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Your four-year view
Use this timeline as a flexible guide, not a deadline list. Schools, states and colleges differ, so
confirm dates with your counselor and each college’s official site.

       

Grade Academics Interests & activities College & aid planning

9th Build study habits. Learn
how GPA is calculated at
your school. Meet your
counselor. Plan courses
through senior year.

Try several clubs, teams,
jobs or projects. Choose
one or two to continue.

No list needed. Start an activity
record. Talk with family about
education after high school.

10th Review last year and set
goals. Choose rigor you can
sustain. Take the PSAT if
offered, as practice.

Go deeper in a few
commitments. Take on
responsibility or start a small
project.

Learn the types of colleges. Explore
a few using official data. Visit a
campus if convenient.

11th Keep grades strong. Choose
senior courses that meet
requirements and challenge
you.

Show leadership and
impact. Plan a meaningful
summer.

Verify testing policies, plan tests
(the fall PSAT/NMSQT is the
National Merit entry point), build a
preliminary list of roughly 8–12
colleges, identify recommenders,
use net price calculators, draft
essays.

12th Keep grades strong. Send
transcripts through your
counselor.

Update activity entries.
Thank mentors.

Finalize list, apply, submit FAFSA
and any aid forms, compare offers
using net price, decide and enroll.

Year at a glance by season
   

Season Typical priorities

Fall 9–10: start strong, join activities. 11: PSAT, begin research. 12: finalize list, apply early if
appropriate, finish essays, create StudentAid.gov accounts and file the FAFSA once it opens.

Winter 9–10: review semester grades, adjust. 11: test planning, net price calculators. 12: regular
applications, financial aid forms.

Spring 9–10: choose next year’s courses. 11: tests, list, recommenders. 12: compare offers, respond
to any waitlist, decide and pay the deposit by the deadline.

Summer 9–10: meaningful experience, reading, rest. 11: essay drafts, campus visits, test prep if needed.
12: transition tasks, orientation, housing, health forms.
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Questions to ask your counselor each year
   

Grade Ask about

9th How is GPA calculated here? Which courses are required, and which sequences keep options
open? What activities and support are available?

10th Which advanced courses fit me? When is the PSAT offered? How do I explore colleges and careers
at school?

11th How does our school handle testing, recommendations and transcripts? What are the school’s
internal deadlines? Which college events are coming?

12th What are the school’s deadlines for transcripts and recommendation requests? How do I request
fee waivers? Who can review my aid forms?

Dates change. FAFSA availability, test dates, application platforms and college deadlines are set by their
owners and differ from year to year. This timeline does not list exact dates for that reason.

Official sources: Federal Student Aid · College Scorecard · ICP Grade Level Guides

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

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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