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Long-term Dreams/Goals
List your dreams/goals, such as “design clothing,” “draw architectural plans for my dream house,”  

“play professional sports,” “become a doctor,” etc.

1.	 ___________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 ___________________________________________________________________________________

3.	 ___________________________________________________________________________________

 

What are the first steps to achieving these goals? List them here:

1.	 ___________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 ___________________________________________________________________________________

3.	 ___________________________________________________________________________________

List how a postsecondary education can help fulfill these goals:

1.	 ___________________________________________________________________________________

2.	 ___________________________________________________________________________________

3.	 ___________________________________________________________________________________

From NACAC’s Guiding the Way to Higher Education: Families, Counselors, and Communities Together, 2007.
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1 Session 1: It IS all about me! My future plans start today

Activity # 3:  
Why College? 

Opening Discussion:
Once a student has an idea of his/her interests, the next step is to ask “Why college?”. Inform students that it 

is also very important to think about who will influence their decision about going to college. Yogi Berra once 

said, “If you don’t know where you’re going, you might end up someplace else.” Have students think about 

and briefly discuss this quote as they are determining the WHY and WHO.

Activity/Handout: 
Personal College Counseling Questionnaire 1

Instructions:
1. 	Distribute the “Personal College Counseling Questionnaire 1” handout

2. 	Give students 10-15 minutes to complete the worksheet

3. 	Bring the students back together and facilitate a follow up discussion about their responses.
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Personal College Counseling  
Questionnaire 1
Student Name: __________________________________________________   Grade: ______  GPA: _______

Why are you going to college? 
Check those that apply and add onto the end if there are responses that are more appropriate for you:

� I’m not ready to get a job yet̆ ̆

� I want to continue my education̆ ̆

� To make more/new friends̆ ̆

� To continue playing a certain sport̆ ̆

� To be with my friends̆ ̆

� To prepare for a career̆ ̆

� To have fun̆ ̆

� My parents insist̆ ̆

� For the personal challengĕ ̆

� I want to see a different part of the country̆ ̆

� To better humankind̆ ̆

� I don’t have anything better to dŏ ̆

� I enjoy learninğ ̆

� __________________________̆ ̆

� __________________________̆ ̆

Who Will Make the College Decision? 
Who do you think should make the decision of the college you attend?

� Me. It’s my future.̆ ̆

� Me, with strong input from my parents̆ ̆

� Me, with some input from my parents̆ ̆

� Parents, with some input from mĕ ̆

� My college counselor̆ ̆

� My advisor/mentor̆ ̆

� Based on where my parents went to collegĕ ̆

� Based on where my older brothers or sisters have gone to collegĕ ̆

� Based on where my friends will bĕ ̆
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1 Session 1: It IS all about me! My future plans start today

Activity # 4:  
College Costs/Financial Aid
Opening Discussion:
Going away to college can be exciting because students can live away from home, make new friends and take 
some amazing courses—remind students, however,  that a college degree can give them even more than that. 
Data shows that a college degree correlates with salary ranges. Today, employers use diplomas and degrees 
more and more to select candidates for jobs and a person with a bachelor’s degree will typically earn nearly 
twice as much per year as a person with a high school diploma. In fact, any education beyond high school (2 
year, 4 year, military training) will increase your earnings.

A Federal Government financial aid publication offers two concrete examples2:

�	 A dental assistant, who must have two years of college, will earn enough money to buy groceries 
for a week after working only one day. A high school graduate who is a salesperson in a department 
store would have to work three days to buy the same groceries.

�	 An accountant with a college degree will earn enough money in a year to buy a four-door compact car, but a high 

school graduate working as an aerobics instructor would need three years of income to buy the same car.

Activity/Handout: 

Financial Aid True/False Quiz

Instructions:

1.	 Distribute the Financial Aid True/False Quiz

2.	 Give students 5-10 minutes to complete the worksheet

3.	 Bring the students back together, review the answers, and facilitate a follow up discussion about 
each question.

Here are the answers:
1.	 False—generate a discussion about learning, having more job/career options, creating more op-

portunities for yourself
2.	 False
3.	 True and False—talk about the federal government sites, help at the library and community centers
4.	 True
5.	 False—talk about two year schools, certificate programs, and military options
6.	 False—a college graduate will earn almost twice as much
7.	 True
8.	 True and False—colleges may give some full scholarships, but most are partial, and some do not 

give scholarships at all. Discuss the differences among DI, II, III.
9.	 False—here is where you can talk about EFC, merit aid, aid packages
10. True—talk about co-op options, for example

2 www.fsa4counselors.ed.gov/PORTALSWebApp/students/english/learning.jsp



Downloadable version available at www.nacacnet.org/steps 101 

Step by Step: College Awareness and Planning: early high school

National Association for College Admission Counseling (NACAC)

Financial Aid True/False Quiz
1.	 College is not worth the debt involved. It’s better to go directly to work. T | F

2.	 Only A students can go to college and get financial aid. T | F

3.	 Applying for financial aid is very difficult and complicated. T | F

4.	 College can be expensive, but two-thirds of all undergraduate students receive financial aid to 

help cover college costs. T | F

5.	 To make it in today’s world, you must have a four-year degree. T | F

6.	
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1 Session 1: It IS all about me! My future plans start today

WRAP-UP

Keep in Mind:
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Paying for College is a Family Affair and 
Here’s How It Works

THE SAD FACT is that many students who earn admission to college never go because they do not complete 
the financial aid process.

THE GOOD NEWS is that there are lots of ways to pay for college and lots of information and help are 
available to students who honestly need financial aid assistance!!

FACTS WORTH NOTING:
�	 The earlier you begin to think about paying for college the better.

�	 Money is available to almost every student who attends college.

�	 No one gets financial aid by wishing! You need to apply and follow through.

�	 Even the most ambitious student will need assistance from the adults in the household in order to 

complete the financial aid application process.

�	 You do not need to pay anyone to help you apply for financial aid! Beware of anyone who offers a 

service for a fee

�	 Often the most expensive colleges have the “deepest pockets” and can help the very neediest stu-

dents to make college affordable.

In a perfect world, families begin thinking about college finances when their children are still in grade school. 

But we all know this is NOT a perfect world. So—the time for you to start thinking about paying for college is 

TODAY!

There is a lot of money available to students with need:
While it is true that college costs increase almost yearly, it is also true that there is more financial aid available 

than ever before—according to the College Board, more than $199 billion. This money comes from the 

following sources:

�	 US Government programs, which provide $146.5  billion a year in grants, loans and work-study assistance.

�	 State grant and loan programs.

�	 College and university grant, loan and scholarship programs.

�	 Scholarships given by foundations, corporations, and community organizations.

These are the sources of financial aid:

�	 Grants and scholarships: Also called “gift aid,” grants are based on financial need and do not need 

to be repaid. Scholarships are most-often awarded on the basis of strong academic achievement, a 

special talent or ability, or personal characteristics.

�	 Work-study: This option gives students the opportunity for part-time employment either on cam-

pus or off campus at a private, non-profit organization or public agency to help them meet their 

financial need.
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Here is how one student financed  
Her first year in college:

Susan Smart 

Total Cost:	 $21,120
(Tuition, Room and BoardBooks, Fees, Travel)

EFC	 $3,241
(Estimated Family Contributionas determined by FAFSA)

Financial need:	 $17,879
How she pays:	

Scholarship from college	 $4,000

Federally subsidized student loan	 $3,500

State scholarship	 $2,500

Federal Pell Grant	 $1,060

Federal Perkins Loan	 $2,400

Federal SEOG Grant	 $300

Federal Work Study	 $1,600

Scholarship from church	 $1,500

Summer earnings	 $1,019
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2 Session 2: There is a college  
for everyone!

The purpose of this session is to help students understand that a vast array of college possibilities lie ahead 

for all students and that each student will be responsible for identifying his/her own college options. In this 

session, students will be encouraged to begin thinking about what they value and what they will look for in a 

college. Students will be exposed to some of the resources available for college research.

Objectives:
By the end of this session, students will

�	 understand that the college experience is very different from the middle or high school experience

�	 gain an understanding of different types of colleges and the different experiences and 		 �		
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Charting Your Course for College  
(Part One)3

“Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, 

And sorry I could not travel both 

And be one traveler…  

I took the one less traveled by,  

And that has made all the difference.”

—Robert Frost

Few decisions that you will make in your life will seem more important than your choice of a college. In fact, 

the career paths open to you, many of the friends you will maintain for a lifetime, even the area of the country 
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Doing Your Research
Today, there are so many resources available to students looking at colleges that it is hard to know where to 

start. If you are determined to do a thorough job of researching colleges you will want to use several of the 

following resources:

COLLEGE GUIDEBOOKS: Students often begin with one or two of the many college guides. Excellent and 

objective resources include The College Handbook, published by the College Board, and Peterson’s Guide 

to Four Year Colleges, to name only two of the better known. These comprehensive references contain all 

of the data needed to answer most of your factual questions. Guides which address, in addition, quality of 

life issues and are based on surveys of enrolled students, offer subjective information. These include The 

Fiske Guide to Colleges and The Insider’s Guide that is published by the Yale Daily News. If you want to 

get specific information about college majors, the College Board’s Index of College Majors is a good starting 

place. Ratings of specific academic programs, though also subjective in nature, can be found in resources 

such as Rugg’s Recommendations on the Colleges. Most public and many school libraries will keep copies 

of these guidebooks on shelves.

Beware of rankings that appear to make sweeping comparisons of the quality of entire institutions. You 

should know that these rankings are often based on data reported by the colleges themselves, the accuracy 

of which has recently been questioned. Such rankings often weigh factors, like acceptance rate of applicants 

or average faculty salaries, which have little demonstrable relationship to the quality of an undergraduate’s 

education. Remember that all colleges have academic programs of varying strength.

COLLEGE-PRODUCED RESOURCES: Colleges will shower you with publications once you show any interest. Glossy 

viewbooks give a brief glimpse of campus, majors, student life, and the admission process. Videos produced 

by many colleges will give you some sense of a college’s campus if you can’t visit. Don’t ignore the college 

catalog as a source of information, if it is available (most likely in your school library). It is the definitive place to: 

�	 look for application deadlines and requirements,

�	 see the breadth and depth of classes offered in your areas of interest,	

�	 find a comprehensive list of scholarships offered, and

�	 discover the academic credentials of faculty members.

COMPUTER RESOURCES: The computer has had a significant impact on the type and availability of new college 

resources. In the past few years there has been a proliferation of computer software which is tailored to the 

college search process. Check to see if you school counseling office has available a college-search program 

to assist you in your college planning.
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3 Session 3: Going to College Starts 
Now: Curriculum and Testing

The purpose of this session is to impress upon the students that they must begin now in order to maximize 

their potential for admission to the appropriate colleges. They should understand they are “in the driver’s 

seat” and can truly chart their course for the future. By learning more about selecting a college prep course of 

study and learning about the types of standardized tests they should consider taking, students will be better 

prepared to apply to college when they reach senior year.

Objectives:
By the end of this session, a student will

�	 understand all components necessary for a college prep curriculum

�	 have made a tentative course plan for high school

�	 understand how testing impacts admission, which tests to take, and when

Activities and Handouts:
Recap Activity: Have students share some of the information that they discovered while researching a college 

through their “Doing Your Research” Activity.

Activity #1: What classes will you take to prepare for college? 

Handouts: Your High School Classes Will Open the Doors to College; What Classes Will You Take to Prepare 

for College?

Activity #2: Standardized Tests: What are they? 

Handout: Standardized Test Information Sheet

Activity #3: Practicing the SAT and ACT 

Handout: Practice SAT and ACT Questions and explanation 	

of answers
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Your High School Classes will 
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3 Session 3: Going to College Starts Now: Curriculum and Testing

Activity # 2:  
Standardized Testing

Opening Discussion:
Since standardized testing is required for admission to many colleges and is used to qualify for many scholar-

ships, all students should be sure to take the SAT and/or ACT at least once. Preparation is recommended for 

both tests and both companies offer free materials to help with that preparation (online information is available 

through www.actstudent.org and www.collegeboard.com or through bulletins available in the guidance office). 

The more a student reads and the more s/he is familiar with the test, the better the results will be. Many stu-

dents will have the ability to take the PLAN and/or PSAT through their schools and should take advantage of 

that opportunity. The ACT also offers Explore, a college readiness test aimed at 8th and 9th grade students. 

Activity/Handout: 
Standardized Tests

Instructions:
1.	 Ask the students to look over the Standardized Tests handout and write down any questions they 

might have. 

2.	 Once they have each had an opportunity to read and think about the handout, ask them to share 

their questions. 

3.	 If there is a computer available, show the students the College Board and ACT sites and particularly 

the site for registering for the SAT and ACT. 

4.	 If you don’t have computer access, then try to print out the College Board and ACT “homepages” to 

show students what they look like.



Downloadable version available at www.nacacnet.org/steps124 

Step by Step: College Aw



adable version available at www.nacacnet.org/steps 125 

Step by Step: College Awareness and Planning: early high school

National Association for College Admission Counseling (NACAC)

ACT
This standardized test is designed to assess high school students’ general educational development and their 

ability to complete college-level work. It often is used for college admission decisions, and all U.S. colleges and 

universities accept ACT results. The ACT can also be used to determine NCAA eligibility. 

When do I take the test? 
The ACT is offered usually six times during a given school year. Students generally take the test first during 

the spring of their junior year and/ or during the fall of their senior year. It is usually best to take it as early as 

possible, as you may want to take the test again to get your best score possible.

When and how do I register? 
A registration packet should be available at your high school, but you may also register online at www.actstudent.org. 
Be mindful of the registration deadlines for each test, as they are generally one month in advance, but it is 

suggested that you register at least six weeks prior to the test. Fee waivers are available for students who 

qualify for financial assistance, so inquire with the ACT directly.

What is the test’s structure? 
The ACT consists of four multiple-choice tests in English, mathematics, reading, and science, as well as an 

optional writing test. 

How is it scored? 
Each subject is scored 1-36 for a composite score, the highest being a 36 overall.

All pertinent ACT testing date information, fee information, registration information and all other questions can 

be answered by visiting www.actstudent.org.

College Board/SAT Tests

PSAT
The PSAT (Preliminary SAT) is a two-part, exam that is very similar to the SAT. Not to be taken lightly, the PSAT 

is generally the first indicator colleges and universities use for scholarship purposes and placement.

When do I take the test? 
Most people take the PSAT in the fall of their junior year in high school. In addition, some students choose  

to take it during their sophomore year, which is strongly encouraged. However, scores on the PSAT during 

your junior year are used to determine National Merit Scholars who qualify for merit-based scholarships 

distributed throughout the United States

How do I register? 
You must sign up for the PSAT at your high school. The PSAT is administered during October of every  

school year. There is a fee associated with taking the PSAT, but there are fee waiver opportunities for certain 

students and some schools pay for their students to take the test.

What is the test’s structure? 
The PSAT consists of two 25-minute verbal sections, two 25-minute math sections, and one 30-minute  

writing skills section. 
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3 Session 3: Going to College Starts Now: Curriculum and Testing

Activity # 3:  
Practice SAT & ACT Questions

Opening Discussion:
Standardized tests aren’t fun for anyone. But the name of the game is “practice.” With practice you will be-

come more comfortable with the test and score better when it comes time to take the real test.

Activity/Handout: 
Sample SAT and ACT Questions
Sample SAT Questions: Explanations

Sample ACT Questions: Explanations

Instructions:
1.	 Divide the students into groups of three and tell them that they will be receiving three practice SAT/

ACT questions. 

2.	 Tell the groups that they have three minutes to find the answer to the questions and will receive 5 

points for each right answer. 

3.	 The group with the most points will get to explain how they solved the problems. Let them see how 

closely their explanation comes to the one provided by the College Board/ACT. 

NOTE: Depending upon the academic level of the students, the counselor may want to find more difficult 

questions by going to the College Board web site and looking at “Practice Questions” in the section called 

“Prepare for the SAT.” The web site also posts a “Question of the Day” every day which is good practice for 

those students who have access to a computer. Practice ACT questions are located at www.actstudent.org.

Wrap-Up Discussion: 
Remind students that practice is the best way to do their best on any test. If desired, bring sample questions 

to each subsequent session for this group. With the close of the topic of testing, remind the students that tests 

are only a small part of the college application and that in the following sessions they will learn about other 

important aspects of the application process, like the importance of extracurricular activities.
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SAMPLE SAT QUESTIONS 
Explanations

Explanation of Sentence Completion:
One way to answer a sentence completion question with two words missing is to focus first on just one of the 

two blanks. If one of the words in an answer choice is logically wrong, then you can eliminate the entire choice 

from consideration.

�	 Look at the first blank in the example above. Would it make sense to say that “negotiators” who have 

“proposed a compromise” were hoping to enforce or extend the “dispute”? No, so neither (A) nor 

(D) can be the correct answer. 

�	 Now you can focus on the second blank. Would the “negotiators” have proposed a compromise that 

they believed would be divisive or unattractive to “both labor and management”? No, so (B) and (C) 

can be eliminated, and only choice (E) remains. 

�	 Always check your answer by reading the entire sentence with your choice filled in. Does it make 

sense to say “Hoping to resolve the dispute, the negotiators proposed a compromise that they felt 

would be acceptable to both labor and management”? Yes. 

Correct answer: (E)

Explanation of Math Question #1:
To determine the probability that a senior’s name will be chosen, you must determine the total number of 

seniors’ names that are in the lottery and divide this number by the total number of names in the lottery. Since 

each 
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3 Session 3: Going to College Starts Now: Curriculum and Testing

WRAP-UP

Keep in Mind:
There is no day better than today to start preparing for college. As early as 9th grade, students should begin a 

college prep program, choosing classes that will not only make them stand out during the application process, 

but will prepare them for college level courses. Additionally, students need to prepare for and take the SAT or 

ACT, as these tests are a mandatory criterion at most colleges.
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4 Session 4: Going to college starts 
now: extracurricular interests  
and activities

Students often believe that their grades and test scores are all that colleges look for in determining admission 

for an applicant, but they need to understand that in many cases, their extracurricular interests and talents will 

also be an important (and sometimes key) factor in the final admission decision and may also lead to scholar-

ships. In this session, students will learn about the ways that extracurricular activities and other factors might 

impact their decisions about colleges. The session will end with the “Great Sorting Game” that should help 

the students understand that their GPA is not the only factor that colleges will be considering (and it’s fun!)
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4 Session 4: Going to College Starts Now: Extracurricular Interests and Activities

Activity # 1:  
Translating Interests into Activities
A student’s extracurricular interests (in or out of school) can often be translated into more formal activities. 

This exercise will help students brainstorm clubs, organizations, teams, etc. that they might want to join. In the 

following activity, they will be encouraged to begin a résumé (or list) of the activities in which they are currently 

involved with and to add to that list each time they enter into a new activity

Opening Discussion:
Remind students that colleges want active and engaged students who are involved in their community and 

that scholarship organizations also look for students who are involved in activities. 

Did you know that your extracurricular interests will:

�	 enable you to discover your talents and develop your skills?

�	 help build confidence and encourage you to see relationships and connections?

�	 lead to college majors and future employment as well as internships and volunteer opportunities?

�	 enhance your application to college and your chances for admission as well as scholarships?

Activity/Handout: 
Personal College Counseling Questionnaire 2
Interests & Related Activities

Instructions:
1.	 Begin by asking the students to complete the “Personal College Counseling Questionnaire 2” as 

fully as possible. 

2.	 Once they have completed it, ask the students to find a partner and together decide how they would 

each fill out the “Interests & Related Activities” chart that will help them to see how their interests 

might relate to school or community activities and to future majors and/or careers. They may need 

to do some “brainstorming” to think of majors and careers. Remind them that there are no “wrong” 

answers here and that they may have to think creatively in order to figure out how their interests 

would translate into something more. 

3.	
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PERSONAL COLLEGE COUNSELING  
QUESTIONNAIRE 2
Student Name _____________________________________

1. 	 What activities do you enjoy outside of the daily routine of school? Why?

2. 	 In what sport, games, or activities do you participate? With whom?

3. 	 Have you had any leadership roles on sports team, in local organizations, religious institutions, 

youth groups, or school sponsored activities?

4. 	 In what school sponsored extracurricular activities have you participated? Why?

5. 	 What summer experiences have been particularly important to you? Camps, academic programs, 

jobs, etc.?

6. 	 What kind of music do you like? Do you play an instrument? Sing? Would you like to? Do you have 

friends or family members that are somehow involved in music?

7. 	 Are there activities or opportunities of which you wish you had taken advantage earlier?  

Do you have any regrets? Is it too late now?

8. 	  
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Interests And Related Activities
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4 Session 4: Going to College Starts Now: Extracurricular Interests and Activities

Activity # 2:  
Building Your Résumé &  
Getting Involved

Opening Discussion:
A résumé is a list of your experience, skills, and educational background, and is an important piece of the 

college application. It allows colleges to learn more about you outside of your classroom work and academic 

performance. Your résumé should be a “living document” that you add to throughout high school until it’s time 

to apply to colleges in your senior year.

Activity/Handout: 
Activities Résumé
Resources List (optional)—the facilitator may want to create a list of extracurricular activities and volunteer 

opportunities in the school and community, as well as a list of local scholarship opportunities and resources, 

to share with the students.

Instructions:
1.	 Ask students to fill out the “Activities Résumé.” 

2.	 They may add to the list the activities they might do as they go through high school. 

3.	 The students should be encouraged to keep a copy of the résumé in a safe place since it can be 

used not only for completing applications, but also as an informative piece to share with their guid-

ance counselor and teachers who may be writing recommendations for them in the future. 

4.	 In addition to their “Activities Résumé,” the facilitator should remind students to keep a record of 

awards or honors (and the date received) in a file folder or to consider creating an electronic portfolio.
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4 Session 4: Going to College Starts Now: Extracurricular Interests and Activities

Activity # 3:  
Understanding the Big Picture

Opening Discussion:
It is important for students to understand that each year in high school will count towards preparing for col-

lege. They should be aware of important events in order to be sure that they are taking advantage of every 

opportunity to be ready for applying to college by the fall of their senior year.

Activity/Handout: 
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COLLEGE PLANNING CHECKLIST 

FRESHMAN
� Plan a challenging program of classes to take.

�	 The courses you take in high school show colleges what kind of goals you set for yourself. Are you 

signing up for advanced classes, honors sections, or accelerated sequences? Are you choosing 

electives that really stretch your mind and help you develop new abilities? Or are you doing just 

enough to get by? Colleges will be more impressed by respectable grades in challenging courses 

than by outstanding grades in easy ones. 	

�	 Keep in mind the courses that colleges expect you to have completed for admission; your schedule 

should consist of at least 4 college preparatory classes per year, including: 

	 4 years of English 

	 4 years of math (through algebra II, trigonometry or higher)

	 2-4 years of foreign language

	 3-4 years of laboratory science

	 2-4 years of history/social studies

	 1 year of fine arts 

	 1 year of electives from the above list

� Create a file of important documents and notes.

�	
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SOPHOMORES
�   Learn what resources are available to help you plan for college by meeting with your school’s college or 

guidance counselor. Ask about catalogs, guidebooks, college search programs, and college information 

Web sites.

�   Begin your college search and visits.

�	 Create a list of colleges and universities in whic020007ESRO95 5y0 9.8.963eance  aon d discuss theollegeschool’6 0.144 TD
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THE GREAT SORTING GAME 
(Copyright 2003, Mary Lee Hoganson)

A PARTICIPATORY DEMONSTRATION OF HOW SELECTIVE  
COLLEGE Admission WORKS (SORT OF)

Getting started with play: 
Find 9 volunteers to be admission candidates. Secure an additional volunteer to play the “Director of Admis-

sion.” It will be that person who reads the qualities and tells students whether to move up or down in the 

competition. Hand out the GPAs in RANDOM order and then instruct volunteers to organize themselves in 

GPA order from highest to lowest. (This is generally a couple of minutes of comedy relief because players have 

trouble getting organized. This is part of the fun.)

Scenario of play:
The group of non-volunteers is told that they are the Admission Committee from “Highly Prestigious Univer-

sity” (or you pick a better and funnier name). The committee is at the very end of the admission cycle and still 

has 9 great applicants from which it can only admit 3 students. All have very appealing qualities, but there is 

simply not enough room in the class for all 9. Before them they see the candidates. Point out that they are in 

standing in GPA order from highest to lowest. Also emphasize that all are great candidates and so the commit-

tee will have to decide based upon personal qualities and qualifications. Point out that, if the committee were 

to decide only on academics, the three with the highest GPAs would get in.

The personal qualities/qualifications are then read and the volunteers are asked to exchange places (move 

up and down in the order) based upon what is read. (One very important note to make this work: if more than 

one student is moving down at the same time, the lowest student must move first and visa versa—if more 

than one student is moving up, the highest student must move first.) You may choose to alter the qualities/

qualifications and the weight given to each. 

Stop after each quality read in order to discuss why this helped or hindered the candidate. As an example: 

you may ask, “why do you think it might not be helpful to declare your major as pre-med or psychology?” 

After reading the “Greek Major” quality, point out that many selective colleges have Classics Professors who 

are covered with cobwebs and are really hoping to get a few kids in their classes. Stop after the Early Decision 

qualification to discuss how this may play into a decision by a college. In this way, it is more than reading the 

qualities. It is a way to generate discussion.

The ending:
After all qualities have been read and candidates have been “sorted”, have the candidates turn their GPA 

sheets around to reveal the GPA to reveal to the audience. Read through the GPAs, pointing out the new order 

and note that the top three, new sorted, candidates are going to be admitted.

You might choose to have a small prize—like pieces of candy to thank the volunteers.
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THE GREAT SORTING GAME 
(Copyright 2003 Mary Lee Hoganson)

Qualities, which are read, and places to move up and down in the line:
1. 	 IF YOU HAVE TAKEN AN EXCEPTIONALLY STRONG ACADEMIC PROGRAM +2

2. 	 IF YOU PLAY THE OBOE OR VIOLA +1

3. 	 IF YOU CLEARLY STATED THAT THIS COLLEGE WAS YOUR FIRST CHOICE BY MAKING AN 

EARLY DECISION APPLICATION AND COMMITMENT +2

4. 	 IF YOUR INTENDED MAJOR IS PSYCHOLOGY OR PREMED -1

5. 	 IF YOUR INTENDED MAJOR IS GREEK +2

6. 	 IF YOU DO NOT KNOW ANY OF YOUR TEACHERS WELL AND HAD TROUBLE FINDING  

SOMEONE TO WRITE YOUR COLLEGE RECOMMENDATION -2

7. 	 IF, WHEN YOU TYPED YOUR COLLEGE ESSAY, YOU FORGOT TO CHANGE THE NAME OF THE 

COLLEGE YOU WERE APPLYING TO, -4

8. 	 IF YOU ARE A LEGACY +2

9. 	 IF YOU DID NOT WRITE THE OPTIONAL ESSAY FOR YOUR COLLEGE APPLICATION -1

10.	 IF THE TOPIC OF YOUR COLLEGE ESSAY WAS “WHAT I LEARNED FROM PLAYING SPORTS” -1

11.	 IF YOU WROTE THE ESSAY OF THE YEAR—THE ONE THAT WAS PASSED AROUND THE EN-

TIRE ADMISSION OFFICE IT WAS SO REMARKABLE + 3

12.	 IF YOU PLAGERIZED AN AP AMERICAN HISTORY PAPER AND GOT CAUGHT—SIT DOWN, 

YOU’RE OUT OF THE COMPETITION ENTIRELY
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13.	 IF YOU WILL BE FIRST IN YOUR FAMILY TO ATTEND COLLEGE +2

14. 	IF YOU PARTICIPATED IN AN ENRICHING SUMMER PROGRAM BETWEEN YOUR JUNIOR AND 

SENIOR YEARS +2

15. 	IF YOU HAVE PARTICIPATED IN NO EXTRACURRICULAR ACTIVITIES -3

16. 	IF YOU HAVE PARTICIPATED IN A SIGNIFICANT COMMUNITY SERVICE PROJECT +1

17. 	IF YOU ARE AN EAGLE SCOUT +2

18. 	IF YOU ARE A VARSITY ATHLETE +2, AND IF YOU ARE A VARSTIY ATHLETE AND TOOK 

SECOND-PLACE AT REGIONALS IN YOUR SPORT MOVE UP ONE MORE (A TOTAL OF 3)

19. 	IF YOU GOT A “D” IN AN ACADEMIC COURSE AT THE END OF YOUR JUNIOR YEAR -3

20. 	IF YOU CAME TO THE COLLEGE INFORMATION SESSION AND INTRODUCED YOURSELF TO 

THE COLLEGE REPRESENTATIVE (AND IN THE CASE OF THE STUDENT WHO JUST GOT THE 

“D”, EXPLAINED THE EXTENUATING CIRCUMSTANCES) +1

21. 	IF YOU ARE A LEGAL RESIDENT OF IDAHO +3

22. 	IF YOU NEVER GAVE YOUR COUNSELOR ANY PERSONAL INFORMATION FOR USE IN WRIT-

ING YOUR COLLEGE RECOMMENDATION -1

23. 	IF YOUR LAST NAME IS TRUMP—THE NAME ON THE COLLEGE LIBRARY IS TRUMP—AND 

IT’S NOT A COINCIDENCE, MOVE ALL THE WAY TO THE FRONT AND STAY THERE



Downloadable version available at www.nacacnet.org/steps148 

Step by Step: College Awareness and Planning: early high school

National Association for College Admission Counseling (NACAC)

4.0

• You did not write the optional essay for 
your college application

• You 	did	did	forYou	the	the	optional	not	not
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3.6

• You clearly stated that this college was your 
first choice by making an early decision  

application and commitment

• The topic of your college essay was  
“What I Learned from Playing Sports”

• You have been involved in a significant  
community service project or trip

• You attended the college information 
session at your high school and  

introduced yourself to the college  
representative
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3.4

• You are a varsity athlete

• You have taken an exceptionally  
strong academic program

• You will be the first in your  
family to attend college 

• You have been involved in  
a significant community  

service project
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3.3

• You wrote the essay of the year— 
the one that was passed around the  

entire admission office it was so  
remarkable 
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4 Session 4: Going to College Starts Now: Extracurricular Interests and Activities

WRAP-UP

Keep in Mind:
Colleges are not looking for any one type of student. However, all schools look for an accomplished student 

who brings a lot to the table. While colleges search for truly well-rounded students, they do take into account 

that grades might not be as high for a student who is committed to many activities outside of the classroom, 

and vice versa. Students should continue to keep a record of all of the activities that they do outside of school 

and should also keep in mind how those activities have shaped who they are and will make them better can-

didates at their chosen colleges.

Homework:
1.	
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5 Session 5: The College Search and 
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5 Session 5: 
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Academic Interests:
1. 	 Do you have a specific career in mind? What college major do you think would best suit 		

this profession?

2. 	 What other academic areas do you hope to pursue in college?

3. 	 Do you work better when you are challenged by tough classes and motivated classmates or when 

you are near the top of a less competitive group?

4. 	 How hard do you work in high school?

5. 	 How hard do you expect to work in college?

6. 	 What types of academic programs would your like you ideal college to have (study abroad,  

internships, co-op, honors, etc.)?

7. 	 Is it important that you attend a well-known college?
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5 Session 5: The College Search and Application Process
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Campus Visits
After you compile a list of colleges to which you are considering applying, it is then time for the campus visit. 

While it does take time and money, the campus visit is invaluable in information gathering. It allows you and 

your family to gauge college “fit.” 

The visit can give you a true sense of day-to-day life on campus: 

�	 The school may be diverse, but is there a genuine integration of the student body? 

�	 The school may be small, but is it supportive? 

�	 Teachers can be highly qualified, but are they enthusiastic about teaching students? 

Understanding a college requires looking beneath the facts and figures.

Pre-Planning
Call to schedule the visit at least two weeks ahead of time.
Not pre-planning can lead to an unproductive visit. If you call ahead of time, the admission office will be able 

to accommodate you and ensure you have a great visit.

Make sure to get proper directions to the admission office.
In order to make a good first impression, make sure you know where you’re going so that you can arrive on time. Get 

a campus map and, if you have any questions, call the admission office to clarify your directions.

If there is anything specific you wish to see, ask ahead of time.
Depending upon the time of year, admission offices may not be able to accommodate you. For example, in the 

summer months staying overnight or seeing a professor usually does not happen. However, it does not hurt to 

ask if there might be something of specific interest to you, like visiting a class.

Be flexible.
Be willing to try something else, and always remember that you want to present yourself positively—you might 

want to apply to this school later.

If you need to cancel or reschedule, call ASAP.
Of course, you cannot predict emergencies or unforeseen circumstances but it is a common courtesy to con-

tact the admission office to let them know that you can’t come. 

During the Visit

Take notes
Write a few things down during the visit. Your notes will be a valuable reference when you are comparing col-

leges later. 

�	
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College Fair Tip Sheet

BEFORE THE FAIR
�	 Ask yourself the following questions:

•	 Do I want to attend an extra large, large, medium or small school?	

•	 What major do I wish to study?	

•	 Do I want to attend an urban, suburban or rural school?	

•	 Do I want to attend a 2 year, 4 year, single sex or religiously affiliated school?	

•	 Do I want to 	sexpsuburbansuburban
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5 Session 5: The College Search and Application Process

PART TWO: College Admission  
and the Application

Activity #4:  
Filling out an application

Opening discussion: 
Begin a discussion on the application process with an interactive question and answer session. Here are some 

questions and themes to consider:

�	 How difficult do you think it is to be admitted to college?

�	 Did you know that some colleges practice what is referred to as “Open Admissions” while others are 
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5 Session 5: The College Search and Application Process

Continued Activity #4:  
Filling out an application

Activivty/Handout: HOOL
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D. Secondary School Report Form or Counselor Recommendation Form: This is not required by all colleges but, 

if it is required, the high school is responsible for submitting this form to the college. However, you will need to 

request that it be sent. It is important to know and follow your school’s procedures. 

TIP: Usually the person at your school (probably your counselor) who is completing this form asks for informa-

tion from students and parents ahead of time. If possible, meet with this person before he or she writes a letter 

of recommendation.

E. Mid-Year Report Form: This form is not required by all colleges but, if it is required, it will be submitted by 

your high school. However, you must request that it be sent. The purpose of the form is for the college to see 

your grades from the first term of your senior year. 

F. Teacher Recommendation Form: This form is not required by all colleges but, if it is, the teacher is responsible 

for sending it. However, you are responsible for asking a teacher to complete it and giving that teacher all the 

necessary information. Look over this form and imagine what one of your teachers would say about you. Col-

leges are not only looking for teachers from courses where you have received an A, but from teachers who 

know you well and can talk about your work ethic, inquisitive nature, and motivation to learn.
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6 Session 6: Building your dream team and taking it on the road

Activity # 1:  
Finding Friends and Mentors on 
the Path to College

Opening Discussion:
Each one of us requires friends and mentors as we work toward our future goals. It is important that students 

identify the individuals who can help them reach their goal of college attendance. Students should consider 

who may help or impede their planning for college.

Activity/Handout: 
With a Little Help From My Friends
How to Use Your School Counselor

Instructions:
1.	 Distribute the handout, “With a Little Help from My Friends”. Allow approximately five minutes for 

students to answer the questions.  ans6tol b]
EMC sw 3helupnts 
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How To Use Your School Counselor
School counselors are one of the best ongoing sources of support for students who plan to go to college. They 

can be your friend throughout the entire college process. If you are lucky enough to have access to a counselor 

in your school, it is in your best interest to visit that person on a regular basis.

Start by making an individual appointment to introduce yourself to your counselor. Begin your meeting by 

introducing yourself and stating clearly that it is your definite goal to attend college. Make sure your counselor 

realizes that this is IMPORTANT to you and that you are HIGHLY MOTIVATED! Whatever grade you are in NOW, 

this is the time to start helping your counselor get to know you and your college dreams.

Throughout your high school years, your counselor can help you:
�	 Plan classes that will prepare you well for college admission and success. Your counselor will know 

which high school classes are required for college admission.

�	 Review your academic record and suggest areas that need improvement.

�	 Begin the admission process by identifying the questions you should be asking—and finding  

honest answers.

�	 Find information; for example in books, catalogues, brochures, and CDs that deal either with the 

admission process or a specific college or university.

�	 Locate Web sites that offer RELIABLE and FREE information about college.

�	 Identify special opportunities that may maximize your chances for being a well-prepared and ap-

pealing candidate for colleges. These might include weekend or summer programs on college cam-

puses (often free for first-generation students), internships, or community college classes open to 

high school students.

�	 Learn about local college fairs, opportunities to visit college campuses, and even overnight visits to 

colleges that may be offered.

�	 Familiarize yourself with everything you need to know about the required college admission tests. 

Provide a fee waiver if you cannot pay for tests yourself.

�	 Figure out how to PAY for college. Your counselor can give you essential information about the 

“need-based” financial aid application process. 

If you feel it will be helpful, ask your counselor to meet with you and the members of your family who will be 

working with you in your college planning. Having everyone in agreement about your future will make the 

process much easier!
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6 Session 6: Building your dream team and taking it on the road

Activity #2: Using Your Time  
Beyond the Classroom to Prepare 
for College Opening Discussion:
Students should understand that experiences beyond the classroom can help them prepare for college admis-

sion and success. Colleges care about how students elect to use their unscheduled time. In particular, sum-
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Summer Programs:

You mean what I do in the summer can help me with college options?
What comes to mind when you think of summer? Summer job? Fun in the sun? Travel? How about college 

preparation? And did you know that colleges will take note of HOW you have used your summers as an indica-

tion of your educational preparation?

Working at a summer job can certainly help you save money for college and provide adult mentors, but 

think about investing some time at a summer program on a college campus. Many are free or low cost, with 

scholarship options. The right choice can help you learn what it’s like to be in college, where your career inter-

ests can lead you, and how to connect with more people who can help you in the college process. 
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My Map To College:  
Nothing Can Stop Me Now5

Congratulations, you’ve made the decision to go to college. Good for you!! Now you are in the driver’s seat and 

here is a map to get you started on your way. You are going to find that there are some bumps in the road and 

even a few roadblocks. In order to reach your final destination—COLLEGE—you will need to figure out how to 

get over the bumps and around the roadblocks.

Work with your small group to come up with solutions to the challenges you will encounter on this map. First 

decide if this is a “bump in the road” (fairly easy to get over), or a “roadblock” (will require time and work). 

Next discuss possible solutions. Jot down who you might go to for help in making progress and/or how you 

solved the problem. Be ready to share with the whole group at the end.
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My Map To College: Nothing Can Stop Me Now
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6 Session 6: Building your dream team and taking it on the road

Activity # 4:  
Wrapping it All Up

Opening Discussion:
This is an opportunity for you to congratulate all students on their commitment to attend college and their 

participation in the sessions. You will want to motivate students to continue beyond these sessions.

Activity/Handout: 
Evaluation tool
Certificate of Completion

Instructions:
1.	 In your own way, thank and congratulate students on their participation and completion of the series 

of sessions.

2.	 Ask students for informal oral feedback on their experience.

3.	 Distribute Evaluation Tool and collect when completed.

4.	 Distribute Certificates of Completion.



Downloadable version available at www.nacacnet.org/steps186 



Downloadable version available at www.nacacnet.org/steps 187 

Step by Step: College Awareness and Planning: early high school

N



Downloadable version available at www.nacacnet.org/steps188 

Step by Step: College Awareness and Planning: early high school

National Association for College Admission Counseling (NACAC)

Some students move directly from school to a job. These 
students may have pursued a vocational or technical educa-
tion while in high school. Without formal vocational prepara-
tion, they will likely be required to participate in some form 
of apprenticeship or on-the-job training program to gain en-
try to their chosen occupation. Other students may decide to 
take time off before continuing their education so that they 
might save money for college or explore their interests. 

Students may choose to enter military service. The Air 
Force, Army, Marine Corps, Navy, and Coast Guard pro-
vide several hundred occupational opportunities as well as 
the specific training programs required to be successful in 
each. The military services also provide enlisted personnel 
with the opportunity to participate in college and university 
training and to continue these studies following enlistment. 

College and University 
Description: Institutions composed of divisions called 
schools or colleges that offer a wide range of majors and 
prepare individuals for a wide spectrum of careers. There 
are about 2,500 four-year accredited colleges and univer-
sities in the United States. 

Length of study: Four years of study leading to a col-
lege degree (usually a bachelor’s degree). 

Characteristics: Well-rounded education, including 
studies in arts, sciences and the humanities. Can be pub-
lic, private, sectarian, non-sectarian, coeducational, large 
or small, and found in any type of community. 

Community College/Junior College
Description: Two-year public and private institutions conveniently 
located in local communities. They specialize in college transfer 
programs, vocational programs or both. There are about 1,200 
community colleges in the United States. Visit the Community Col-
lege Finder at www.aacc.nche.edu. 

Length of study: Depends on program––generally six months 
to two years. Programs lead to degrees (usually associate degrees) 
or certificates. 

Characteristics: Usually inexpensive, flexible hours, conve-
nient location, independent study as well as traditional classroom 
approach. Open admission, but certain programs may have selec-
tive admission and may require standardized test results and/or 
essays. Transfer programs are often tied to four-year colleges in 
state or area. Usually respond to local employment demand by 
offering courses in needed areas. 

Trade, Technical, and Business School 
Description: Privately owned schools specializing in trades 
or vocations. There are thousands of schools in the United 
States offering hundreds of different courses and occu-
pational programs. These schools specialize in teaching 
particular skills (e.g. welding, culinary arts, cosmetology, 
and telecommunications) required in the workplace. Visit 
the Vocational Schools Database at www.rwm.org/rwm.

 Length of Study: Studies vary in length from intensi-
fied training programs lasting a few weeks to diploma or 
certificate-granting programs that may take up to two years. 

Characteristics: Open admission, so that all who ap-
ply are usually admitted. Instruction is directed to skill 
training required for a specific job. “Hands on” learning or 
“learning by doing” is often used. 

Online Institutions 
These are for students who may be unable to attend classes on 
campus. Traditional colleges and universities also offer some 
courses and programs online. To learn about online institutions, 
visit www.directoryofonlineschools.com.

Thinking About Plans After High School

Coursework Leading to College 
Ideally beginning in middle school but no later than ninth grade, the 
college-bound student will need to pursue a course of study that is both 
extensive and rigorous. Some high schools prescribe schedules begin-
ning in the ninth grade so students get on a “track,” which can have a 
dramatic effect on their educational experiences. 

Types of Postsecondary Institutions 

Future Plans
(List possible postsecondary options and the goals they will 
help your student achieve.)

Postsecondary Options Goal

Service Opportunity

College or University

Military Service

Work

Community/Junior College

Gap-Year Programs

Trade, Tech. or Bus. School
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Work-Study 
In this case, the student earns the money awarded, often 
working on campus in the book store, library or dining com-
mons. Students may be able to find employment related to 
college studies or community service. The typical number 
of hours worked is 10-15 hours per week, and the salary is 
often higher than minimum wage. 

Loans 
Loans are a part of most financial aid packages, and they 
must be repaid, usually with interest. Fortunately, most gov-
ernment loans do not have to be paid until after graduation. 
Loans can be either need-based or awarded without regard 
to the family’s financial circumstances, and they may be 
awarded to the student or to the parent(s). Loans based on 
need usually come from the federal government, the college 
or university, or private lenders. 

Some of the most common types of the loans include:
1.	 Stafford Loan – the most common government loan 

for undergraduates at all types of colleges. The gov-
ernment pays the interest on a Stafford subsidized 
loan while the student is in college.

2.	 Perkins Loan – is a low interest loan for students with 
exceptional need. These loans are awarded by col-
leges using mostly federal funds, and no interest is 
accrued while a student is enrolled at least half-time. 
Repayment begins nine months after graduation. 
Students can borrow up to $5,500 per year or a total 
of $27,500.

3.	 PLUS (Parent Loan for Undergraduate Students) 
Loan – is a federal loan that allows parents to borrow 
up to the total cost of attendance, less any other aid 
the student receives. These loans are unsubsidized, 
so the parent is responsible for paying the interest.

4.	 Private Loans –  after exhausting all other sources of 
financial aid. Private loans usually carry a higher in-
terest rate than federal loans, and they may not have 
as favorable repayment terms.

Students and parents should get all of the facts about 
the loan before signing a loan agreement. Loans must be 
repaid according to the terms of the loan, even if the stu-
dent does not finish college or is dissatisfied with the edu-
cational program. 

Preparing to Meet College Costs 
The earlier parents or guardians become aware of the costs associ-
ated with college, the better the family can incorporate educational 
costs into their savings plan. Families that begin to set aside an 




