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GETTING STARTED 
There are over 4,409 colleges and universities in the United States and they are all good schools 
- for the right student. The hardest part of this process is not getting into a college, it is deciding 
which one is the best for you and making numerous decisions for yourself. As an incoming 
senior, these are some of the first adult decisions you will make. Be thoughtful and true to 
yourself and making these decisions will be much easier. Given all of the amazing choices and 
possibilities, this process can be quite an adventure. Acceptance into college is a match to be 
made, not a prize to be won. 
 
The first step in getting started is to figure out what you want and need. You do not need to 
know what you want to major in to get started, but you should think about: 
 
How far or close to home do you want to be? Is getting home frequently important? Do you want 
to attend a big school or small school? Will you be more comfortable with 200 others in a lecture 
hall or do you need to recognize faces as you walk around campus? What activities would you 
like your future school to have? What setting are you most comfortable in – big city, suburban, 
small town, or rural? Religious or secular? 
 
There are numerous resources available at your fingertips to help you find the school that’s right 
for you. 

• Utilize the filters on the college search engine in SCOIR. Numerous criteria will help hone 
your search.   

• Speak with college students, friends, and faculty about their experiences. Among these 
resources, you’ll have several recommended colleges to explore. 

• Attend the college fair. Every September there is a regional college fair at MSU-B.  
Seniors who sign up are released from school to attend and speak with the 
representatives of the fifty-plus schools that are present. 

• Sign up to attend when college representatives visit BCCHS. During the fall, many 
representatives from colleges all over the country come to our school. Visits are posted 
on SCOIR under colleges/visits and posters are placed on the bulletin board outside of 
the library. In most cases the representatives who visit BCCHS also read your application 
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and make admissions decisions about BCCHS students. It is to your advantage to attend 
these visits. Guidelines for attending those meeting include: 

§ Register on SCOIR, print out your sign-up sheet, and notify your teacher 
§ Make-up all work missed in class immediately 
§ Tests may not be missed for a college rep visit 
§ Attend only the presentations for colleges that really interest you; high 

school is still your priority 
 
COLLEGE VISITS 
When you begin to narrow your choice of colleges down to several which really interest you, the 
best way to see if a college is the right place for you is to pay a visit. Students are strongly 
encouraged to visit colleges during school holidays – Easter or Christmas break, summer, PIR 
days, etc. 
 
Before You Go 
A school visit will be far more beneficial if you are prepared. It is important to know enough 
about the college before you arrive on campus to be able to ask relevant questions.  

• Review the school’s literature before you visit 
• Surf the school’s web site  
• Be knowledgeable about admission, graduation, and placement rates 
• Take your parents 
• Be prepared to talk about yourself 
• Plan enough time between college stops 
• Wear good walking shoes and dress appropriately - you’re not trying to impress 

students, you are making an impression on the admissions staff 
• Review the college data on SCOIR. 
 

 
On Campus 
One of the main purposes of the college visit is to determine if the college “fit” is right. Can you 
picture yourself being a student on this campus? Here are some ways you can explore: 

• Read the student newspaper, including advertisements 
• Try to find other student publications, such as department newsletters or literary 

reviews 
• Eat in the cafeteria 
• Wander around campus by yourself 
• Read the bulletin boards in the student union 
• Ask a student what he/she does on weekends 
• Ask a student what he/she loves about the college 
• Ask a student what he/she dislikes about the college 
• Browse in the college bookstore 
• Read the bulletin boards in the academic department you’re interested in 
• Walk or drive around the community surrounding the campus 
• Listen to the college’s radio station 
• Imagine yourself at this college 
• Get business cards and names of people you meet for future questions 
• Pick up financial aid forms 
• Participate in the group information session at the admissions office 
• Sit in on a class of a subject that interests you 
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• Explore the library  
 
Tours are usually led by a current student and showcase dorms, classrooms, dining halls, activity 
centers, athletic facilities, etc. A tour should give you a sense of the community and campus. Be 
sure to ask your tour guide questions, as that student is living the life you may live a year or so.  
Expect the tour to last 60-90 minutes. 
 
Information sessions are usually presented by an admissions officer and are designed to give 
you an overview of the institution. Academics, student life, institutional history, admission and 
financial aid are usually covered. These sessions usually run 30-60 minutes. 
 
Interviews are conducted by admissions officers or trained students when offered on campus, 
or by alumni when conducted off-campus. An interview is an opportunity for a one-on-one 
conversation; parents are not part of the interview. BCCHS students are encouraged to 
interview whenever possible. The questions the interviewer asks will be about you, and typically 
cover academic interests, extracurricular activities, background and what you are looking for in a 
college. You will also have an opportunity to ask questions. This is a two-way street; you are 
evaluating one another to make sure that the college is a good fit for both of you.   
 
Appropriate questions a prospective new student could ask include: 

• Who teaches classes to undergraduate students, professors or teaching assistants? 
• What do current students seem to like most/least about this college? 
• What type of research opportunities are available to undergraduates? 
• What percentage of students come back after freshman year? 
• Can you tell me about ____________ program/major? 
• Does your college have an active Greek system? 
• What social options are available if I don’t join a fraternity/sorority? 
• What campus issues are students talking about this year? 
• How involved are students in extracurricular activities?  Do most students stay on 

campus during the weekends? 
• What resources are available for students of faith? 
• How is course registration handled? 
• Are certain courses difficult to get into?  Which ones?  
• How are students advised about which courses to take? 
• What percentage of your students is housed on campus?  Is living on-campus 

mandatory for freshmen? 
• Are the dorms co-ed? 
• What happens if my roommate and I do not get along? 
• Will applying for financial aid have any impact on admission decisions? 

 
Questions a prospective student may be asked include: 

• How is your college search going? 
• What kinds of things are you looking for in a college? 
• What courses are you currently taking? 
• Are you pleased with your high school record? 
• Have you worked hard in high school? 
• What kinds of activities have been important to you outside the classroom? 
• Tell me a little about your family. 
• What majors are you considering in college? 
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• What one character or personality trait would you consider your most important? 
• Why this college? 
• What questions do you have for me? 
• What should I know about you that I haven’t asked? 

 
FACTORS TO CONSIDER WHEN CHOOSING A COLLEGE 
It is critically important that you spend time determining what you are looking for in an ideal 
college. The goal is to develop a list of colleges that provide the best fit for you because they 
offer the educational and social experiences that you are seeking. Don’t prematurely limit your 
list to schools that are popular, familiar, or have high status. Don’t feel pressured to find the 
“perfect” college – numerous schools may be perfect for you. Here is a list of things you should 
think about: 
 
Type of school: Two-year or Four-year? Public or private? Religious affiliation? Same sex or co-
educational? 
 
Selectivity: Are you a competitive applicant? What is the average ACT or GPA at the school? Is 
this college a reach, a good match, or a safety school? 
 
Location: Urban or rural campus? Distance from home? Ease of transportation, i.e. are you 
willing to get on two airplanes to get there? Is it financially viable to travel home at 
Thanksgiving, Christmas, spring break, and summer vacation? If you are looking at large 
Montana schools, can you carpool with friends? Is there an airport nearby? For example, 
Gonzaga University is justifiably popular with our students, but it is a 10-hour drive to Spokane 
and there are no direct flights. The University of Portland is a fine school, but you can’t always 
fly direct to Portland from Billings. Salt Lake City is easy to access, has a top-notch science 
community, a thriving urban center and great skiing, yet few BCCHS students consider schools in 
that area.  
 
Size: How big is the student population? What about class size? How big is the campus? Who is 
teaching classes to undergraduates – professors or graduate teaching assistants? 
 
Mix of Students: What kind of student attends the college, from what parts of the country, and 
with what backgrounds and experiences? Do most students stay on campus for the weekends or 
do they commute home? 
 
Academics: Does the college offer programs of study that interest you? Does the college offer a 
range of academic programs that provide alternatives if you change your major? Is the college 
nationally accredited, specifically in your area of study? 
 
Cost: What is the cost of attendance, i.e. tuition, room and board, books, transportation, fees, 
and incidental expenses? What kind of financial aid might you expect to receive? All colleges are 
required to have a Net Cost Calculator on their web site. Cost Calculators may be difficult to 
find, and they are not uniform in application, but they can give you an estimate of financial aid 
and final cost. Though cost is a major consideration, you should not eliminate a school based 
solely on cost until you receive your financial aid package. Most students do not pay the full cost 
of tuition at private colleges and universities. 
 
Extracurricular Activities: What do students do when they are not in class? Does the college 
offer clubs and organizations, intercollegiate or recreational athletics, or activities in music, 



	 6	

drama or art? Are skiing, hiking or other outdoor recreational activities available? Is there a 
Greek system? 
 
Facilities:  How clean and well kept is the campus? What quality are the residence halls, library, 
laboratories, student center, computer labs, music and theater halls, and the athletic facilities? 
 
COLLEGE ADMISSIONS MYTHS 
The College Counselor Has Total Power and Knowledge 
The college counselor does not have a crystal ball or “connections.” Advice and counsel are 
based on experience and training. Keep in mind that college admissions offices, their staff, and 
their criteria for selection, change annually. 
 
The Process Means Little 
The process means everything. Unless the student and parents are organized, pay attention to 
detail and hard work, meaningful college admissions will not occur. 
 
Coach Will Get Me In 
Be skeptical. Coaches can be devoted to you, but they do not work in admissions. All coaches 
must abide by NCAA recruitment policies. Most Division III coaches may submit a list of “hoped 
for” athletes, but there are no guarantees. You still have to go through the admissions office. 
 
Senior Year Doesn’t Matter 
Senior year academic performance is very important. Colleges receive grade reports at the end 
of the seventh semester and at the end of the senior year. All acceptances are conditional based 
upon successful completion of senior year coursework. Any significant drop in academic 
performance or change in courses between the time of acceptance and the end of senior year 
will often result in a loss of acceptance. 
 
An Alumni Connection, Family Member or Personal Friend Will Make the Difference 
Very few ‘connections’ actually make a difference. This may be the biggest myth of college 
admissions. Even the most prestigious members of the college educational community write 
letters for students who, in the end, are not accepted. A sibling or parent legacy at a school is 
not a golden ticket. 
 
Future Success or Failure Is Dictated by College Admission or Rejection 
Rejection is difficult to accept and high school seniors are very vulnerable in the college 
admissions process. Parents should be aware of how their child handles disappointment and 
help the child recognize that not being accepted into a particular college does not determine 
their future success or failure. Students and parents should avoid the mistake of giving an 
admissions office control of their self-esteem. Different schools will be the perfect fit for 
different students for a multitude of different reasons, and it is very difficult to determine what 
makes or breaks any candidate during the admissions process. BCCHS students are some of the 
finest in the country, and during this process students have to have faith in themselves but also 
faith in God that their college experience, regardless of setting, will prepare them for the 
experience that is life.  
 
HOW COLLEGE ADMISSION DECISIONS ARE MADE 
There are several factors that college admission officers consider before making a decision on a 
candidate’s application. Although few colleges give exactly the same weight to all categories, 
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most agree that each of the following are major factors considered in determining whether an 
applicant is accepted or rejected. 
 
Academic Record 
A student’s high school record is the best predictor of how well a student will do in college.  
Performance in high school course work is probably the single most important criteria in the 
admissions decision. The entire high school career, not just junior and senior years, are 
evaluated. Transcripts are accompanied by a BCCHS School Profile which contains information 
about grading policies, mean ACT results, and a list of colleges to which recent BCCHS students 
have been admitted. 
 
Course Selection 
Students who have selected a strong course of study in high school will be in a much better 
position than a student who has taken a light load, even though the light load has resulted in a 
higher overall grade point average. It should be noted that most colleges use only the academic 
courses taken in computing GPA for acceptance to their school. For example, colleges are most 
interested in your English, math, science, social studies, and foreign language courses. Students 
should take the most challenging programs they are capable of handling in high school. 
 
Standardized Test Scores 
Most colleges require students to take the ACT or SAT test. These test are viewed as a measure 
of ability to do college level work. All schools that require a standardized test will accept either 
the ACT or SAT. These tests can be taken more than once and most colleges will accept the 
highest score received, sometimes re-calculating the individual sections to create a superscore. 
There are also many highly selective schools that are test-optional. 
 
Extracurricular Activities 
Most colleges will be interested in extracurricular activities and leadership abilities that have 
been developed. The quality of activities, as well as a commitment to ideas and goals, is more 
important than the quantity. A student who has clearly made a contribution to school or 
community is a stronger applicant than an uninvolved student. Be sure to include any honors, 
awards received and community service on your activity resume. 
 
Essay 
The Common Application requires two essays of all students and many competitive colleges 
require one or more essays in addition to the Common App essays. The fourth and current 
edition of the Common Application contains the following essay prompts: 
*Some students have a background or story that is so central to their identity that they believe 
their application would be incomplete without it. If this sounds like you, then please share your 
story. 
*Recount an incident or time when you experienced failure. How did it affect you, and what 
lessons did you learn? 
*Reflect on a time when you challenged a belief or idea. What prompted you to act? Would you 
make the same decision again? 
*Describe a place or environment where you are perfectly content. What do you do or experience 
there, and why is it meaningful to you? 
*Discuss an accomplishment or event, formal or informal, that marked your transition from 
childhood to adulthood within your culture, community, or family. 
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There is no “right” response. Colleges are looking for insight into the applicant, and that insight 
can be provided by a student in any number or ways. It is impossible to know what a particular 
reader might be looking for in an essay, but taking the time to write, revise, and perfect an 
essay, as well as having one or two adults review it, is worth the time. A good essay can make 
the difference on an application to a competitive college; using good writing skills along with 
correct grammar, spelling, and punctuation are essential. Here is advice directly from one 
selective college’s admissions office: (offered with the permission of Forbes Mann, University of 
the South). 
 
*Tell your story. Be honest, be clear, and tell us something distinctive about you-something that 
will make you unlike the hundreds of other students applying to your first year class. 
*Stay on point. You have 500-650 words to tell your story. That’s enough to do justice to one 
aspect of your story; however, if you try to talk about four different highlights, you’ll miss out on 
a chance to bring your story alive. 
*Mind the prompt. In past years, the Common Application included a prompt for a “topic of 
your choosing.” You’ll have to step it up now, because that broad prompt isn’t there anymore.  
However, the new prompts are broad, and we believe that you can tell us what you’d like to 
within the context of one of the prompts. 
*Choose your words. Don’t try to showcase your extensive vocabulary in your essay. Instead, 
demonstrate clear and concise writing with carefully chosen words. Think The Old Man and the 
Sea, not Roget’s Thesaurus. 
*Correct your mistakes. Take enough pride in your work to proofread it. Then, read it out loud.  
Then, have someone else proofread it. Don’t have someone edit it – remember, this essay 
should have your voice, not the voice of a parent or your English teacher. The people reading 
the essay will be able to tell the difference. 
 
Recommendations 
Letters of recommendation from counselors, teachers, employers, religious leaders or other 
adults will be required at many colleges. In most cases the counselor will be asked to write a 
letter for each student, so be sure that SCOIR contains any information that should be included. 
The admissions office will use the letters to learn more about a student’s motivation, 
organization, ambition and integrity. 
 
Interview 
A personal interview can provide an opportunity for a student to present strengths that might 
not have been included on the application. Check the college web sites to see if an interview is 
required, recommended, or available.  Colleges have a variety of interview methods ranging 
from in person on campus, meeting with a visiting representative, local alumni interviews, and 
Skype. If your school requires an interview and you have not heard from them by January, 
contact your regional representative. The college counseling office will be glad to help you if it 
comes to this. 
 
DEFINITION OF ADMISSION DECISION OPTIONS 
The use of multiple admission plans by college and university often results in confusion and 
concern among students, parents and college admission counselors. In an effort to help reduce 
this confusion in the college admission process, the National Association for College Admission 
Counseling (NACAC) has developed a standard set of definitions for admission decision options. 
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Early Decision 
Early Decision is the application process in which students make a commitment to a first choice 
institution where, if admitted, they will definitely enroll. Should a student who applies for 
financial aid not be offered an award that makes attendance possible, the student may decline 
the offer of admission and be released from the Early Decision commitment. Only a student who 
is ready to make a deliberate and well-reasoned first choice decision should apply under the 
Early Decision plan. Most colleges have only one round of ED with the due date usually falling on 
November 1. Some colleges have two rounds of Early Decision with EDII typically due by January 
1. An acceptance is binding, meaning that if the college accepts you, you must attend. 
 
The following principles apply to Early Decision plans: 
While pursuing admission under an Early Decision plan, students may apply to other institutions, 
but may have only one Early Decision application pending at any time. The Early Decision 
application supersedes all other applications. Immediately upon acceptance of an offer of 
admission, a student must withdraw all other applications and make no subsequent 
applications. This will be enforced by the college counseling office. The application form will 
include a request for a parent and a counselor signature in addition to the student’s signature, 
indicating an understanding of the Early Decision commitment and agreement to abide by its 
terms. Early Decision is not for everyone; there are risks involved. 
 
Restrictive Early Action/Single Choice Early Action 
Several highly selective colleges (Harvard, Princeton, Stanford, Notre Dame, Yale) offer the 
option of Restrictive Early Action.  This is a hybrid of Early Decision and Early Action.  While the 
rules are specific to each college, typically you are allowed to apply early to your target school 
and no other private colleges.  Most will allow you to apply early action (not decision) to public 
colleges.  You have the advantage of having your application decision by mid-December, but do 
not have an obligation or have to make a commitment until May 1. 
 
Early Action 
Early Action is the application process in which students make application to an institution of 
preference and receive a decision well in advance of the institution’s regular response date.  
Students who are admitted under Early Action are not obligated to accept the institution’s offer 
of admission. Early Action applicants usually have a higher admission rate than Regular Decision 
applicants, as Early Action is considered an indication of high interest by the student	
 
The following principles apply to Early Action plans: 
With Early Action, a student may apply to other colleges without restriction. A student admitted 
under an EA plan may not be required to make a commitment prior to May 1, but may be 
encouraged to do so as soon as a final college choice is made. 
 
Regular Decision 
Regular Decision is the application process in which a student submits an application to an 
institution by a specified date and receives a decision with a reasonable and clearly stated 
period of time. 
 
The following principles apply to Regular Decision plans. 
Under Regular Decision, a student may apply to other colleges without restriction. The 
institution will state a deadline for completion of applications and will respond to completed 
applications by April. A student admitted under a Regular Decision plan may not be required to 
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make commitment prior to May 1, but may be encouraged to do so as soon as a final college 
choice is made. 
 
Rolling Admission 
Rolling Admission is the application process in which an institution reviews applications as they 
are completed and renders admission decisions to students throughout the admission cycle.  
This is the process used by the State institutions in Montana, usually responding in two to four 
weeks. 
 
The following principles apply to Rolling Decision plans. 
Under Rolling Decision, a student may apply to other colleges without restriction. The institution 
will respond to the completed application in a timely manner. The student admitted under a 
Rolling Admission plan may not be required to make a commitment prior to May 1, but may be 
encouraged to do so as soon as a final college choice is made. 
 
Conditional Admission 
A student may be admitted on a conditional basis. Conditions typically include a limit on the 
number of courses that a student may take as a freshman, or a requirement for the successful 
completion of remedial classes. Once the conditions have been met and students demonstrate 
competence at college level the conditions will be lifted. 
 
Wait List 
Wait List is an admission decision option utilized by institutions to protect against shortfalls in 
enrollment. Wait lists are sometimes necessary because of the uncertainty of the admission 
process, as students submit application for admission to multiple institutions and may receive 
several offers of admission. By placing a student on the Wait List, an institution does not initially 
offer or deny admission, but extends the possibility of admission in the future. 
 
Notes on Wait List: There is no stratified “list”, there is a pool. All other admission standards are 
in abeyance at this point. Offers can be made with a very short (one day or less) option to 
respond, ability to pay may be considered, and financial aid may not be available. If placed on a 
Wait List, a student should proceed with the concrete offer at another institution with the 
proviso that the deposit will be forfeited if a Wait List offer is accepted. If the Wait List school is 
still the first choice, it is imperative that the student contact the school and reaffirm this. 
 
The following principles apply to Wait List decisions. 
The institution will ensure that a wait list, if necessary, is of reasonable length and is maintained 
for a reasonable period of time. In the letter offering a wait list position, the institution should 
provide a past wait list history which describes the number of students placed on a Wait List, the 
number offered admission from the Wait List, and the availability of financial aid. Students 
should be given an indication of when they can expect to be notified of a final admission 
decision (usually August 1). 
 
COLLEGE ADMISSIONS TESTING 
The two college admissions tests are the ACT and the SAT. Though there are regional traditions 
associated with each test, both are accepted at all colleges that require standardized tests. The 
SAT is the most common test among high schools on both coasts, with the ACT being the test 
used more often in the Midwest and Rocky Mountain region. In recent years the ACT has 
increased its market share and is currently slightly more popular than the SAT. Standardized 
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tests assess how well a student applies what they have learned in school to analyze and solve 
problems the way they will need to in college. 
 
The SAT Reasoning Test 
The SAT Reasoning Test is a three hour and forty-five minute exam that measures the critical 
thinking skills a student will need for academic success in college. The SAT is a multiple choice 
exam, except for 10-15 math questions and a 25 minute essay. Students will receive a score 
ranging from 200-800 in critical reading, math, and writing. 
 
 
SAT Subject Tests 
SAT Subject Tests are hour-long, primarily multiple choice tests in specific subjects that measure 
a student’s knowledge or skills in a particular subject and their ability to apply that knowledge.  
Numerous, primarily highly selective, colleges require or recommend one or more of the SAT 
Subject Tests for admissions or placement. SAT Subject Tests are scored on the same 200-800 
basis as the SAT Reasoning Test. Most colleges that require Subject Tests require the Math 
Subject Test. Only two schools require three Subject Tests, and those are Johns Hopkins and 
Georgetown. 
 
The ACT Test 
The ACT consists of four multiple choice tests and an optional Writing Test; each test is designed 
to measure academic achievement in a major area of high study: English, mathematics, reading, 
science, and writing. As opposed to the SAT Reasoning Test, the ACT measures mastery of a 
curriculum considered necessary for success in college. The constituent part and times of the 
ACT are: English - 75 questions, 45 minutes; mathematics - 60 questions, 60 minutes; reading - 
40 questions, 35 minutes; science - 40 questions, 35 minutes; optional writing test - one writing 
prompt, 30 minutes.  Scores are reported on a scale of 1-36. The four main components are 
averaged to create a composite score, also of 1-36. 
 
The ACT is the most commonly taken test by students at BCCHS. It is well aligned with the 
BCCHS curriculum.  
 
Advanced Placement Tests (AP) 
Advanced Placement Tests are designed for students who have completed college-level work in 
high school. AP tests are given in numerous subject areas and are scored on a scale of 1-5.  
Colleges may award course credit to students based upon their performance on the AP tests.  
Some schools award credit with a score of 3, others require a 4 or 5. Advanced Placements Tests 
are used for placement after admission and are usually not considered by the admissions office 
unless applying to British universities. 
 
Regardless of the type of test, for the best outcome in the college admissions process, students 
should familiarize themselves with the test format, type of questions, how questions are 
grouped, and directions. Students should also consider time management and type of response 
required on the answer sheet. Numerous books and on-line aids are available that cover basic 
test taking skills such as when to guess or answering easy questions first. Students taking the 
ACT should be sure consider purchasing The Real ACT Prep Guide, published by the ACT.    As 
with any other test, studying for college admissions tests does yield improved results.  
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Test Optional 
An increasing number of colleges are making SAT/ACT submission optional. Currently around 
800 colleges are test optional, including some highly selective institutions. These colleges offer 
different methods of evaluation student potential and are unique to each college. Generally, 
they will require a transcript and some other examples of student work, such as a graded paper. 
They may require an interview, letters of recommendation, and evidence of extra-curricular 
work. You can easily find a list of these colleges at fairtest.org. Note that schools such as Bates, 
Mt. Holyoke, Bowdoin and Wake Forest are on the list. Talk to Mrs. Hirt to decide if test optional 
is a good choice for you. 
 
HELPFUL WEBSITES 
www.actstudent.org – ACT test registration, test prep 
 
www.nextstepu.com – college, careers, life 
 
www.allaboutcollege.com – links to colleges, test prep, financial aid 
 
www.ncaa.com – good site for athletes 
 
www.ncaa.org – good site for athletes 
 
www.campustours.com – virtual college tours 
 
www.fastweb.com – register for scholarship emails 
 
www.finaid.org – complete the financial aid estimator 
 
www.collegeboard.com – test prep, college searches, financial aid 
 
www.usnews.com – college rankings 
 
www.wordsmith.org – register for the word of the day 
 
www.m-w.com – register for Merriam Webster’s word of the day 
 
www.collegiatechoice.com – try their crystal ball 
 
www.collegeanswer.com – search for scholarships 
 
www.essayedge.com – application essay editing service 
 
www.xap.com – college searches and tips 
 
www.mymajors.com – choose a major by creating a profile 
 
www.commonapp.org – the online common application  
 
www.capyear.com – for students who choose to take a year off before attending college 
 
www.cappex.com – create a profile and find college matches 
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www.gocollege.com – college match by inputting GPA, test scores, major, and interests 
 
www.freevocabulary.com – 5,000 standardized test vocabulary words 
 
http://youniversity.tv – virtual tours and information about campuses across the country 
 
www.eligibilitycenter.org – for Division I and II athletes 
 
www.meritaid.com – a comprehensive directory of merit scholarships 
A GLOSSARY OF TERMS USED IN COLLEGE ADMISSIONS AND FINANCIAL AID 
 
ACT: Tests which measure educational development in English, mathematics, reading, and 
science.   Required or recommended by many colleges as part of the admissions process. 
 
Award Letter: A means of notifying financial aid applicants of the assistance being offered. The 
award letter usually provides information on the types and amount of aid offered, as well as 
specific program information, student responsibilities, and other conditions that govern the 
award. The letter provides students with the opportunity to accept or decline the aid offered. 
 
Cost of Attendance: The student’s cost of attendance includes not only tuition and fees, but also 
the student’s living expenses while attending college. The cost of attendance is estimated by the 
school utilizing guidelines established by federal regulations. The cost of attendance is 
compared to the student’s expected family contribution to determine the student’s need for 
aid. 
 
CSS/Profile: A form used by the College Scholarship Service to gain information about the 
student’s total family income, assets, and expenses. The CSS analyzes this information to assess 
the family’s potential contribution toward college expenses. This form is typically required by 
private colleges and universities. 
 
Deferred Admission: The practice by some colleges of allowing an accepted student to postpone 
enrollment for one year. 
 
Early Action: Used by some highly selective colleges to notify students of acceptance by mid-
December without requirement or commitment on their part. 
 
Early Admission: Admitting students of superior ability into college courses and programs 
before they have completed the standard high school program. 
 
Early Decision: Application by a student in early fall to a first choice school. Institutions typically 
notify students of acceptance by mid-December; the student has a binding commitment to 
attend that institution. 
 
Expected Family Contribution: The amount the student’s family is expected to contribute 
towards the cost of attendance, for the purpose of the SFA Programs. The EFC is printed on the 
front of the Student Aid Report.  
 
Federal Methodology: The method used in determining eligibility for federal student aid 
programs. 
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Federal Pell Grant: An award to help undergraduates pay for their education after high school. 
 
Federal PLUS Loan: Federal Parent Loan for Undergraduate Students; parents borrow to help 
pay for their children’s education. This load is made to the parent by a bank, credit union, or 
savings and loan association. Interest rates are linked to the 52-week Treasury bill rates, but 
may not exceed 12%. May be used to replace the EFC. 
 
Federal Stafford Loan (Subsidized & Unsubsidized): Low-interest loans that are made to 
students attending college at least halftime. Loans are made by a bank, credit union, or savings 
and loan association. The federal government insures these loans. In a subsidized loan, the 
government pays the interest on the loan while the student is in college. In an unsubsidized 
loan, the student is responsible for paying the interest. Repayment rates will vary between the 
subsidized and unsubsidized loans under this program. 
 
Federal Work Study: Provides part-time employment to students attending institutions of 
higher education who need the earnings to help pay the cost of post-secondary education. FWS 
gives students an opportunity to earn money to help pay educational expenses. The program 
encourages community service work. 
 
Financial Aid Award – an offer of financial or in-kind assistance to a student a post-secondary 
educational institution. This award may be in the form on one or more of the following types of 
financial aid: repayable loan, a non-payable grant and/or scholarship, and/or student 
employment. 
 
Financial Aid Office – The office at a college or university that processes applications and 
awards financial aid. 
 
Financial Need: The difference between the student’s cost of attendance and the expected 
family contribution. 
 
Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA): The application for federal student aid, filled 
out by the student who collects household and financial information used to calculate the 
expected family contribution. 
 
Full-Time Student: Generally, a student who is taking a minimum of 12 semester hours per 
academic term in institutions with standard academic terms, or 24 clock hours per week in 
institutions which measure progress in terms of clock hours. 
 
Grants: Awards for which there is no expectation of repayment or services to be performed. 
 
Higher Education Opportunity Program (HEOP): A specialized program of admission and 
financial aid at independent (non-public) colleges and universities. 
 
Honors Program or College: Any program offering an opportunity for superior students to 
enrich their educational experience through independent, advanced, or accelerated study. 
 
Liberal Arts: A program of diverse general education including English, social studies, history, 
philosophy and literature, art, etc. 
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Loans: Awards made with a formal agreement for repayment with interest. 
 
Major: The subject of study in which a student chooses to specialize, including a series of related 
courses taken primarily during junior and senior years. 
 
Merit Award: Financial aid awarded based on demonstrated academic excellence, professional 
promise, and personal merit. 
 
Need Analysis: The process of analyzing household and financial information on a student’s 
financial aid application and calculating an expected family contribution. Need analysis is a 
system used to estimate a student applicant’s need for financial assistance to help meet his/her 
educational expenses. Need analysis consists of two primary components: determination of an 
estimate of the applicant’s and/or family’s ability to contribute educational expenses, and 
determination of an accurate estimate of educational expenses. 
 
Net Price Calculator: An online device that offers customized approximations of college costs 
based on standardized inputs such as family size and savings. The calculator estimates a 
prospective student’s financial aid, subtracts that amount from a college’s list price, or full cost, 
and provides a net price - the amount a student must borrow or pay to enroll. Net price 
calculators are required by federal mandate on each college’s website. However, they may be 
difficult to find on the site and are not standardized. 
 
Open Admissions/Enrollment: The policy of some colleges of admitting virtually all high school 
graduates, regardless of academic qualifications including as high school grades and admissions 
test scores. 
 
Preliminary Scholastic Assessment Test (PSAT): A practice assessment test offered to students 
in the fall of sophomore and junior years that is similar to the SAT Reasoning Test. The test is 
used to compute the National Merit Scholarship selection index and is the basis for awarding 
National Merit Scholarships.   
 
Reserve Officers Training Corp. (ROTC): Air Force, Army, and Navy programs on certain 
campuses that combine military education with baccalaureate degree study, often with financial 
support for those students who commit to future service in the Armed Forces. 
 
Restrictive Early Action/Single Choice Early Action 
Several highly selective colleges (Harvard, Princeton, Stanford, Notre Dame, Yale) offer the 
option of Restrictive Early Action.  This is a hybrid of Early Decision and Early Action.  While the 
rules are specific to each college, typically you are allowed to apply early to your target school 
and no other private colleges.  Most will allow you to apply early action (not decision) to public 
colleges.  You have the advantage of having your application decision by mid-December, but do 
not have an obligation or have to make a commitment until May 1. 
 
Rolling Admissions: The practice of processing an application for admission as soon as all 
required forms and credentials are received, rather than announcing all admission decision of 
the same date. 
 
Scholarship: A form of financial assistance which does not require repayment or employment 
and is made to a student who demonstrates or shows potential for distinction at an institution, 
usually in academic performance, the arts, or athletics. 
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Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT Reasoning Test): Test of developed critical reading, writing, 
and mathematical abilities given by the College Entrance Examination Board (CEEB) at specified 
test centers throughout the year. Required or recommended by many colleges as part of the 
admissions process. 
 
Student Aid Report (SAR): The federal “output document” printed by a FAFSA processor and 
mailed to the student. The SAR contains the family’s financial and other information as reported 
by the student on the financial aid application. The student can make corrections/update 
information on the SAR and submit it to the federal processor. The student’s eligibility for aid is 
indicated by the EFC printed on the front of the SAR. 
 
SAT Subject Test: Examinations offered b the College Entrance Examination Board in a number 
of academic areas.  Selective colleges use tests as a part of the admissions process; other 
colleges tests for level placement in college courses. 
   
Transcript: Official record of high school or college courses and grades achieved. 
 
Undergraduate: A student who has completed high school and is enrolled in a two or four year 
college. 
 
Transcript Request 
Transcript requests must be submitted electronically.   
Students must move the colleges they are applying to in the applying column.   
 
SCOIR TIPS: 

• Visit the website often 
• Check your email often 
• Explore the different features 
• If you are not sure about something…ask! 
• Have fun with this program.  You can’t “mess” anything up.  

 
CHOOSING A COLLEGE MAJOR 
Deciding on a college major is one of the most difficult choices that student has to make. Some 
high school students know what they plan to study in college; most students need time to 
explore different areas before making a decision. Many students have not decided on a career 
or college major when it comes time to search for a college. 
 
Most students do not need to make a decision about a major until late in their sophomore year 
of college. The major will have a set of requirements: number of courses, distribution of courses, 
comprehensive examinations, senior seminar, senior thesis, etc. 
 
Even a student who thinks they have decided on a major before going to college needs to 
remember that college is, above all, a place to learn. What a student learns may change goals, 
attitudes or expectations, and any of those changes can lead to a change in major.  Career and 
course of study choice may very likely be influenced by the college experience itself. 
 
To help narrow potential selection of a college major, consider the following suggestions:  

• Choose a major according to interests and abilities, not someone else’s plans for you. 
• If unsure of a major, choose a liberal arts program offering a wide variety of courses 
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• If several areas interest you, attend a college offering all of these programs 
• Indicate “undeclared major” on your college application if a major hasn’t been 

determined 
 

Before choosing a college major, consider the following questions: 
• What fields of work does this major prepare people for? 
• What particular skills are needed to pursue this major? 
• What high school courses will help prepare me for this major? 
• Is graduate school necessary to acquire real competency in this major? 
• What are the entrance requirements for this program?  

 
Research different careers by utilizing:  

• You Science on SCOIR 
• The internet  
• Job shadowing opportunities 
• Discussions with people who are employed in fields of interest  
• Understand and explore personal interests, abilities, strengths and weaknesses, as well 

as educational goals, values and learning style 
 
COLLEGE ADMISSIONS TIMELINE 
JUNIOR YEAR 
 
January 

• Talk with parents or guardians to generate criteria for investigating colleges 
• Concentrate on academics; junior year grades are extremely important  
• Utilize the Internet to begin searching for resources and tools to help with the college 

search such as SCOIR and NACAC’s Web Resources for the College Bound 
• If possible, make plans to visit potential colleges during school breaks 

 
February 

• Meet with college counselor to develop college list and discuss senior class selections 
Continue to embrace academic challenges  

• Register for the June ACT and/or SAT tests, and write down and retain user name and 
password for ACT and College Board accounts to prevent scores from being associated 
with a different account each time you register.  Be consistent in name, address, birth 
date and Social Security number, as all personal information will be synchronized when 
colleges are sent application information. Inconsistencies make it more difficult for 
schools to match your information with your application. 

• Students interested in attending a military academy should apply to the appropriate 
summer camp 

 
March 

• Maintain academic excellence 
• Discuss school choices with parents, counselor, and teachers 
• Register for the ACT or SAT, if not previously registered 
• Students considering colleges that require SAT Subject Tests, register for the June test 

administration.   
• Request admission literature and financial aid information from the colleges on your list 
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April 

• Continue to evaluate colleges, removing or adding to the list as appropriate 
• Continue ACT and SAT preparation 
• Begin looking for a summer job, volunteer opportunity, or enrichment program, or stop 

by the college counselor’s office for recommendations. Colleges love to see students use 
knowledge and develop skills and interests 

• Bring your parents and meet with the college counselor again if needed 
• Make senior year course selections that mirror the goals set for college admissions 

 
May 

• Deadline to register for June ACT or SAT 
• Advanced Placement exams administered 
• Prepare well for final exams 
• Register with the NCAA Eligibility Center or the NAIA if interested in playing Division I, II 

or NAIA sports in college 
• Consider enrolling in a summer academic course at a local college, applying for an 

internship, or volunteering 
• Visit colleges over the summer.  On a family vacation with a college nearby, make an 

appointment for a visit.  Each college visit, even to colleges of little interest, is a learning 
experience allows students and families to gain perspective 

 
Summer 

• Utilize tools on SCOIR create, maintain and perfect a college resume. Arrive at school in 
the fall with a completed account of all participation, activities, leadership roles and 
accomplishments to date updated on the resume on SCOIR. Teachers, counselors, 
colleges, and scholarship foundations alike will utilize this document 

• If preferred colleges require an essay, spend time in the summer writing required essays 
and having a teacher or other adult review the work. Once school starts this can be an 
increasingly difficult burden to complete for students and adults alike 

• Register for the September ACT or October SAT  
 
 
 
SENIOR YEAR 
September and October 
 

• Meet with college counselor to review college list 
• Make sure the SCOIR list of colleges you are applying to is accurate 
• Review transcript and resume for accuracy 
• If needed, plan on retaking ACT and SAT tests in the fall, as well as SAT Subject tests not 

yet taken 
• Register to attend the College Fair at MSU-B 
• Prepare Early Decision or Early Action applications, and be aware of upcoming deadlines 
• Meet with visiting college representatives, if possible to do so without missing a test or 

a lab.  Dates and times are posted on the SCOIR site. Printed sign-up sheets must be 
shown to the teacher in advance, and classwork missed is the responsibility of the 
student 
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• Ask teachers for recommendations. First ask the teacher in person, and then send a 
request via SCOIR. This allows the teacher to monitor deadlines and outstanding 
requests 

• Open a Common Application account. College counseling will conduct workshops on the 
Common Application during Refocus 

• Sign the FERPA waiver on SCOIR to waive the right to view letters or recommendations - 
no waiver, no letter 

• Begin preparation of the FAFSA materials with family (tax and income documents) 
• Continue to work on required essays 
• Apply to a Montana state school in September. State schools in Montana utilize rolling 

admission and will respond to the application within two weeks.   
• Request that ACT or SAT send test scores to chosen schools. BCCHS does not send 

standardized test scores. This is the responsibility of the student. 
• Plan needed college visits 
• Continue to focus on academic achievement. Seventh semester grades are the last 

opportunity for many colleges to evaluate academics. 
• Stay in touch with the college counselor. No number of requests for help or information 

is too frequent. 
 
November 

• Submit your college applications not yet submitted. There is no benefit in waiting and 
many reasons to apply early. 

• Check college websites to see if they require the CSS PROFILE in addition to a FAFSA for 
financial aid, which is required for many private colleges. Ask parents to visit 
profileonline.collegeboard.com to begin the process for schools that require it. 

• Ask a teacher or other adult to proofread and critique college essays 
• If needed, sign up for a final ACT or SAT 

 
December 

• Final requests for Letters of Recommendation must be submitted at least two weeks 
prior to Christmas break 

• Common Application deadline is December 31. Complete and submit application with 
required supplements before Christmas break. There are no school staff members 
available to assist students over Christmas break 

• Students accepted to a school by Early Decision, follow the instructions for admitted 
students and withdraw any outstanding applications. If the decision is deferred until 
spring, or student was denied, submit applications to other colleges. If the decision is 
deferral, interested students should respond to the deferral letter immediately, 
expressing continued interest and determination to attend. Seventh semester grades 
are very important in this case; therefore, a student should maintain academic intensity 

• If accepted Early Action the acceptance is not binding, and therefore no action is 
necessary on the part of the student. If the school is a first-choice school, a student may 
opt to send in a deposit and take advantage of first choice options in housing 

• Students pursuing Early Decision II should submit applications 
  
January 

• Focus on semester exams and final projects. For many schools, seventh semester grades 
are the final appraisal of academic achievement 
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• Submit portfolios, musical tapes, or other supplements to your application as required 
by colleges. Work with subject teachers for assistance in compiling these 

• If required, request that mid-year grades be sent to colleges 
• If applying for financial aid, parents must complete and submit the FAFSA at this time 
• Notify college counselor of any reported missing information in application file  
• Students planning to attend a state university in Montana, complete applications for 

Presidential or Premier Scholarships and apply to Honors Colleges, if applicable 
 
February 

• After completing a FAFSA, the Student Aid Report (SAR) should be received within four 
weeks.  Review the SAR carefully and check for any inaccuracies.  If necessary, correct 
any items on the SAR and return it to the FAFSA processor, and notify the college of any 
change if a college transmitted your data directly 

• If more than four weeks have passed since submitting FAFSA and an acknowledgement 
has not been received, contact the Federal Student Aid Information Center at (319) 337-
5665.  For identification purposes they will need name, social security number, address, 
and date of birth, exactly as it appears on submitted FAFSA 

• Complete all potential scholarship applications 
• Early Decision Round II candidates are notified of admission decisions 

There is a tendency to relax academically at this time. Remember that all college acceptances 
can be revoked for failing to maintain the academic standard presented upon application.  
Students should also be prepared for upcoming AP exams. 
 
March 

• Inform college counselor of admissions results 
• Post admissions results on SCOIR   
• Official results will be written, not verbal  
• Maintain grades and fight senioritis. Admissions officers will often call to check on a 

student’s academic performance 
• Continue to check on scholarships and other financial aid possibilities 
• Revisit colleges if necessary 

 
April 

• All admissions decisions are made by April 1st 
• Respond by May 1 to college of choice with a deposit that ensures a place at the school; 

unless a deposit is received, a place is not guaranteed. Notify your choice as soon as 
possible and, as a courtesy, notify the schools not selected so that a spot can be offered 
to someone on their Wait List  

• If you are waitlisted meet with college counselor to plan strategy  
• Inform college counselor of selected college  
• Do not “double deposit”, or admission may be lost at both schools 
• Write thank you letters to all of the teachers who have helped in the application process, 

especially those that wrote recommendations. They care a great deal and will be 
interested in the outcome 

 
May 

• Posted the selected college on SCOIR. The school designated as “attending” will receives 
the final transcript, which will be sent out in mid to late June 

• Request AP exam scores be sent to selected college, if applicable 
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• Request transcripts from dual credit courses be sent to college.   
• Graduation – congratulations! 

 
June 

• Know when payment for tuition, room, meal plans, etc. is due.  
• If necessary, ask the financial aid office about installment payment plan 
• Look for information in the mail from the college about housing, roommates, 

orientation, course selection, etc.   
• Respond promptly to all requests from the college 

 
 
 
	


