[image: image4.wmf]What to Do About Senioritis…
Make Your Senior Year Count

Seniors, you have worked hard for three years, taking tests, completing projects, and preparing for college admission. When senior year rolls around, some students just want to get through college applications and relax before they head off to the college of their choice.

Also known as senioritis, taking it easy senior year may seem like a nice break, but is likely to do more harm than good. According to recent reports, incomplete high school preparation can contribute to academic problems in college. 

· As many as half of all college students do not have adequate academic preparation, and are required to take remedial courses.

· More than one quarter of the freshmen at 4-year colleges and nearly half of those at 2-year colleges do not even make it to their sophomore year.

Not only does senioritis jeopardize your chances for success later on in college, it can also affect your grades -- and college admission officers pay close attention to your performance senior year.

Senior-Year Grades and College Admission

Many students mistakenly believe that preparing for college ends after the eleventh grade. However, the senior year -- the entire senior year -- is actually of particular interest to colleges.

Applying

Many college applications (including the Common Application) require you to list your senior courses, including information about course levels and credit hours. It will be very obvious to the admission officers if you've decided to take a mental vacation!

Many colleges also include as part of the application a form called the mid-year grade report. Your counselor completes this form with your first semester grades and sends it to the colleges to which you've applied. It then becomes a crucial part of the application folder.

If You Are Accepted

Many college acceptance letters include warnings to students such as "Your admission is contingent on your continued successful performance." This means colleges reserve the right to deny you admission should your senior year grades drop.

Mary Lee Hoganson, College Counselor for Homewood-Flossmor Community High School, Flossmor, Illinois writes: "It is not at all rare for a college to withdraw an offer of admission when grades drop significantly over the course of the senior year. (I have a folder full of copies of these letters.)" 

How to Make the Most of Your Senior Year

Your senior year is your opportunity to strengthen your skills and broaden your experiences, in school and out, to prepare for all of the challenges ahead. A successful senior year can help launch you on the path to a successful future.

Maintain a Challenging Course Load

You should take the most rigorous courses available, and be sure to continue taking college-track subjects. 

Stay Active and Involved

Your continued involvement in activities, sports, volunteer work, etc. will help you stay active and focused throughout your final year. A great internship or career-focused job opportunity can help motivate you to start considering your career options. Meaningful and significant experiences will help prepare you to make informed decisions about your education and career goals.

[image: image5.wmf]
Getting In:

Application forms

Once you decide where to apply, go online or contact the admissions offices on those campuses to request an application for admission. When completing the applications:

· Apply online if possible, most colleges and universities prefer the online application

· If you are completing the paper application, make a copy of the application form and use the copy for a rough draft

· Type the application if possible.  Most schools offer downloadable applications on their Web sites, so you can fill them out on the computer and print them for signing

· Double-check answers and make copies of everything

You can use FACTS.ORG Online Application Tool to apply to many of the colleges and universities in Florida

Official transcripts:

The transcript is your official high school academic record.  It contains a list of your courses and grades.  Go to room 20 (Student Services) to order your transcripts, they will cost $1.00 each after the first one.

Test Scores:

When you take standardized tests such as the SAT or ACT, you are asked to list the names of several schools you plan to attend. The testing organization will forward your scores directly to these schools.  However, if you decide to apply to additional schools after taking these tests, you will need to contact the testing organization to have the scores sent for a fee.

To have SAT scores sent to an additional school, contact the Educational Testing Service at 609/771-7600.  To have the ACT scores forwarded to an additional school, contact ACT at 317/337-1270.

Recommendations:

Generally, two recommendations are required for each application.  You should request recommendations from people who know your strengths.  These may include teachers, counselors and community leaders.  Keep in mind that these individuals are often busy, and therefore you should allow those who are willing to assist enough time to meet their deadlines.

Essays:

The essay questions asked on college admissions applications are a great opportunity to show your uniqueness and describe what an asset you would be to their institution.  These essays help admissions officers understand a student’s motivations, creativity and personality.  

What schools are looking for:    
Academic record:

Most schools look for similar types of academic criteria, but you should check the school’s catalog to find its minimum requirements.  Schools also evaluate your choice of electives.  They will be looking for evidence that you made the most of the courses offered in high school.  Choosing an additional course in math, science or your field of interest may not only increase your knowledge, but may place you ahead of applicants who have the minimum number of credits. 

Extra-curricular accomplishments:

Schools also will consider a student’s non-academic accomplishments such as: participation in clubs, community organizations, volunteer groups and leadership positions.  Involvement in these types of activities usually indicates that you are ambitious and dedicated.

Social Security

Without the SSN, correct identification of an applicant’s record cannot be assured and may result in a delay in the disbursement of an award.  The SSN is essential for matching test scores with student records and for matching your Bright Futures award with your college records.

Visit www.ssa.gov/online/ss-5.html  or call 1-800-772-1213 for more information.
Three Steps to a Great College Essay

You, in 500 Words or Less

The college application essay is a chance to explain who you are and show your personality, charm, talents, vision, and spirit to the admission committee. It's a chance to show you can think about things and that you can write clearly about your thoughts. Don't let the chance disappear. Stand up straight and believe in yourself!

The Essay Writing Process

OK, boot up your computer and let's get to it. To write a college essay, use the exact same three-step process you'd use to write an essay for class: first prewrite, then draft, and finally, edit. This process will help you identify a focus for your essay, and gather the details you'll need to support it.

Prewriting

To begin, you must first collect and organize potential ideas for your essay's focus. Since all essay questions are attempts to learn about you, begin with…yourself.

· Brainstorm
Set a timer for 15 minutes; make a list of your strengths and outstanding characteristics. Focus on strengths of personality, not things you've done. For example, you are responsible (not an "Eagle Scout") or committed (not "played basketball"). If you keep drifting toward events rather than characteristics, make a second list of the things you've done, places you've been, accomplishments you're proud of; use them for the activities section of your application. 

· Discover Your Strengths
Do a little research about yourself: ask parents, friends, and teachers what your strengths are. 

· Create a "Self-Outline"
Now, next to each trait, list five or six pieces of evidence from your life -- things you've been or done -- that prove your point. 

· Find Patterns and Connections
Look for patterns in the material you've brainstormed. Group similar ideas and events together. For example, does your passion for numbers show up in your performance in the state math competition and your summer job at the computer store? Was basketball about sports or about friendships? When have you stuck with the hard work to be with people who matter to you? 

· Drafting your essay…

Now it's time to get down to the actual writing. Write your essay in three basic parts: introduction, body, and conclusion.

· The introduction gives your reader an idea of your essay's content. You should try to be concise. Make sure you have an attention grabbing sentence to set the tone. 

· The body presents the evidence that supports your main idea. Use narration and incidents to show rather than tell. 

· The conclusion can be brief as well, a few sentences to nail down the meaning of the events and incidents you've described. 

An application essay shouldn’t read like an essay you would submit for your History or English class, but thinking in terms of these three traditional parts is a good way to organize your main points.

There are three basic essay styles you should consider:

· Standard Essay
Take two or three points from your self-outline, give a paragraph to each, and make sure you provide plenty of evidence. Choose things not apparent from the rest of your application or "light up" some of the activities and experiences listed there. 

· Less-Is-More Essay
In this format, you focus on a single interesting point about yourself. It works well for brief essays of a paragraph or half a page. 

· Narrative Essay
A narrative essay tells a short and vivid story. Write one or two narrative paragraphs that grab and engage the reader's attention, then explain what this little tale reveals about you. 

· Editing

· When you have a good draft, it's time to make final improvements and correct any errors.  Be sure to get someone else to give you feedback, but NEVER ask someone to write for you. Remember, you are the one to best voice who you are. No one can speak for you; your own words and ideas are your best bet.  Make sure to ask yourself these questions:  Does your main idea come across clearly? Do you prove your points with specific details? Is your essay easy to read aloud? Also remember, less is more.

· Let It Cool Off
If you find yourself in a serious case of “writer’s block,” take a break from your work and come back to it in a few days. Have someone you like and trust read your essay. Ask them to tell you what they think you're trying to convey. Did they get it right? 

· Proofread Two or More Times
Careless spelling or grammatical errors, awkward language, or fuzzy logic will make your essay memorable -- in a bad way. 
What do Admissions Officers Consider?

When looking at applicants, admissions officers consider:

· Courses taken in high school—Admissions officers consider students who take challenging courses to be better prepared than students who take the easier route through high school.

· Grades—Your grade point average and percentile in your graduating class are also important.

· College entrance exam score—Colleges use entrance exam scores to determine whether you are ready for collegiate academics as well as for course placement.

· Extracurricular activities—Are you involved in high school activities, and will you be involved on campus? Students who are involved in campus activities are more likely to remain in college and thrive on campus.

· College essay—Some colleges require essays and use them to judge writing skills and to learn more about prospective students as individuals.  The essay can be a huge opportunity for you to show a school who you are and what you’re made of!

· Interview—Some colleges conduct interviews. You should present yourself as someone who is bright, articulate, and interested in being involved in the school.  You should also make sure to dress and act appropriately.  This interview is an opportunity for you to shine, so don’t take it lightly!

· Whether the college is the right fit—Based on what they see, will you like the lifestyle of the particular campus, fit in with fellow classmates, and find activities in which to be involved? 

List, Compare, and Visit Colleges

It's time to narrow down your list of possible colleges. Collect information about colleges that might meet most of your needs. Then, identify potential choices for the next step—applying for admission.

[image: image6.wmf]Sources of information:
· College catalogs, information bulletins or videos

· College representatives

· Parents, students and alumni

· School counselors and teachers

· College websites and Internet searches

· Directories and computerized information systems

· Professionals in the field

Identify Important Factors in Choosing a College

In choosing a college, the first things you'll probably consider will be the type of academic program and the availability of the major—or majors—you are most interested in.
Here are some other things to think about as you compare colleges; how you rank these other factors will depend largely on your personal preferences and needs.

	Location

· distance from home

Environment

· type of school (2-year or 4-year)

· school setting (urban, rural)

· location & size of nearest city

· co-ed, male, female

· religious affiliation

Size

· enrollment

· physical size of campus

Admission requirements

· deadline(s)

· tests required

· average test scores, GPA, rank

· special requirements

Academics

· majors offered

· special requirements

· accreditation—recognized by regional or national accrediting bodies as meeting objectives

· student-faculty ratio

· typical class size

College Expenses

· tuition, room & board

· estimated total budget

· application fee, deposits
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	Financial aid

· deadline(s)

· required forms

· % of student population receiving aid

· scholarships

· part-time employment opportunities

Housing

· residence hall requirements

· availability

· types and sizes

· food plans

Facilities

· academic

· recreational

· other

Activities

· clubs, organizations

· sororities/fraternities

· athletics, intramurals

· other

Campus visits

· find out when to visit

· take advantage of special opportunities for free student visits


Make Final Decisions
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Waiting for notice of acceptance can be agonizing. Admissions materials and financial aid applications list the date by which decisions will be made. Don't expect to be notified sooner than the date listed. Many schools mail notifications to applicants by April 1, and most require acceptance by May 1.

Once admissions notices are received, the decision-making begins. Make your decision carefully and thoughtfully, and accept an offer that feels right. If that dream college doesn't extend an offer, remind yourself that it isn't the end of the world. A college education, regardless of the school where you earn it, is a valuable investment in your future.

Be sure you keep the lines of communication open with all of the schools extending offers. Once you make a final decision, let all who have extended offers know of your decision.  

	Can You Spot a Scholarship Scam?

Be a Smart Consumer
More than 350,000 people are cheated by scholarship scams each year.
Scholarships are an attractive way to help manage college costs. Your child won't have to repay them (like loans) or work to maintain them (like work-study). Since students and parents are so eager to find these funds, it's no wonder that they become easy targets for financial aid con- artists.

Scholarship Scams

Many scholarship finders promote the old adage that "millions of dollars in private scholarship money goes unused every year." The fact is, nearly all available financial aid comes from the federal government or from individual colleges.

Often private scholarships are slated for very specific applicants, such as students with a particular career interest, or members of a certain church or organization. These institutions have created funds for students, so they are eager to give them to qualified individuals. They are not interested in keeping the money a secret.

You and your child can easily find out about these opportunities by checking with your employer and other appropriate institutions. Have your child make the contact with clubs or other organizations to find out what they seek in an applicant. Your child's high school counselor can also provide information on scholarships. 

Beware of Scams

[image: image7.wmf]If you do decide to use a scholarship locator, beware. Scholarship scams have been around for years. More than 350,000 people are cheated by scholarship scams each year, losing some $5 million, according to the National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators.

Tell-Tale Signs It's a Scam

According to the Federal Trade Commission's Scholarship Scams, if you hear these lines from a scholarship service, you may be getting duped:

· "The scholarship is guaranteed or your money back."
No one can guarantee that they'll get you a grant or a scholarship. Refund guarantees often have conditions or strings attached. Get refund policies in writing -- before you pay.
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	· "You can't get this information anywhere else."
There are many free lists of scholarships available. Start researching scholarships at the high school or library before you decide to pay someone to do the work for you. 

· "I just need your credit card or bank account number to hold this scholarship."
Never give out credit card or bank account number on the phone without getting information in writing first. It may be the set-up for an unauthorized withdrawal from your account. 

· "We'll do all the work."
Don't be fooled. There's no way around it, you must apply for scholarships or grants yourself. 

· "The scholarship will cost money."
Don't pay anyone who claims to be "holding" a scholarship or grant for you. Free money shouldn't cost a thing. 
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"You've been selected" by a "national foundation" to receive a scholarship or "You're a finalist" in a contest you never entered.
Before you send money to apply for a scholarship, check it out. Make sure the foundation or program is legitimate. 


	
	


Fight Back

Free money shouldn't cost you a penny. If you suspect a scam, bring a copy of all literature and correspondence to your guidance office or to a financial aid administrator at a local college for advice. You can also contact the Better Business Bureau, your State Bureau of Consumer Protection, your State Attorney General's Office, or report the offer to the National Fraud Information Center.

More Information

Scholarship Scams from FinAid.org provides advice on how to identify scams, how to distinguish between legitimate and fraudulent organizations, how to protect yourself from scholarship scams, and what to do if you are scammed.

Other Financial Aid Scams

Telemarketing Grant Scams

A recent financial aid scam attempts to steal your credit card or bank account number.  A caller, claiming to be a representative of the U.S. Department of Education, offers to replace your student loan with an $8,000 grant. The catch: the caller needs your bank account number in order to charge a processing fee. (The Department of Education does not provide a plan to replace loans with grants and does not charge a processing fee to obtain Title IV grants.) This has also been attempted through email as well.

The lesson: don't give out personal information unless you've initiated the contact, or you are sure you know who you're dealing with. Identity thieves may pose as a representative of government agencies, banks, or businesses in an attempt to get you to reveal personal information.

The Office of the Inspector General, U.S. Department of Education website offers information about what you should do if you have provided bank or credit card information to a scam artist.

Do You Really Need a Financial Aid Consultant?

Parents who feel intimidated by the financial aid process often turn to financial aid consultants. But beware, some of these services can be shady, and financial aid officers often resent the intervention of outside professionals in the aid package award process.

Financial aid consultants advertise their ability to help families through complicated financial aid forms and provide tricks to getting through the system. Financial aid forms are relatively simple, and your CAP Advisor will give you advice for free.

Also, there are not really any "tricks" to the financial aid system. It is the job of financial aid officers to ensure that once you're accepted you can pay for the college. They are not trying to hoard money, but rather give it away. Financial aid officers make funding decisions based on the school’s award criteria and funds available. The aid officer is your best ally in this process; no independent service is likely to influence it. Aid officers will also know about state funding and other opportunities to apply for aid.

Financial aid consultants may suggest moving assets around or transacting a major purchase or gift to reduce income and qualify for more aid. This should set off your alarm bells. First, administrators can easily spot this kind of maneuvering. If they suspect they are being deceived, colleges may refuse to consider the financial aid application.

Professionals may also promise to use your credentials to "bargain" for the best deal at various colleges. Colleges usually have strict financial aid award guidelines, and they will not bargain for students with other institutions. If you feel important financial information has been overlooked in your aid award, you should certainly contact the school's financial aid office to contest the award. Financial aid offices are unlikely to be willing to discuss these circumstances with a professional consultant.
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