Understanding What Schools Look For 
Academic Record
	Most schools look for similar types of academic criteria. Look in the school's catalog to find its minimum requirements. 

For example, you may find that three years of math, four years of language, and two years of science are needed at a liberal arts school. However, if you are applying to a university's pre-med program, you may be expected to have at least four years of math, four years of science, and three years of language. 

Schools also evaluate your choice of electives. They will be looking for evidence that you made the most of the courses offered at your high school. Choosing an additional course in math, science or your field of interest may not only increase your knowledge, but may place you ahead of applicants who have the minimum credits. So, if you can handle it, think about taking an additional class instead of adding an extra study hall to your schedule. 


Basic Requirements
T o get into college, there are specific curriculum requirements you must meet. At a minimum, most colleges require: 

· 4 years of English 

· 3 years of math, including algebra II and geometry 

· 3 years of history or social science 

· 2 years of laboratory science

· 2 years of a foreign language 

Curriculum 
Colleges want to see that you've challenged yourself. Most competitive schools would prefer a B in a college-level history class than an A in a regular one. But the key is to know yourself. Don't take on too much. If your grades are stronger in certain subject areas, then that's where you should take higher-level classes. For example, if you're an ace at Spanish, consider taking the Advanced Placement (AP) course. At the end of the school year, if you score high enough on the AP test, you could place out of a semester of a college language requirement. But if language is not your strong suit, just do your best at your grade level. 

Achievement
Colleges are interested in your class rank and grade point average (GPA). Striving to make the honor roll at your high school is always a good move. But, if you rank at the top of your class, and didn't take tough courses, colleges will take note of that. They want to make sure you've got what it takes to succeed in college. 

Recovery 
Don't stress over a couple of bad grades or low test scores. You haven't ruined your chances to get into college. You may have just hit a stumbling block. This is something you can fix.

If you can make improvements on your own, that's great. But if not, talk to your parents, teachers or your guidance counselors about getting some help. Colleges would much rather see improvements on your transcript than consistently low grades. 

You may be able to work with volunteer tutors or private tutors recommended by your school. You can also get help with your grades and/or standardized test scores through several nationwide educational and tutoring services. 

Remember:
Non-academic components are also important to the college admissions process. Maybe you're in student government. Or a member of the drama club. Maybe the clothes you designed for your school's fashion show were a huge hit. Or maybe you organized a successful fund-raiser.

These are all notable achievements that can make you more desirable to colleges. So stay involved. Colleges look at more than scores.

No matter what you decide to do with your life, your participation in school and community activities arms you with skills that will be valuable in your future. Stay involved. Give yourself the chance to expand on your talents, develop socially, and acquire some leadership skills. 

Leadership Activities 
Run for an office in Student Government. Volunteer to organize a food drive. You'll gain valuable leadership experience. And who knows? Maybe you'll discover you've got a future in politics. If you're already a member of an academic club, consider running for president. With a new role comes new responsibility, and you can learn what it takes to manage a team. 

School Activities
Do you run track? Play football? Act in your school plays? Consider going out for school teams and clubs. You'll have the chance to interact with people outside your classes. 

Community and Volunteer Activities
How are you involved in your community? Have you achieved honors as a Girl or Boy Scout? Are you an active member of your church? Do you donate your time at a homeless shelter? Volunteer at a home for senior citizens? Serve as an usher at your community theater? What have you learned from these experiences?

Special Interests and Talents 
You probably have interests or talents outside your school. Think about your favorite pastimes. Maybe you love mountain biking or hiking. Or country line dancing. Or painting. Stay involved. These "fun" activities could set you apart from others when it comes time for admissions. 

Non-Academic Accomplishments
	Schools also make more subjective assessments based on your non-academic accomplishments. This is where your clubs, leadership positions, and community involvement will help you. Schools like to see evidence of your ambitions and some early steps toward realizing your dreams. 

Keep in mind that schools generally look at the scope and depth of your experience, rather than relying on sheer numbers. You don't need a list of 15 clubs and organizations to impress a school. It is usually better to show that you were truly committed and grew within a few organizations (either in school or in your community) or worked hard to develop a skill such as chess or playing the piano. 

You may have a chance to interview with a member of the admissions staff. If so, take advantage of the opportunity and schedule an interview when you visit the college campus. An interview can be a great chance to emphasize unique qualities and contributions that you are unable to include in the application. 

If you do schedule an interview, practice ahead of time with family or friends. Rehearse your answers to potential questions to ensure that your answers are well organized. But don't try to memorize them. You want to stay sincere and personal. 
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