
Frequently Asked Questions & Answers: The College Process
Q. How important are grade point average and standardized test scores in the college 
application process?
A. A consistently strong academic profile with a good GPA, a challenging selection of courses, 
good test scores, and a “scholarly record” is the initial key to opening admission doors, but the 
world of college admission offers no guarantees. Your GPA, test scores and academic record 
must fit the needs and requirements of each college to which you apply.  Some schools are highly 
selective, whereas others are more inclusive and broader in their acceptance practices. In 
addition to grades and standardized test scores, your application also needs to persuasively 
profile your talents and passions and your ability to contribute or be an asset to a particular 
college. 

Q. Are my high school course choices important to colleges? 
A. Your transcript should illustrate two important aspects of your scholarship: your interests and 
your aptitudes. If you enjoy math and science and excel in these courses, your transcript will most 
likely reflect this. If you plan to apply to a variety of colleges and do not know your intended area 
of study, then a broad college preparatory curriculum is acceptable. Most high schools hold 
distributive requirements that meet college criteria (e.g. 4 years of math and English, 3 years of 
social sciences, 3 years of science, 2 years of foreign language, etc.).  
It is most important, however, to know what each college requires. For example, highly selective 
colleges often require 4 years of foreign language in high school. The more selective the college, 
the more challenging your high school courses (honors or Advance Placement) should be. It’s not 
unusual for students applying to highly selective colleges to take as many as 8 honors or AP 
courses during high school. You want the colleges to think of you as a student who embraces 
academic challenges.

Q. How do colleges look at GPAs, with weighted and 4.0 scales? 
A. Some college admissions look only at the course choices, and some recalculate GPA’s. In 
recalculating GPA’s, some colleges only use core courses, some use all academic courses but 
eliminate music, art, health, technology, and physical education. Still other colleges eliminate all 
added weight. This is why class rank is not as important a factor for many colleges. The best 
approach is to take the most challenging course load possible, and do your best!

Q. How many Advanced Placement courses should I take?
A. This truly depends on your motivation, interests and confidence as a student. You should only 
take AP’s in subjects that greatly interest you. You should also take AP courses if you are 
planning to apply to highly selective colleges. The highly selective colleges want to see applicants 
maximizing the AP curriculum available at their high school. A course load of 6 to 8 AP courses is 
considered the norm for applicants applying to highly competitive colleges. The good news is that 
AP classes are often more organized and structured and, therefore, easier to manage. The other 
important consideration for AP’s is the test results. College admissions look closely at AP exam 
scores. Do not take an AP class if you do not think you can score above a 3 on the exam.

Q. Is it better to earn a "B" in an AP course or an "A" in a regular course?
A. Of course, it is always better to earn an "A" in an AP course, but this is not always realistic or 
possible. The best approach if a student wants to apply to a competitive or highly selective school 
is to take the most challenging courses available and excel in those courses to the best of their 
ability. With regard to grades in an AP course, most high schools weight the GPA with extra credit 
for AP’s. It is also most important to excel on the AP exam at the conclusion of a course 
(administered each year in May). If a student receives a “B” in an AP class but scores a “4” or “5” 
on the exam, they have proven their academic skill and revealed the challenging profile of their 
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school or teacher.  If a student receives an “A” in an AP class but only scores a “3” on the AP 
exam, then they fall a bit short.

Q. Should I take both the ACT and SAT tests? Is either test better than the other in the eyes 
of colleges?
A. Many students worry that the SAT is still preferred, so they choose to take both. This is no 
longer necessary, however, as almost every college accepts the ACT as well as the SAT, and the 
more competitive schools require the SAT Subject tests for additional measure. It is best to 
determine which test suits you better and focus on score achievement for that specific test. The 
ACT is a more straightforward, direct and content packed test; the content is broad but 
accessible, and the format includes four distinct sections of English, math, reading and science. 
The SAT, by contrast, is divided into 9-10 sections alternating between English, math, reading, 
math and grammar. The SAT assumes a very solid and advanced vocabulary and goes deeper 
into math content. The SAY is also more enigmatic, assessing logic and problem-solving skill 
rather than content knowledge. 
Each test has a scale for performance that is competitive for any of the most selective colleges, 
and achievement along these scales can determine viable college options.

Q. When should I take the ACT or SAT?
A. The ACT can be taken multiple times during a student's sophomore, junior, or senior year, 
ideally in December, February, April, and June. With the ACT, the student is able to submit only 
their highest scores. It is advisable to take the SAT exams only when prepared. The optimum 
time, assuming the student is primed, is in January and March, or March and May or June of the 
junior year. Occasionally, a student needs time over the summer for additional study, and there 
are September and October testing dates if necessary. 
If a student has consistently and pointedly prepared for either or both tests, then we do not 
recommend taking either more than three times. 

Q. How much preparation time or tutoring is advisable for test preparation?
A. Typically, students should take a diagnostic for a baseline test score. Then they can determine 
areas for improvement and set viable test goals. Test score improvement generally requires 
18-24 hours of instruction and 12-18 hours of study and drill.
For the SAT, students should begin preparing in July prior to junior year. Juniors can qualify for 
awards with the PSAT/NMSQT (National Merit Scholarship Qualifying Test) and this test is 
administered in October; by starting to prepare for the SATs in July, students can reach their 
potential on the PSAT/NMSQT. Depending upon the score on this exam, we encourage students 
to take either the January and March SAT or the March and May SAT.
Students should allow 8-12 weeks advanced preparation for the ACT, leading up to their test 
date(s). Often, test dates are determined by competing priorities, but all first rounds of testing 
should be completed by June of junior year.  Last minute testing senior fall creates undue stress 
and pressure.

Q. If I am not happy with my scores, should I take the tests again?
A. In general, colleges will use your highest scores from two or three ACTs, SATs and Subject 
Tests. Most students take the ACT or SAT twice and each Subject Test once. Occasionally, a 
student will take the ACT or SAT three times and repeat a particular Subject Test an additional 
time. It is important to check each college's policy as it relates to the student releasing scores. In 
most cases, the November SATs and October ACTs are the last test dates for early decision or 
early action, and the January SATs and the December ACTs are usually the last test dates for 
regular decision. Since each college has their own policy as far as testing dates, it is always wise 
to check with the individual colleges. 
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Q. What are Subject Tests?
A. Subject Tests are one-hour exams administered in 20 different academic subjects. These 
exams are required by most of the highly selective colleges and, along with SATs or ACTs, they 
are used to evaluate applicants for admission. Students can take up to three Subject Tests on a 
given day but cannot take SATs and Subject Tests on the same day. 

Q. How do I know if I need to take Subject Tests?
A. Before deciding which Subject Tests to take, you might want to make a preliminary college 
target list. Review the college websites to determine their specific requirements. For example, 
several universities require that all students intending to take a math Subject Test take only Math 
2. If you plan to apply to an engineering program, a Math 2 and a science Subject Test will most 
probably be required. Some colleges require two Subject Tests while others require three. 

Q. When do I take Subject Tests?
A. Competitive students are already taking AP courses and hope to be applying to highly 
selective colleges. Even if they don't have a list of colleges targeted, they should consider taking 
SAT Subject Tests. May or June is the perfect time for these exams, while AP course and exam 
material remains fresh and relevant. 

Q. How much do colleges weigh my extracurricular activities in my profile?
A. The most important part of selecting extracurricular activities is that you learn from, contribute 
to and enjoy what you do!  Activities outside of the classroom (e.g. athletics, music, community 
service, citizenship, clubs, school leadership, employment, etc.) are a chance for you to express 
your interests and passions and develop skills for lifelong learning. College admission 
representatives do not really care what the activity is (student council, sports team, or local job) 
but they do want to see that you are engaged in and participating in the school or local 
community. These activities can be singular and focused, reflecting high achievement and 
expertise, or they can be broad and cross myriad interests and abilities. The most important 
aspect is that you show your capacity for participating beyond the classroom. These activities are 
often the environments in which you face the greatest challenges and experience the most 
meaningful growth and learning opportunities. Your extracurricular activities show the colleges 
who you are as a person beyond the objective data of your GPA and test scores.

Q. If I have too many activities for the application form, should I email a resume?
A. You want to avoid emailing a separate resume if possible. Most applications, including the 
Common Application, have instructions for you to complete the activities section and then upload 
a document in  "Additional Information" if you need additional space. On the application itself, 
include the highlights of your extracurricular involvements. Then, for the uploaded document, it is 
acceptable to provide more details and include other activities. 

Q. What is the most important consideration for summer activities?
A. Similar to extracurricular activities, summer is an opportunity for you to explore interests and 
develop skills beyond the classroom. Local employment, leadership positions, volunteer work, 
athletic or academic pursuits and camps, travel, etc. are all worthy kinds of summer activities. 
Summer programs are often the environments in which you face the greatest challenges and 
experience the most meaningful growth and learning opportunities. Your summer activities show 
the colleges who you are as a person beyond the objective data of your GPA and test scores.

Q. How important is the college essay?
A. VERY IMPORTANT! Your essay makes all the difference; the essay is your voice, an 
opportunity to speak personally to the admissions committee. You want to convey authentically 
who you are, what is important to you, and what makes you unique. Do not write about your 
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grades, courses standardized test scores, or academic or athletic awards, since all that 
information is elsewhere on your application. Effective essays show sides of your personality that 
cannot be seen in any other place on the application and separate you from thousands of other 
applicants. If you can move the admissions committee to tears, laughter, awe, surprise, respect or 
curiosity, they will want to accept you!

Q. How many colleges should I apply to?
A. Although there is no standard number, we recommend students apply to about 3 "Reaches," 3 
"Fits" and 3 "Definites". It is most important that each school be one you are happy to have on the 
list – you fit that school academically, socially, geographically, culturally, etc. Applying to nine 
colleges can be overwhelming and challenging. A student with more than 15 schools on a list has 
obviously not done his/her research, and there is most likely overlap on that list.  A good college 
target list will yield more acceptances than rejections, because you have vetted the school to 
meet your needs and can realize their admissions criteria. 

Q. Is it essential to visit colleges? If so, when?
A. A campus visit can often help you decide if a particular college is the right place for you, but a 
visit is not required and many schools promise you will not be disadvantaged if you do not visit.  If 
you can visit, however, take notes about the facilities, the academic, extracurricular, cultural and 
social life, the surrounding neighborhood, and, of course, the students. The best time to visit 
colleges is when classes are in session and you have the opportunity to sit in on some classes. 
You can visit during the fall, winter, or spring of junior year.
Some colleges rate you on your interest, and a college visit is a major factor in some colleges’ 
measure. The other benefit to visiting a college prior to applying is that you will be able to write a 
more powerful essay on why you consider that particular college a good match for you. 

Q. How do I submit my official test scores to colleges?
A. When a college requires official standardized test scores, this means that the scores need to 
be sent directly from the testing agencies. Prior to the exam, a student can designate the 
recipients of the scores on the registration form and then the first four reports are free. Be wary of 
this approach, however, unless you feel you will test extremely well first round. It is better to wait 
until the score results are in, and for an additional fee plus the fee for each report, send the 
scores after you are satisfied with your scores and the college list is finalized. 

Q. Is applying early decision a benefit?
A. By applying early decision, a student signs a contract that if accepted, he/she will attend. With 
the highly selective colleges, this can provide an edge for a student who knows by the early 
decision deadline that there is no other college that he/she would rather attend. This application 
pool is generally smaller, albeit more competitive.

Q. Do all colleges us the Common Application?
A. No, not all colleges use the Common Application. Generally, larger universities do not 
subscribe to the Common App.  For a comprehensive list, and to familiarize yourself with the 
Common App format, you can visit:  HYPERLINK "https://www.commonapp.org/CommonApp/
Members.aspx" https://www.commonapp.org/CommonApp/Members.aspx.

Q. If I apply for financial aid, will I hurt my admissions chances?
A. Although some colleges have different offices that review financial aid applications, students 
need to know that many colleges are not "need blind" but rather "need aware" and these colleges 
may be limited in their allocation of scholarship funds. If your family has the ability to pay for four 
years of college, then they should not be filing a financial aid application. 
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Q. Does legacy factor into admissions?
A. Colleges are keenly aware that alumni are responsible for donations and a college's 
endowment is of the utmost importance. Colleges also want to see family traditions continue. 
Each school is different. At some universities, legacy means that a parent attended the 
undergraduate college while at others, an applicant is considered a legacy if a father, mother, 
sibling, aunt, uncle, or grandparent attended. At some colleges, a candidate is also viewed as 
legacy if a parent or other relative attended the graduate school. While legacy is certainly a factor 
in admission decisions and does get a candidate a deeper look, it will never replace the 
importance of academic credentials. At some colleges, legacy applicants are admitted two to four 
times the overall admissions rate and can also sometimes provide a hundred points toward the 
SAT score. Legacy candidates generally compete with other legacy candidates. 

Q. Does location play a significant role in my value as a candidate?
A. Geography certainly plays a part in the admissions process at many private colleges. At state 
universities, however, this factor may be less important or not considered at all. When a college is 
attempting to fill its class with students of diverse interests, backgrounds, and ethnicities, the 
applicants' place of residence may positively or negatively impact a decision. Whether or not this 
is a significant difference depends on where the student resides and the college to which he or 
she applies. A former dean of admissions at Dartmouth College once said, "If only we had one 
student from the state of Nebraska who could read, we would have accepted him." Obviously, this 
is an exaggeration and was said in jest, but it makes an important point that geography can be an 
influential factor in an admissions decision.

Q. What should I do with weak grades first semester senior year?
A. When making final decisions, a college will look closely at a senior's mid-year grades. If the 
colleges on the original list do not align with the student's grades, reevaluate the list and possibly 
even delete some reach schools and substitute more “fits”. There are also colleges with deadlines 
later than January 1st; perhaps those colleges should be considered and added to the list.

Q. How do I update my application with current awards or accomplishments?
A. Call the admissions office and find out the name and email address of the admissions 
counselor who is responsible for your geographic area. Contact that specific admission 
representative with a brief note explaining the award. 

Q. How do I handle a deferral to regular review?
A. If you are deferred in early decision or early action to your top choice college, do not just sit 
back and wait for an April decision. Act now! In the form of an essay, but without repeating any 
information that you already sent, you need to let the admissions counselor who represents your 
geographic area know that in spite of the deferral, the college remains your highest priority. You 
should also include any new information that did not make it into your original application. Your 
senior year grades are going to have to be stellar, so study and work hard, and be certain your 
academic counselor sends all updated transcripts. If you need to improve test scores, then take 
the next possible (January) exams. 

Q. Is it ever a good idea to take a year off before entering college?
A. For myriad reasons, some students take a year off before beginning college. In most cases, 
however, it is advisable for students to apply to college in senior year. Once a student is accepted 
and has decided to attend a specific school, and before depositing with that institution, it is 
recommended that the student call the admissions office to determine if he/she can defer 
admission. Most colleges allow students to defer a year, provided that the student does not attend 
another college for course credit.

Q. If I am called for an interview, do I have a good chance of getting in?

Aptitude Academic Services, L.L.C.



A. This might be true with job applicants, but this does not apply to the world of college 
admissions. Chances are your application has not even been read yet. The reason for the 
interview is that many colleges love their alumni and want to honor their involvement in the 
process. It is that simple, and don’t read anything more into getting an interview invitation.

Q. How important is the alumni interview?
A. If you want acceptance at this college, then you must accept this interview. Although an 
interview may be optional and/or merely informational, it might still be evaluative. Just imagine 
how a denied interview looks to an admissions counselor.

Q. What is the best approach to the alumni interview?
A. The best use of this interview is to use the time asking about unique aspects of the college; 
ask about qualities or information not available or obvious on the college’s website.

Q. How important is the counselor’s letter of recommendation? 
A. Due to counselor overload, it is often difficult for counselors to share meaningful or 
personalized information about students. You must make an effort for your counselor to know you 
so they can comment genuinely and effectively on effort, organization, communication, drive, 
motivation, and responsibility. This letter gives the college another view into your personality and 
abilities.

Q. How important is the teacher’s letter of recommendation? 
A. You must engage so that your teachers get to know you, both as a student in their class and as 
a citizen of your school. They will be sharing your value to the school and class – are you a 
leader? contributor? participant? observer? Determine what you want your teacher to reveal 
about you as a learner, then embody those traits or abilities. The teacher recommendations can 
often add great value to an admissions profile.

Q. How does a waitlist work, and what are my chances of getting accepted off a waitlist?
A. Colleges have a waitlist system so they realize their targeted freshman class. Sometime 
schools never get to a waitlist, because they receive deposits from that targeted number. You can 
call the college and find out if they have used the waitlist in the past. If so, ask how many 
students they admitted from the list? You can also ask when you can expect to hear. Most waitlist 
applicants don't find out about status until June or later. Along with the waitlisted letter, you must 
return the postcard promising enrollment if admitted. Make sure to return this card immediately 
and read the letter carefully. In some cases, colleges very clearly state that they do not want or 
accept any additional letters of recommendation or phone calls on your behalf. In this case, you 
can do nothing except concentrate on your academics and ensure your senior year grades are 
exceptional.   Perhaps you can earn additional awards or honors in academic or extracurricular 
areas! If the college encourages you to be proactive, however, then write a letter explaining 
exactly why you should and want to be admitted; email the admissions counselor from your 
geographic area. You also must send in your deposit (due on May 1st) to your second choice 
school.
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