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Senior year: apply, decide and prepare
Senior year has three phases: finish a balanced list and apply, wait and organize financial aid, then
compare offers and enroll. Staying organized turns a long list of tasks into a series of small steps.

1. Finalize a balanced college list
•  Turn your preliminary list into a final list of colleges you would be glad to attend. Many students apply to

around 6–10, but the right number depends on your goals, cost, and each college’s requirements and
application fees.

•  Include colleges across a range of selectivity and be sure at least some are likely admits that you can
afford. Look at net price, not just sticker price.

•  Confirm that each college offers the program or experience you want, and that its requirements fit your
record.

•  Ask about fee waivers through your counselor if application fees are a barrier.

2. Track deadlines and requirements
Build a one-page tracker for every college. Take every date and requirement from the college’s official site for
your entry year, and note when you checked it.

               

College Plan /
deadline

Platform Testing Essays Recs Aid forms Done

               

               

               

               

               

               

Include time zones for deadlines, and aim to submit several days early. Websites crash at deadlines.

3. Personal statement and supplemental essays
•  Start early. Draft the main essay in the summer or early fall, then get feedback from a trusted teacher or

counselor.
•  Tell your own story. Choose a specific moment, interest or challenge that reveals how you think. Specifics

beat generalities.
•  Revise honestly. Aim for several drafts. Read aloud, cut filler and check word limits.
•  Take supplements seriously. Questions like “Why this college?” need real research on programs,

courses, communities and opportunities. Reuse ideas carefully, but never paste a different college’s name.
•  Essays must be your own work. See ICP’s College Essay Writing Guide for more.
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4. Recommendations
•  Ask teachers early in senior year, in person if you can, and give them a summary of your goals, your

activities and the colleges you are applying to.
•  Follow the application platform’s process for inviting recommenders, and give them time before the

deadlines.
•  Confirm with your counselor how transcripts, the school report and any other materials will be sent.
•  Thank your recommenders, and let them know where you decide to enroll.

5. Early and regular application options
     

Option General idea Think about

Regular decision Apply by the regular deadline, usually in
winter, and hear back in spring.

Allows more time to prepare and to
compare offers.

Early action Apply earlier and hear sooner. It is non-
binding: you may still apply elsewhere and
decide by the reply deadline.

Check whether the college limits other
early applications.

Early decision Apply earlier. If admitted, you agree to enroll
and withdraw your other applications. It is
binding, and you may apply early decision to
only one college at a time. Colleges
generally release a student only if the aid
offer makes attendance unaffordable.

Choose it only for a clear first choice,
after running the net price calculator
and reviewing affordability with your
family and counselor.

Rolling admission The college reviews applications as they
arrive.

Applying earlier is often better. Check
priority dates for aid and housing.

Names and rules vary by college (for example, restrictive early action and a second early decision round).
Confirm each college’s own terms before you apply. If you are deferred or waitlisted, follow that college’s
instructions, send only what it invites, and secure a place elsewhere by the deposit deadline.

6. Financial aid and scholarships
•  FAFSA: complete the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (it is free) at studentaid.gov for the year you

will enroll. The form for each year is due to open by October 1 (as of November 2026, the 2027–28 form for
fall 2027 enrollment is open). Federal rules decide which parents (and stepparents) must take part: for
example, when parents are divorced or separated and live apart, it is generally the parent who gave more
financial support. A legal guardian does not count. Check the “Who’s My FAFSA Parent?” tool at
studentaid.gov/fafsaparent. The student and each required contributor need their own StudentAid.gov
account, so create them early, and every contributor must give consent to share federal tax information, or
the FAFSA cannot be fully processed. Confirm federal, state and college deadlines on official sites, and
plan to file again each year you want aid.

•  CSS Profile and college forms: some colleges require additional forms. Confirm on each college’s
financial aid page, and respond promptly to any request for documents.

•  Scholarships: apply to local, college-based and national awards that fit you, track their deadlines, and
avoid any that charge a fee.

Official sources: Federal Student Aid · Common App · Coalition with Scoir
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7. Compare admission and financial aid offers
Do not compare sticker prices. Compare what you would pay each year, and what you would owe afterward.
Offers often list loans and work-study next to grants; only grants and scholarships lower the price.

     

Question College A College B

Total cost of attendance (tuition, fees, housing, food,
books, transportation, personal)

   

Grants and scholarships (gift aid you do not repay)    

Net cost per year = cost minus gift aid    

Loans and work-study offered (these are not gift aid)    

Conditions to renew awards (GPA, credits, major)    

Is the offer for one year or for four years? Will costs rise?    

•  Ask a financial aid office to explain anything unclear. You may ask whether a college can reconsider your
aid if your circumstances changed, but there is no guarantee.

•  Think about the whole degree, the likely debt, how long it takes to graduate and what support is available.

8. Enroll and prepare for the transition
•  Decide and submit your enrollment deposit by the college’s deadline. Many colleges use May 1 as the

national reply date, but confirm yours. Decline offers you will not accept so that others may have the space.
•  Complete housing, health, orientation, placement and immunization steps on time.
•  Send your final transcript through your counselor, and ask about any scholarship or AP/IB credit

reporting.
•  Keep earning good grades. Admission offers can be affected by a serious drop in senior-year grades.
•  Plan for adjustment: learn how to reach advising, tutoring, disability and counseling services before you

need them.

Senior-year checklist
Summer & early fall

   

☐ Finalize my college list and confirm each deadline and requirement.

☐ Create platform accounts and start the main application.

☐ Draft the personal statement; ask someone to read it.

☐ Ask recommenders and give them the information they need.

☐ Create StudentAid.gov accounts (the student and any required parent contributors) and gather financial
documents with family.
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Fall & winter
   

☐ Submit early applications, if I chose them, before their deadlines.

☐ Complete supplements and submit regular applications early.

☐ Submit the FAFSA and any CSS Profile or college aid forms.

☐ Have my counselor send transcripts, and confirm tests were sent where needed.

☐ Confirm that every college received everything, using its portal.

Spring
   

☐ Compare offers using the table above and ask questions.

☐ Follow each college’s instructions if I am deferred or waitlisted.

☐ Decide, pay the deposit by the deadline and decline other offers.

☐ Complete housing, orientation and health forms.

☐ Send thank-you notes to recommenders and counselors.

☐ Keep my grades strong until graduation.

Keep learning, free. More free college admissions guides and planning resources are at
innovativecollegeprep.com. Read the matching online guide: innovativecollegeprep.com/guides/senior-
year.

Revised November 2026. General educational information, not individualized advice; no admissions or financial aid
outcome is guaranteed. Colleges set and change their own requirements and deadlines: confirm them on each college’s
official website.
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