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Purpose 
 

The purpose of this handbook is to help students prepare for what’s to come in junior and 

senior years. This handbook serves as a guide to exploring topics such as the various types of 

colleges, their admission processes, standardized testing requirements, and the financial aid 

process. It will also help students keep track of the many details that are part of this process. 

As usual, should you have any questions that this manual does not answer, you are strongly 

encouraged to ask the College and Career Center coordinator or your academic counselor.   
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PSAT & SAT: Resources from the College Board 
 

As part of the college application process, this website will become very important to 
you. Students who took the PSAT as sophomores and juniors probably already have an 
account with the College Board. This website is how everyone will register for the SAT (a 
college entrance exam). Signing up for an account is free and easy. Please visit 
www.collegeboard.org and click on the “Student” icon at the bottom of the page. You will then 
click on “Sign Up”. Please make note of your College Board account in the last page of this 
handbook. 
 

One fairly new and wonderful benefit from taking the PSAT is their partnership with 
the Khan Academy. After having received your PSAT scores, students will be able to send their 
PSAT scores to the Khan Academy. In doing so, the Khan Academy will create a free 
customized SAT study plan so that you can work on improving your SAT scores. If you need 
help setting this up, you can stop by the College and Career Center or visit your counselor.  
 
 
 
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
  
 
 

 

http://www.collegeboard.org/
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College Entrance Exams 
For students who plan to apply to a 4-year university such as a CSU, UC, or a private 
university they are required to take the SAT or the ACT. The Counseling Department 
recommends students take the exams for the first time during spring of your junior year. Is 
there one exam that is better than the other? If you are able to take both, please do so and 
see which test suits your needs best.   

 

ACT 
Again, before signing up for the ACT, students will register for this exam via the internet by 
visiting www.actstudent.org. 

 

Fee Waivers 
Students who qualify for free or reduced lunch, will be able to take these exams at no cost to 
you. Fee waivers, which are available at the College and Career Center, will cover the cost of 
each exam. You can take the SAT Reasoning two times using fee waivers; the same applies to 
the ACT.  
 
 

SAT vs. ACT 
Deciding which test to take may be tough. Please refer to the following comparison chart to 
make a more informed decision.  

http://www.actstudent.org/
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SAT Subject Tests 
SAT Subject Tests are no longer required for admission to the UC system. While they are not required, some 
universities encourage that you take them to demonstrate your strength in a particular subject matter. For 
example, if you are highly interested in studying engineering at a university, you are encouraged to take the 
subject test in Math 2. These scores can highlight your strengths and let the universities see you have competency 
in those areas. For some highly selective schools or specific majors, they may be required. Please check colleges’ 
websites for details.  

 SAT ACT SAT Subject Tests 

Why You Should Take It Required for admission by most 
colleges; may also be used to award 
scholarships/grants 

Required for admission by most colleges; 
may also be used to award 
scholarships/grants 

Required (1-3) by some selective colleges 
or majors; also a way to demonstrate your 
talents in a subject 

Test Structure 3 hours; 65-minute Reading 
section, 35-minute Writing section, 
80-minute Math section (25 mins 
w/o calculator, 55 minutes with 
calculator); add 50 minutes for 
optional essay 

2 hours 55 minutes; 4 sections (English, 
Math, Reading, and Science).  Add 40 
minutes for ACT with Writing. 

1 hour, all multiple choice 

Test Breakdown Critical Reading: Command of 
Evidence, Words in Context, 
Analysis in History/Social Studies 
and Science  
67 questions 
Math: Heart of Algebra, Problem 
Solving and Data Analysis, Passport 
to Advanced Math 
54 questions 
Writing: Reading passages, finding 
mistakes/weaknesses and fixing 
them  
49 questions plus essay 
 

English: 
Sentence Structure, Grammar, Usage, 
Punctuation  
75 questions 
Math: 
Arithmetic, Algebra, Geometry, Trig 
60 questions 
Reading: 
Passages 40 questions 
Science: 
Charts, graphs, experiments 
40 questions 
Optional Essay: 
Persuasive 1 question 

Based on test topic 
Multiple choice 
Length varies between 50 and 90 
questions 
Subjects include: 
Literature 
US and World History 
Math Level 1, 2 
Biology (E, M) 
Chemistry 
Physics 
Many world languages 

How It’s Scored 2 scores:  Evidence-based 
reading/writing section and math 
section, each on a scale of 200-
800 
Essay is extra and scored on a 2-8 
scale 

4 sub scores and a composite score 
(average of the 4), each on a scale of 1-
36 except essay, which is 2-12 
Essay score comprises 1/3 of the 
English/Writing score if you take the essay 

1 score on a scale of 200-800 

Strategic Elements You don’t lose points for wrong 
answers anymore, so go ahead and 
guess. 

You don’t lose points for wrong answers, 
so go ahead and guess. 

You lose fractions of points for wrong 
answers, so better to skip than guess. 

When Should I Take It? Generally speaking, March or later 
of your junior year.  If you are in 
Geometry or Algebra II your junior 
year, it makes sense to wait until 
May or June when your math skills 
are more developed. 

Generally speaking, February or later of 
your junior year.  Because the ACT 
includes some Trig, it may make sense to 
wait until April or June if you are in Trig 
as a junior. 

If you’ve done well in a class/subject, May 
or June of that same year. 

How Do I Register? Collegeboard.org ACT.org Collegeboard.org 
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Building the College List 
What is a Safety, Target, Reach? 

You may have heard your counselor mention that your college list should consist of Safety, Target and 
Reach schools. Below you will find guidelines for how to identify if a school is reach, target or safety for 

you. 
SAFETY:  
• Your scores and GPA exceed the mid-50% range of scores and GPA for last year’s admitted freshman 
class AND the college’s admit rate was 50% or more.  
 
TARGET:  
• Your scores and GPA put you in the mid-50% range of scores and GPA for last year’s admitted 
freshman class AND the admit rate was more than 50%.  
• Your scores and GPA exceed the mid-50% range of last year’s admitted freshman class AND the 
admit rate is less than 50%. The higher your stats are compared to last year’s freshman class, the lower 
the admit rate can be to still call a school a Target.  
 
REACH  
• Your scores and GPA are below the mid-50% range of last year’s admitted freshman class AND the 
admit rate is less than 50%.  
• Colleges with admit rates of 20% or less can be considered a Reach even for students with outstanding 
stats.  
 
Remember, (1) selectivity can vary by programs/majors within a college if it admits by major; (2) this 
does not take into consideration hooks (sports, legacy, etc.), institutional priorities, extracurricular activities, 
etc.  
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College Research Tools 
 
There are a number of great websites available for researching the more than 4,000 colleges and universities in 
the United States.  Here are a few of our favorites: 
 
Naviance:  Within Naviance, there are many different search features you can use to research colleges.  Among 
our top choices are the college maps feature, which lets you search for different types of colleges and get a visual 
of where they are, and the college search feature, which enables you to input a great deal of specific information 
about yourself to get personalized recommendations you can add to your “Colleges I’m Thinking About” list. 
 
College Board:  BigFuture on the College Board’s website is another great option.  It’s visually pleasing and lets 
you tailor your search according to subcategories such as major, cost, athletics, region, academic credit, and so on. 
 Many students prefer this option. 
 
Chegg:  This is a fun website that offers traditional search features as well as special subcategories including 
colleges with the best food, colleges with the most school spirit, colleges with the best merit aid, and colleges with 
the best quality of life.  It’s a great resource to explore as a secondary tool once you’ve developed an initial list, as 
it provides additional context for your schools. 
 
Cappex:  Cappex has a lot of interesting tools in addition to a customary search feature.  These include tools 
that calculate your admission chances at any given school and a best-fit meter to see if a school meets the criteria 
you feel are important in your prospective colleges. 
 
College Navigator:  If you are interested in comprehensive statistical information about colleges and universities 
in the US, College Navigator is a good resource.  It is owned by the US Department of Education, so it can 
provide incredible details that can easily be exported into spreadsheets for future reference. 
 
Unigo:  While it includes a nice search tool, Unigo’s defining feature is its college reviews.  Students at nearly 
every college in the country provide first-hand reviews of things ranging from food to dorm life to political 
climate.  It’s another fun secondary research to use in whittling down your list to a manageable number of schools. 
 
College Results Online:  This is a great site to research specific data points, including four-year graduation 
rates, first-year retention rates, post-graduation debt, and post-graduation earnings. 
 
U-CAN:  Maintained by the National Association of Independent Colleges and Universities, U-CAN provides 
easy access to often hard-to-find statistics, such as student debt, net tuition costs, and undergraduate class size.   
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College Visits  
Visiting colleges is a great way to get a feel for a campus. Often times, students visit colleges during 

summer break or even during spring break. Going to visit a college campus when there are students present can 
give you an insiders’ look at the school environment. You can walk onto campus and explore on your own or you 
can register for a student-led campus tour. The College Board provides some great tips and guidelines when 
planning your college and hope that you find their college visit guide (in the next few pages) helpful and 
informative.  
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The A-G Requirements 

In order to be eligible to apply to any of the schools within the CA public university systems (CSU and UC), 
students must complete the requirements below in order to be considered for admission. These are known as the 
A-G requirements. 
 

 Subject Area # of years Required # of recommended years 

A History 
 

2  

B English 
 

4  

C Math 
 

3 4 

D Laboratory Science 
 

2 3 

E Language Other Than English 
 

2 3 

F Visual/Performing Arts 
 

1  

G College Prep Elective 
 

1  

  
Total # of Courses 

 
15 

 

 
Remember that you must pass all of these classes with a ‘C-‘ or higher. One ‘D’ can make you ineligible to apply. 
To be competitive, especially for UCs and CSUs where the admit rates are lower, students are encouraged to go 
beyond the minimum requirements.  
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The California State University 
This system of universities is the largest in California. There 23 campuses throughout the state. Below is a 
map (courtesy of www.calstate.edu) of the CSUs: 

 
 

 



 

   15 
 

CSUs Continued 

Requirements  
A-G You must complete all 15 courses 

 

GPA Minimum 2.0 or higher; based on 
10th and 11th grade 

 

College Exams SAT Reasoning or the ACT 
 

Application Filing Period October 1st-November 30th 
 

In order to apply, students must go to www.csumentor.edu and create an account.  
 
 

 

 
On the next page you will find the CSU eligibility index taken from their undergraduate admissions 
handbook. It is important to note that eligibility does not mean admission. Some of the more competitive 
CSUs such as Cal Poly San Luis Obispo and San Diego State may have higher standards. 

http://www.csumentor.edu/
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CSUs Continued 

 
Important Application Information: 

• Each application costs $55.00 (as of November 2016) to submit. However, there are questions within 
your application that help determine if you are eligible for a fee waiver. So, please make sure you answer 
with accuracy. 

• When approved for a fee waiver, you are allowed to submit a total of 4 CSU applications for free. So 
choose wisely. 

• When selecting which CSUs to apply to, consider those that have the right major and would be a school 
you would like to go to if your first option doesn’t work out. 

• CSUs do not require an essay 
After submitting your applications, please list the schools to which you applied below: 

Campus Date  
Applied 

Admitted?  
Yes or No 
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University of California 
 
The other major public university system in CA is the University of California. They are known as the UCs and 
they consist of 10 campuses in California. They are all open to first time freshmen, except UC San Francisco. 
Here is a map (courtesy of www.universityofcalifornia.edu) to show where these campuses are located. 

 

 

http://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/
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UCs Continued 

Requirements  
A-G You must complete all 15 courses 

Also, 11 of these must be completed 
by the end of Junior year. 

GPA Minimum 3.0 or higher; based on 
grades in sophomore and junior years 

College Exams SAT Reasoning or the ACT 
SAT Subject Tests are optional, but 
may be required for some majors 

 
Application Filing Period November 1st-November 30th 

 

 
Applications are available at www.universityofcalifornia.edu/apply 
  
 
 
 
 

 

http://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/apply
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UCs Continued 
When filling out your applications, please know this: 

• The applications cost $70.00 (as of November 2016) to submit. However, there are questions 
within your application that help determine if you are eligible for a fee waiver. Please make sure 
you answer with correctly. 

• When approved for a fee waiver, you are allowed to submit a total of 4 UC applications for free 

• When selecting which UC’s to apply to, consider those that have the desired major and an 
environment.   

• You will need to answer 4 of the 8 Personal Insight questions that are a huge part of the 
application. Each response is limited to 350 words and it doesn’t matter which questions you 
choose; as long as you select 4. Below is a summary of the current questions.  
 

o Describe an example of your leadership experience in which you have positively influenced 
others, helped resolve disputes or contributed to group efforts over time.  

 

o Every person has a creative side, and it can be expressed in many ways: problem solving, 
original and innovative thinking, and artistically, to name a few. Describe how you express 
your creative side. 

 

o What would you say is your greatest talent or skill? How have you developed and 
demonstrated that talent over time?   

 

o Describe how you have taken advantage of a significant educational opportunity or worked 
to overcome an educational barrier you have faced. 

 

o Describe the most significant challenge you have faced and the steps you have taken to 
overcome this challenge. How has this challenge affected your academic achievement? 

 

o Describe your favorite academic subject and explain how it has influenced you. 
 

o What have you done to make your school or your community a better place?   
 

o What is the one thing that you think sets you apart from other candidates applying to the 
University of California? 
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Private Universities 

 
Another great option for students are private institutions; such schools can be found both in and out of 
state. In order to apply to these schools, students would need to create an account with the Common 
Application website or via the Coalition. Via the Common App, students may be able to apply to hundreds 
of private universities throughout the United States. It is important to note that unlike the CSU and UC 
system, the deadlines vary from school to school within the Common App and Coalition. It is important to 
note the different dates and deadlines for your schools of interest. Please visit www.commonapp.org 
and/or www.coalitionforcollegeaccess.org to create an account. Please list your username and password in 
the last page of this handbook. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.commonapp.org/
http://www.coalitionforcollegeaccess.org/
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Community Colleges 
The local community colleges open their application period for Fall enrollment in April/May. Below are 
some things we feel you should be aware when it comes to community colleges. 

 

5 Benefits of Community College 
 
Excellent value:  High quality, low cost 

• Community colleges typically cost much less than four year colleges and universities.  You can live 
at home, work and go to school, or even live on the campus of your community college, as many 
have residence programs. 

• Popular residential options include Mesa College in San Diego, Cuesta College in San Luis Obispo, 
Santa Barbara City College in Santa Barbara, and Butte College in Chico. 

 
Take time and explore 

• At community college, you can explore a variety of interests before committing to one program. 
• You can meet regularly with academic counselors/advisors who will help you figure out what you 

want to do in the future. 
 
Transfer programs 

• You can complete the necessary general education credits and/or get your AA at a community 
college and then transfer to a four year college or university to get your BA/BS. 

• Community colleges have guaranteed transfer admissions agreements with many colleges, including 
UCs, CSUs, and private colleges. 

Career options 
• There are great career and certificate programs like fashion design, dental hygiene, ultrasound 

tech, and veterinary tech.  You can take specialized courses in these areas and get a 2-year 
degree or certificate. 

 
Flexibility 

• If you need to work while you’re attending school, community colleges offer great flexibility in 
scheduling. 
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There are many great community college options right in our backyard: 
 

Foothill College 
Los Altos Hills 
www.foothill.edu 

DeAnza College 
Cupertino 
www.deanza.edu 

Cañada College 
Redwood City 
www.canadacollege.edu 

Evergreen Valley College 
San Jose 
www.evc.edu 

Mission College 
Santa Clara 
www.missioncollege.edu 

West Valley College 
Saratoga 
www.westvalley.edu 
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Western Undergraduate Exchanges 
In addition to the CSU, UC, and Common Application and Coalition schools, another great choice for our 
students are schools that are part of the Western Undergraduate Exchange or WUE  (pronounced Woo-
eee)for short. This consortium of colleges and universities include ones in the western United States that 
offer discounted tuition for all students within that choose to attend there regardless of their home state. 
On the next few pages you will find the information on the Western Undergraduate Exchange for your 
review. 
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Student-Athletes 

Prospective student-athletes who hope to play for Division 1 or 2 schools, must register with the NCAA Eligibility 
Center. In the following pages, you will find helpful information about the NCAA and the registration process, 

courtesy of the NCAA 2016-2017 guide. 
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Financial Aid 

Another key component in the college application process is financial aid. Before diving in to more 
specifics about the financial aid process, here are some important terms to know.  

• FAFSA: Free Application for Federal Student Aid 

• COA: Cost of Attendance (this includes tuition, books, etc.) 

• EFC: Expected Family Contribution (how much your family is expected to contribute to the cost 
of college) 

• Types of Financial Aid: 

o Scholarships: Free money. Some are merit based while others are need based. Students 
apply for these individually; check your Naviance account for the most up to date 
information on scholarships available. 

o Grants: More free money 

o Cal Grants: A, B, C (Need based entitlement grants) 

o Middle Class Scholarship: Need based 

o CHAFEE Grant: Grant for foster youth 

o Pell Grant: Federal government grants 

o Loans: Must be paid back. Know the terms of your loan and how much debt you might 
incur. 

o Work Study: Employment used to pay for COA. 

FAFSA 
The FAFSA is the Free Application for Federal Student Aid. This application must be filled out in order to 
determine your eligibility for federal financial aid. Before filling out the FAFSA, please collect the 
information listed below: 
 

o Social Security Number: both yours and your parents’ 

o Alien Registration Number: if you are not a citizen 

o Your most recent income tax information 

o Parent’s most recent income tax information  
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o Bank statements 

o Any records of untaxed income: child support, Social Security Benefits, welfare benefits 

o List of colleges/universities you are interested in attending 

o Parent Marital Status: date of marriage or divorce 

o Household Size 
 

FAFSA Submission 
 
In order to submit your FAFSA online, you and your parents will need to apply for a PIN, which requires 
an email address for both student and one parent.  
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AB 540 Students 
Undocumented students are also known as AB 540 students. These same students can be charged out-
of-state tuition fees, which are more than double the cost for legal residents. In order to be considered an 
AB 540 student to receive regular in-state tuition fees, you must meet the following criteria: 

- Have completed at least 3 years of high school in California 

- Have graduated or will graduate from a California high school 

- Must sign an affidavit that states you will begin the process to legalize your residency as soon 

as your are able to do so.  

AB 540 Students and Financial Aid 
With the passage of AB 131 and AB 540, eligible students may file for benefits including Cal Grants and 
State University Grants. Instead of the FAFSA, eligible students would use a separate application from the 
California Student Aid Commission called the Dream Act. https://dream.csac.ca.gov/ 
 

https://dream.csac.ca.gov/
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Scholarship Tips 
 
Please keep in mind the FAFSA and the California Dream Application are used to award Cal Grants, State 

Grants, and Board of Governor’s Fee Waiver. To supplement your financial aid, please remember to check 

your Naviance account for a complete list of scholarships. For additional scholarship information, please 

visit the following websites: 

• www.hsf.net 

• www.latinocollegedollars.org 

• www.hispanicfund.org 

• www.scholarships.com 

• www.scholarshipsearch.com 

• www.myscholly.com 

• www.maldef.org 

• www.fastweb.com 

• www.salliemae.com 

 

 

 
 

http://www.hsf.net/
http://www.latinocollegedollars.org/
http://www.hispanicfund.org/
http://www.scholarships.com/
http://www.scholarshipsearch.com/
http://www.myscholly.com/
http://www.maldef.org/
http://www.fastweb.com/
http://www.salliemae.com/
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Emails 
As students prepare for the last 2 years of high school, it is important to understand the 
importance of having a professional email address. While all students have an mvla.net account, 
many prefer to use a personal email account. Here are some tips as you create or modify your 
email account: 
 

1. Please have an appropriate email address, as this is the email you will list on all of your 
college related applications. etc. Nicknames or inappropriate words should not be used. 
 

2. After having submitted any type of applications, please be sure to check you email! 
Colleges and universities send you emails regarding your next steps as an applicant and 
required documents. It is very rare that you will actually receive paper mail. 

 
3. To help you keep track of your email, use the space provided at the end of this 

handbook to record your email username and password. 
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Usernames and Passwords 
  

Account  Account  

Username  Username  

Password  Password  

 

Account  Account  

Username  Username  

Password  Password  

 

Account  Account  

Username  Username  

Password  Password  

 

Account  Account  

Username  Username  

Password  Password  

 

Account  Account  

Username  Username  

Password  Password  

 

Account  Account  

Username  Username  

Password  Password  
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Questions? 
 This handbook is to be used as a guide through your junior year and beyond. You are bound to 
have questions that may not be answered in this book. When those questions arise, do not hesitate to 
contact your counselor or our College and Career Center Coordinator.  
  
1. 
 
2. 
 
3. 
 
4. 
 
5. 
 
6. 
 


