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College Readiness Check

1. Who has already thought about what they want to 
study in college?

2. Who knows the difference between a community 
college and a university?

3. Who has visited a college campus?
4. Who has talked to their parents about paying for 

college?



Planning for college begins when 
you start high school…or earlier!

● More time to explore options and interests
● Better preparation for challenging courses
● Reduced stress in junior and senior year
● More opportunities for scholarships and 

financial aid



College Mindset Poll

https://slideswith.com/preview/194890


Four Pillars of College Admissions

Think of college admissions like building a house. 

You need four strong pillars to support the whole structure. 
Colleges use holistic admissions, meaning they look at 
you as a complete person, not just test scores!



Pillar 1: Academic Performance 📚
What colleges want to see: Can you handle college-level work?

● Rigor of coursework (A–G, AP, Honors, Dual Enrollment) 
Challenge yourself appropriately. 

● GPA & grade trends: Upward trends matter! Getting better grades 
over time shows growth

● Shows readiness for college-level work



Class Rank

● Where you stand compared to your classmates
● Top 10% is great, top 25% is solid
● Some schools don't rank and that's okay too!

Standardized Tests (SAT/ACT)

● Good news: Many colleges are now "test-optional"
● SAT: Out of 1600 (Evidence-Based Reading & Math)
● ACT: Out of 36 (English, Math, Reading, Science)
● Average scores: SAT ~1050, ACT ~20
● Competitive colleges: SAT 1300+, ACT 28+

Pro tip: You can take these tests multiple times and submit your best 
score!



Pillar 2: Extracurricular Activities 🎭
What colleges want to see: How do you spend your time outside of 
class? What are you passionate about?

Quality Over Quantity - The "Spike" Strategy

● A spike = a demonstrated passion, skill, or impact in a specific field 
(academic subject, artistic talent, leadership area, or community 
contribution).

● Instead of spreading energy across many unrelated activities, students go 
deep in a chosen area.

● The spike shows colleges authentic passion, initiative, and excellence beyond 
just participation.



A student who loves environmental science: starts a local sustainability 
club, conducts research with a university mentor, and wins recognition at a 
science fair.

A writer: publishes short stories, wins regional contests, and interns for a 
local paper.

An athlete-activist: leads their team while also launching a nonprofit 
sports camp for younger students.

A musician: composes original music, performs at community events, and 
creates a YouTube channel with thousands of followers.



Pillar 3: Personal Essays & Character 📝

What colleges want to see: Who are you as a person? What's your story?

College Application Essays

● Purpose: Show your personality, values, and writing ability

● Common topics: Overcoming challenges, meaningful experiences, 

personal growth

● What makes a good essay: Specific examples, authentic voice, clear 

message

● Avoid: Generic topics, bragging, writing what you think they want to hear



Letters of Recommendation

● Who to ask: Teachers/counselors/coaches/mentors who know you well and 

can speak to your character

● When to ask: Junior year or early senior year

● How to help: Give your teachers a "brag sheet" of your accomplishments

● What they should highlight: Work ethic, curiosity, kindness, leadership, 

growth



Pillar 4: Special Talents & Circumstances 🌟
What colleges want to see: What makes you unique? What perspective 
do you bring?

● Artistic abilities: Portfolio-worthy art, music performance level, 

creative writing

● Athletic skills: Potential college athlete (Division I, II, or III level)

● Academic achievements: Research publications, national 

competition winners

● Entrepreneurship: Starting successful businesses or organizations



Students from rural areas have valuable experience to share!

● Geographic Context: Explain what your town/region is like

● Overcoming Limitations: How you made the most of fewer 

resources

● Community Impact: Leadership roles in smaller communities often 

mean more

● Cultural Bridge: How you can help urban students understand rural 

perspectives



Your Background is an Asset:

● Colleges want to build diverse student bodies, and geographical information gives context about cultural diversity 
applicants can bring

● Rural students often have stronger practical skills and work experience
● Small communities create opportunities for significant leadership impact

Focus on What You CAN Control:

● Maximize every academic opportunity available
● Create your own opportunities through independent projects
● Document and articulate your unique experiences
● Build strong relationships with available teachers and mentors

You Belong in Higher Education:

● Nearly 20 percent of the U.S. population lives in rural America - your perspective is needed
● Many successful professionals came from rural backgrounds
● Colleges actively seek students who will contribute different viewpoints



Get Ready Checklists and other Resources! 

9th Grade 

10th Grade 

11th Grade 

12th Grade 

https://gettingtocollege.humboldt.edu/checklist/9th-grade
https://gettingtocollege.humboldt.edu/checklist/10th-grade
https://gettingtocollege.humboldt.edu/checklist/11th-grade
https://gettingtocollege.humboldt.edu/checklist/12th-grade


Utilize YOUR Resources!!
● Your High School Counselors! 

● California Colleges.edu

● College Board/Big Future

● Local Scholarship Finder

● Humboldt County Office of 

Education 

● TRIO

● CAL SOAP (Student Opportunity and Access Program) 

● The College Tour (YouTube)

https://www.californiacolleges.edu/#/
https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/communities-events/for-parents
https://hafoundation.org/requesting-support/scholarship-search/
http://hcoe.org/career-college-resources
http://hcoe.org/career-college-resources
https://talentsearch.humboldt.edu/resources-1
https://hcoe.org/cal-soap/
https://www.youtube.com/@TheCollegeTourTV/search?query=business%20major%20


More helpful resources! 

CalKids Scholarship

○ CalKids Fast Facts Sheet

https://collegewise.com/

Far North Careers

QuestBridge: QuestBridge supports high-achieving students from low-income 

backgrounds on their path to a top college.

Stars College Network: a network of 32 top colleges and universities committed to 

improving access and affordability to higher education for rural and small-town 

students.

https://calkids.org/get-started/
https://calkids.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/CalKIDS-Program-Fast-Facts.pdf
https://collegewise.com/
https://northstatecareers.org/
https://www.questbridge.org/
https://starscollegenetwork.org/


Thanks for Coming! 

Scan to access 
these slides 

and links later! 


