
The road to college is like a trip across the country: long, at times tedious, at times 
amusing, but always worth the effort. With a good road map and a trusted navigator 
or two at your side, the journey doesn’t have to be intimidating. Let’s get going.

   The 5 Smartest Rules of the Road    

1. DonÕt attempt this trip alone. Students and parents need to travel this road together. 
In the beginning, parents will need to point the car in the right direction. But always 
remember, who is the driver and who are the the navigators.  
2. Pace yourself. This is a long trip. Take it one leg at a time.
3.  If you get lost or hit a bump in the road, ask for help. Refer to your map frequently. 
4. Grades count. What more can we say?
5. This is a once-in-a-lifetime journey, so take time to enjoy the ride. 
 

          Sixth and Seventh Grade

Welcome to middle school. This is the perfect time to establish great study skills. 

Arrange a set place and time for homework. Expect at least an hourÕs worth of 
homework nightly and on weekends. Get in the habit of taking good notes in class.

Keep track of assignments, especially long-term ones. Many schools provide homework 
planners; if yours doesnÕt, buy one. Smart students use their planner. Smart parents 
lean on students to use their planner.

Aim high. Earn As and Bs. Make the honor roll. You can join the California Junior 
Scholastic Federation and the National Junior Honor Society starting in the Seventh 
grade. Find out if your school is afÞliated with either program. Smart parents reward 
smart kids for good grades. (The reward does not have to be expensive.)

Find a sport or another non-academic activity that interests you. All work and no play is 
not smart. If you want to play a sport or perform in the band, now is a great time to build 
up those skills.
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If your school offers a way to check homework assignments and grades online, sign up 
and log on often. Parents, check your school Web site frequently, especially if includes a 
daily bulletin. Attend Back to School Night and Open House.

Adjusting to middle school can be tough. DonÕt be afraid to ask for help. Call or email a 
teacher at the Þrst sign of trouble. Keep an eye on friendships.

ItÕs never too early to talk about college. 

With high school just around the corner, this is a time to keep both hands on the 
steering wheel as you prepare to shift into high gear. 

Stay smart. Earn As and Bs. Expect to spend an hour or more on homework nightly and 
on weekends. Keep track of grades and donÕt be shy about asking for help. If your school 
is afÞliated with the California Junior Scholastic Federation or the National Junior 
Honor Society and you qualify, be sure to join. 

Enroll in a foreign language.

Take pre-algebra, algebra or geometry.

If your school participates in a science fair program, strongly consider  signing up. This 
will be a challenge, but the study skills you learn will pay off for years. Plus, this lets 
others know you are serious about school.

Stay active in sports or another extracurricular. Besides having something fun to do, you 
may very well have a ready-made circle of friends to hang out with in high school.

Attend a high school planning night. Smart parents Þnd out about graduation 
requirements and what classes are needed to get into college. (See: Smart Studies.) Sign 
up for challenging courses, including honors and Advanced Placement.

Consider taking the Preliminary Scholastic Assessment Test in the fall. 
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       Eighth Grade



    Ninth Grade

Welcome to high school. The route ahead has a few more hills and curves than you 
are used to. But with a reliable map, you’ll cruise down the road. 

Attend freshman orientation before school starts.

High school grades are your keys to college admission, so smart students maintain As 
and Bs. Colleges expect grades throughout high school to be consistent or improve. If 
your school is part of California Scholastic Federation or the National Honor Society, Þnd 
out the membership requirements and do your best to qualify. Again, smart parents 
reward smart kids.

Must have classes include English, math, science and foreign language. Many freshmen 
also take a history class.

Start the school year by being organized. Keep a daily planner. Stay on top of long-term 
projects. 

Expect more than an hour of homework nightly and on weekends.

Unlike middle school, high school classes have Þnals that will count for a large part of 
your semester grade. Have notebooks for each class and take good notes.

Seek out trusted classmates whom you can contact about homework questions and work 
with on group projects. Choose friends who understand that school is important. 

Monitor grades closely. If your school lets you check grades online, sign up. Check your 
school Web site regularly. If you are having trouble in a class, ask for help. Go in for 
tutoring during lunch or after school.

Colleges look for well-rounded, committed students. (See: Smart Extracurriculars.) Take 
part in sports or other extracurricular activities. Find a volunteer organization to join. 
Be consistent, Þnd something you love and stick with it. 

Consider taking the PSAT in the fall.
 
Start visiting college campuses this summer, and keep your mind busy. The PSAT is a 
must in the Tenth Grade, so spend some time preparing for it. But have fun, sleep in, 
spend time with friends.
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       Tenth Grade

You made it through the first year of high school. This year should not be that much 
more difficult than last year. If you had a rocky start in Ninth Grade, promise to not 
make the same mistakes. It’s not fun digging yourself out of a hole. 

You are a smart one, so this will sound familiar: Earn As and Bs. Count on an hour or 
more of homework nightly. 

Must have classes include English, math, science and foreign language. Consider 
enrolling in honors and Advanced Placement classes. Make sure your classes fulÞll 
graduation and college entrance requirements.

Apply for membership in CSF and other honor societies if you have the grades.

Take the PSAT in the fall.

Continue in sports or other extracurriculars. Volunteer. Remember: Consistency 
matters.

Start thinking about where you would like to attend college. Get a good grasp of 
admission requirements from school Web sites. Find out what college planning tools your 
school counseling ofÞce and its Web site have to offer. If the Web offerings are slim, take a 
look at sites for other high schools in you area. And there a plenty of Web sites with great 
advice. (See: Smart Sites on the Web.) 

Have fun this summer, but use this time wisely. Your junior year will be busy, so summer 
is a great time to think about college. It is not that far down the road. Visit some college 
campuses. Familiarize yourself with the SAT and ACT, which you will take next year.

Consider a summer enrichment course or volunteer work. If you get a summer job, put 
away money for college.
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     Eleventh Grade

This leg of your journey is perhaps your most challenging. Stay calm and keep your 
eyes on the road, and you’ll do just fine.

Good grades are crucial this year since colleges will look at them to gauge how you are 
doing. 

Required classes include English and math. Make sure your course selections fulÞll 
graduation and college entrance requirements. Consider enrolling in AP and honors 
classes. 

Plan on having more than an hour of homework nightly and more on weekends. 

Zero in on extracurriculars that interest you and have the most to offer. You may need to 
let some go. Seek out a leadership position.

Apply for membership in CSF and other honor societies if you have the grades.

Chances are some of your teachers this year will write your letters of recommendation, 
so this is a year for good impressions.

Take the PSAT in the fall and the SAT and/or ACT in the spring. Your score on the PSAT 
could qualify you for a National Merit Scholarship and other prestigious awards, so it 
pays to do well. If the colleges on your list require SAT Subject Tests, sign up for them, 
too. Enroll in a course to prepare you for the SAT and/or ACT or seek out helpful books 
and Web sites.

Attend college fairs in your area and visit some colleges during spring break.

As demanding as this year will be, take time to have fun with friends.

Summertime tips: You will have your grades and SAT and/or ACT results, so narrow 
your choices for possible colleges. Visit some campuses. If you are interested in a 
particular school, try to get a one-on-one meeting with an admissions adviser and bring 
your transcripts and test scores.
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As you zero in on particular schools, spend time on their Web sites, Þnding out the 
application process - whatÕs required and when. This is especially true if you want to 
commit to a school early. Get organized - keep Þles for each school and a calendar of 
important dates. This will make for a smoother application period next year.

Start looking for scholarship opportunities.

Get a head start on your college application essays. Find out what particular schools 
want. Brainstorm and begin writing. There are many books and Web sites with great 
ideas.

Parents, this is the right time to get to know FAFSA, the Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid. ItÕs as much fun as doing your taxes; but like your 1040, itÕs required. You 
donÕt want to wait until the last minute.

Use free time to volunteer. If you work this summer, set aside money for college. DonÕ t 
forget to have some fun.

     Twelfth Grade    

You are on the final leg of your road trip. Hang in there, senior. College application 
season is just around the corner.

Grades are still very important this year, even your second-semester ones, so now is not 
the time to let up. You are required to take English. Consider AP and honors courses. 
Make sure your classes meet graduation and college entrance requirements. Take on a 
leadership role in your extracurricular activities. Make sure your transcripts are 
correct.

As busy as this year will be, donÕt forget to take time for yourself. After all, this is your 
senior year. You will never pass this way again, so enjoy.

If you are not pleased with your SAT and/or ACT results, retake them in the fall.

Join CSF and other honor societies if you have the grades.
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Stay organized. Once you decide which schools to apply to, keep detailed Þles on each and 
a calendar of deadlines. College applications for UC and CSU schools are due in 
November. Deadlines for other schools can be as early as October and as late as January 
or February. Community colleges and other open enrollment schools may have later 
deadlines.

Stay on top of scholarship and Þnancial aid deadlines. You donÕt want to leave money on 
the table. Parents, January is the month to Þll out your FAFSA application.

Arrange for letters of recommendation in the fall. Your letter writers, no doubt, are busy 
people, so be as helpful as possible. Provide them with deadlines, any forms from your 
colleges of choice, envelopes that have been addressed and stamped and a list of your 
accomplishments and goals for college. DonÕt be shy about following up as deadlines 
approach. And be sure to send your letter writers thank you notes.

Work on your entrance essays. If you do not have a strong writer in the family, consider 
recruiting or hiring someone to help you. 

You will hear from schools in March. If you are wait listed or accepted provisionally, Þnd 
out what you need to do. If you really want to attend that school, absolutely write a letter 
explaining your interest. 

You will receive Þnancial aid information in April. Carefully weigh the options, and donÕt 
be afraid to ask questions.

You will make your Þnal decision in May. Pay attention to deadlines for informing the 
school. Deposits and making Þnal plans for living arrangements are made in June. Be 
sure to mail off a copy of your Þnal transcript.

Congratulations! You have made it to your destination.
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      Smart Studies 

High school students must complete 15 set courses to be considered for admission into 
the University of California and California State University systems. Considering another 
college? Find out early on what the admission requirements are. Smart students and 
parents will keep the list of required courses handy. AP and honors classes are highly 
regarded.

History: Two years, including one year of world history, cultures and geography and one 
year of U.S. history or one semester of U.S. history and one semester of civics or 
American government. 

English: Four years of college-preparatory English that includes frequent and regular 
writing and study of classic and modern literature.

Math: Three years required, four years recommended, including algebra, geometry, 
intermediate algebra and higher-level courses.

Laboratory science: Two  years required, three recommended. Choose from biology, 
chemistry, physics or other advanced laboratory science course work.

Language other than English: Two years required, three recommended. Take at least 
two years of the same language. Courses taken in the Seventh and Eighth grades can 
fulÞll this requirement if your high school accepts them. American Sign Language and 
classical languages, such as Latin and Greek, are acceptable.

Visual and performing arts: One year required. Courses can include dance, drama/
theater, music or visual art.

College preparatory elective: One year required. Courses can include non-introductory 
visual and performing arts, history, social science, English, advanced math, laboratory 
science and languages other than English.
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           Smart Extracurriculars

Yes: Student government; varsity sports; school newspaper or TV program; choir, band 
or orchestra; community volunteer work; Eagle Scout or Girl Scout Gold Award. 
Membership in academic organizations, including the California Scholarship Federation 
and the National Honor Society.

No: Membership in the watching-the-grass-grow club or any other equally unimpressive 
organization. Mastering Rock Band. Posting embarrassing videos of yourself on 
YouTube.   

        Smart Sites on the Web    

 Want to be even smarter? Search the Web for resources. Here are some smart ones: 
collegeboard.org, princetonreview.com, universityofcalifornia.edu, calstate.edu, 
californiacolleges.edu, fafsa.ed.gov, scholarships.com. And donÕt forget to Þnd out what 
college planning resources your high school has to offer. 
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