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ABOUT K12 ACADEMICS

The world’s largest
education resource.

Online since 2004, K12 Academics has helped millions of families, students and educators
find the right school, college, camp, business and program in their community — a
search engine, a community, and a resource in one.

ADMISSIONS, DEMYSTIFIED

College admissions rewards families who understand the game — the plans, the deadlines, the
essay, the list. This playbook walks the whole journey in ten steps, each with the key numbers

and the common mistakes to avoid. Pair it with our Paying for College Playbook for the
money side.

General guidance, notadmissions advice. Policies, deadlines, and reguirements vary by cellege and
change year to year— always confirm current details on each college's admissions site and the Common
App.
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STEP 01 OF 10

Build a Balanced College List

WHAT IT 15

The foundation of a good outcome is a smart list — a mix of reach, match, and safety schools
chosen for genuine fit, not just prestige.

BY THE NUMBERS

L | - ] - ]

8-12 Reach / Match / Fit first
a healthy number of applications SHEEI}’ academics, size, cost, culture

aim for a balance of all three

YOUR MOVE

Sort every school into reach, match, or safety by comparing your GPA and scores to its admitted

range — and make sure every safety is one you'd happily attend.

WATCH OUT

A list of all reaches is the most common mistake — at least a third should be match or safety schools
you're likely to get into.
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STEP 02 OF 10

Understand Application Plans

WHAT IT 15

When you apply matters as much as where. Each plan has different deadlines, rules, and trade-offs
— and one of them is binding.

BY THE NUMBERS

- | -~ | L ]

ED EA Regular

binding — you must attend if admitted non-binding early answer the standard January track

YOUR MOVE

Use Early Action freely for an early answer; use Early Decision only for a clear first choice you can

afford, since it commits you.

WATCH OUT

ED is a binding contract — you generally cant compare ald offers, so never apply ED to a school you
can't afford without seeing the package.
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5 STEP 03 OF 10

Master the Testing Landscape

WHAT IT 15

The SAT/ACT picture has changed. Most colleges are now test-optional, but strong scores can still
help — so the decision is strategic, not automatic.

BY THE NUMBERS

- | - -y L

~1,900+ Superscore Submit if it helps

test-optional or test-blind colleges many mix your best sections above a school's median

YOUR MOVE

Submit scores only when they're at or above a school’'s admitted median; if they're below, lean on

test-optional and let your GPA and essays carry the application.

WATCH OUT

“Test-optional” is not “test-blind” — at test-optional schools, a strong score still helps, so don't skip
testing without a plan.
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4 STEP 04 OF 10

Write Essays That Stand Out

WHAT IT 15

The essay is where a student becomes a person. The personal statement (one, shared across
schools) and supplements (per school) carry your voice.

BY THE NUMBERS

-~ g & -y i

650 words Show, don’t tell Every supplement

thie Common App personal statement specific stories beat summaries tailor “why us" to each school
rmax

YOUR MOVE

Start early, write about something only you could write, and revise ruthlessly — a specific, honest

story beats an impressive-sounding one every time.

WATCH OUT

Mever let anyone else write it — admissions readers know a student's voice, and a too-polished, adult-
sounding essay is a red flag.
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STEP 05 OF 10

Line Up Recommendations Early

WHAT IT 15

Letters of recommendation add a voice colleges trust — teachers and counselors who can speak to
who you really are in and out of class.

BY THE NUMBERS
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1 counselor Ask by spring Give them material

+usually -2 teachers of junior year, ideally a brag shest [ resume

YOUR MOVE

Ask teachers who know you well (not just those who gave you an A) early, and give each one a

resume and a note on what you hope they'll highlight.

WATCH OUT

Asking a week before the deadline burns goodwill and yields a rushed letter — great recommenders write
for many students, so get in line early.
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STEP 06 OF 10

Build a Focused Activities List

WHAT IT 15

Colleges look for depth over breadth — sustained commitment and impact in a few areas beat a
long list of shallow memberships.

BY THE NUMBERS
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10 slots Depth > breadth Show growth

on the Common App activities list |leadership and impact years, roles, results

YOUR MOVE

Highlight the few activities where you went deep — took on leadership, created something, or made a

real impact — and describe results, not just titles.

WATCH OUT

A padded list of one-meeting clubs reads as filler — two or three genuine commitments say far more than
fen token ones.
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7 STEP 07 OF 10

Nail the Application Itselt

WHAT IT 15

Most students apply through the Common App (or Coalition), which sends one core application to

many schools — but the details and deadlines are where points are lost.

BY THE NUMBERS
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1,000+ Novl/Janl Fee waivers

colleges accept the Common App typical early [ regular deadlines availableif you gualify

YOUR MOVE

Complete the core Common App once, then tackle each school's supplements and deadlines on a

tracked calendar — and request fee waivers if cost is a barrier.

WATCH OUT

Deadlines are in the college’s time zone and fill fast — submit a day early, and never trust a single late-
night deadline for multiple schools.
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STEP 08 OF 10

Prepare for Interviews

WHAT IT 15

Some colleges offer interviews — often optional, often with alumni. They rarely make or break an
application, but they can add a human dimension.

BY THE NUMBERS
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Optional Alumni or staff Two-way

at most schools that offer it usually informal, conversational your chanceto ask guestions

YOUR MOVE

Treat it as a conversation, not an interrogation — know why you're interested, have thoughtful

questions ready, and follow up with a brief thank-you.

WATCH OUT

Declining an offered interview can signal low interest at schools that track it — say yes when you
reasonably can.
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STEP 09 OF 10

Decode Your Decisions

WHAT IT 15

Decisions arrive as more than yes or no. Understanding accept, deny, waitlist, and defer tells you
what to do next — and none of them is the end of the story.

BY THE NUMBERS
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Waitlisted Deferred Accept by ~May 1

gualified, but no room yet garly app moved to regular Mational Decision Day

YOUR MO VE
if waitlisted at a top choice, send a letter of continued interest and any new achievements; if

deferred, treat it as a fresh chance to update your file.

WATCH OUT

A waitlist is not a maybe you should wait on — always secure and deposit at a school that accepied you
before any waltlist plays out.
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STEP 10 OF 10

Make Your Final Choice

WHAT IT 15

With offers in hand, the last step is choosing — weighing fit, cost, and opportunity, then committing
with a deposit by the deadline.

BY THE NUMBERS
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Revisit Compare net price ~May1

admitted-student days & overnights not sticker (see our aid guide) deposit to claim your spot

YOUR MOVE

Revisit your top choices as an admitted student, compare true net price across offers, and deposit at

the one that fits best — then celebrate.

WATCH OUT

Depositing at more than one school ("double depositing”) violates the rules and can cost you both offers
— choose one.
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KEEP THIS HANDY

The Admissions Timeline

Freshman-Soph. Explore interests, build habits, keep grades up — the transcript starts here.
Junior fall Take the PSAT; start rigor (AP/honors); begin thinking about the list.
Junior spring SAT/ACT; ask for recommendations; visit campuses; draft the list.
Summer before Write the personal statement; refine the list; start applications.

senior

Senior fall Finalize list; submit Early (Nov 1) apps; request transcripts & letters.

Senior winter Regular deadlines (~Jan 1); file the FAFSA; submit supplements.

Senior spring Decisions arrive; compare offers; revisit; deposit by ~May 1.

The golden rule: start earlier than feels necessary. The families who feel calm In senior year are the
anes who began the list, testing, and essays the spring and summer before.
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GET IN, THEN FUND IT

Find Your
Community.

Once you're in, make it affordable — see our Paying for College Playbook.
Explore colleges, essays, testing & more — among 1,297 free guides at our
resource library.
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