update your college resume. Add any new activities,
honors, awards, jobs, or volunteer projects.
Use the summer before your senior year to
begin college applications.
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Senior Year - 12th Grade
You made it—but you don’t have any time to slack
off! Sorry for the sports analogy, but you have to play all four
quarters of this game. No “senioritis”!
Over the summer before Senior Year:
•

Narrow your college list down to your top 6–12
schools. Visit campuses, speak to admissions officers, talk
to friends who are home from college, and gather as
much information as you can.

•

Identify admissions requirements, deadlines, applications
accepted, and any scholarship or financial aid deadlines.

•

Begin work on your college essays. Complete one or
two long essays before school starts.

•

As you work through the college admissions
process, present yourself with honor,
integrity, and pride. Be yourself!
o Be yourself, but maintain a professional image.
o Keep a sensible e-mail address for college
contacts.
o Make sure you don’t have any questionable online
pictures, comments, or information. Colleges
use the Internet, too!

IMPORTANT POINT:
Keep a sensible e-mail address
for college contacts and make
sure you don’t have any
questionable online pictures,
comments, or information.
Colleges use the internet, too!

Once school begins:
•

Develop a testing calendar for this year. Schedule time
to study before taking any important exam.

•

Finalize your top college choices.

•

Clearly mark application and financial aid deadlines.
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•

Schedule a meeting with your counselor. Discuss your
college choices and learn your school’s procedures for
sending transcripts and letters of recommendation.

•

Obtain copies of all college applications.

•

List all essays and short answer questions you will need
to complete.

•

Create online accounts and passwords for all
applications. (Create a master list of all your login and
password information. Keep a copy in a safe place.)

•

Retake the ACT, SAT or SAT Subject Tests, if necessary.

•

Update your resume with all senior year activities.

•

Ask for letters of recommendation. Make sure you
provide each person with all online submission
information or printed forms, along with addressed and
stamped envelopes, along with any other information
they need.

November 1st and 15th are common deadlines for
early decision (ED) and early action (EA). If you are
applying early, make sure the university receives
everything by the application deadline.
•

You need to register for a FSA ID to complete the
FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student Aid). Learn
about the financial aid process and register online
fafsa.ed.gov.

•

October 1 is the first day you can submit your FAFSA
form for financial aid. Apply as soon as possible. You will
use the tax information submitted last spring.

•

If you haven’t visited all of your top choice schools yet,
make plans to visit before the May 1 notification
deadline.
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•

You will receive acceptance notifications and
financial aid offers by April 1. Compare all offers
before you decide.

•

If you have any questions about your financial package,
call the financial aid office at that college.

•

May 1 is Notification Day! You must let all
colleges know your decisions to accept or reject offers
of admission or financial aid.

•

If you are wait-listed at a college and would enroll in that
college if you were admitted, contact the admissions
office. Let them know your interest, and ask how you
can strengthen your application.

•

Finalize all plans.

•

Send final transcripts.

•

Confirm housing.

•

Schedule your orientation.

•

Make sure everything is done.

Congratulations! You did it!
Start getting ready for college!
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Megan Dorsey – College Prep LLC
Megan Dorsey is a college
admissions expert and savvy SAT
prep instructor who has helped
thousands of students prepare for
the SAT and ACT. Before
founding College Prep, LLC, she
served as a college counselor at
Westside High School, where she
developed the SAT and college planning curriculum for the
Houston Independent School District (HISD). In her last year at
Westside, the graduating class of 550 seniors earned over $14
million in scholarships and attended prestigious schools such as
MIT, Rice, and Stanford.
Megan is co-host of “The College Prep Podcast”, a former SAT
essay reader for the College Board, a Texas Education Agencycertified high school teacher and counselor, and a member of
the expert panel for unigo.com, a college admissions resource
site. She earned her B.A. at Rice University, her M.Ed. at the
University of Houston, and her Certificate in College
Counseling at UCLA.

For more info:
Website site: CollegePrepResults.com
“Like” College Prep LLC on Facebook:
www.facebook.com/CollegePrepLLC
Follow CollegePrepLLC on Twitter: @CollegePrepLLC
Watch our videos on the College Prep You Tube channel.
Listen to “The College Prep Podcast”
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