Narrator:
Begin Section 3: How to Prepare for College
Parent 1:
How can I prepare my children for a good college education?

Counselor:
Well … first, college preparation takes a great deal of planning. Federal Student Aid has a College Preparation Checklist that students and their families can use as a guide. The checklist covers what to do each year in school, both academically and financially, to get ready for college.

Parent 2:
My youngest son will be getting ready to attend high school in a few years. His older sister is getting ready to attend high school now. What are some of the things that we should be doing now?

Counselor:
First, let’s start with your son. If you haven’t already done so, start looking into college savings plans that your state may offer. Academically, encourage him to take challenging classes and to do his best in those classes. If he needs to get help, encourage him to get it from a teacher, tutor, or mentor.
Parent 2:
What about outside of the classroom? What should he be doing?

Counselor:
He should look into and become involved in school- or community-based extracurricular activities that will enable him to explore his interests, meet new people, and learn new things. I also recommend that you and your son go to www.studentaid.ed.gov/early. There you can find out why college is important, what a college education can do for him, and how to pay for that education. 
Parent 2:
We will do that. Now, what do you recommend for my daughter?

Counselor:
Each year that she is in high school, your family should be saving for college. She should be taking challenging classes in core academic subjects. Most colleges require four years of English; at least three years of social studies, such as history, civics, and geography; three years of mathematics; and three years of science. Many colleges require at least two years of a foreign language. Your daughter also should round out her course load with classes in computer science and the arts. In addition, she will need to stay involved in school- and community-based extracurricular activities that both interest her and enable her to explore career options. And, definitely encourage her to save awards, honors, and her best work for her academic portfolio.

Parent 3:
Are there any good online references for my ninth-grader? She is always on the computer.

Counselor:
Yes. I recommend www.college.gov, where your daughter can find some great tools and resources to help plan for and get into college. For example, College.gov has an “I’m Going Guide,” where your daughter can get insights and advice from current college students. In addition, there is a reliable source at www.studentaid.ed.gov. There, she can register with MyFSA to research her career and college options.

Parent 3:
What is MyFSA?

Counselor:
MyFSA is an online tool that will allow her to create her own password-protected account where she can research the cost of attendance for specific schools and plan on how much she needs to be saving for her education, bookmark the schools she is interested in, and save the results of scholarship searches. She can continue to use this account to track her progress in education beyond high school. Think of MyFSA as her personal portfolio.
Parent 3:
Sounds great. How does she sign up?

Counselor:
At www.studentaid.ed.gov, she can visit the MyFSA log-on site. There, all she needs to do is select a user name and password and enter some requested profile information.
Parent 3:
So what else should she be doing as she moves toward her senior year in high school?

Counselor:
In the 10th grade, she should begin meeting with her school counselor or mentor to discuss colleges and their requirements. She should also consider taking a practice Preliminary Scholastic Aptitude Test or PSAT. She should consider working during the summer or taking a summer course, as well as talking to adults about what they like or dislike about their jobs and about what kind of education is needed for those jobs.

Parent 4:
My son is going into the 11th grade. Should he start actively looking at colleges now?

Counselor:
During the fall of his 11th-grade year, he should start researching schools that interest him, thinking about such things as location, size, special programs, and college costs. He should also start attending college fairs and other presentations by college representatives. And, don’t forget those tests, such as the PSAT—11th-graders need to take that in order to compete for National Merit Scholarships. Then, in the spring, he will need to take a college entrance exam, such as the SAT and SAT Subject tests or the ACT. 
Your son also should visit our FAFSA4caster tool at www.fafsa.gov, which will help him understand his options for paying for college. FAFSA4caster will give him an early estimate of eligibility for federal student aid.
Parent 4:
When should he start the application processes to attend school and apply for federal student aid?

Counselor:
During the fall of his senior year, he should submit his college applications. He should then apply for federal student aid as soon as possible starting on Jan. 1 of his senior year in high school. He should complete and submit the Free Application for Federal Student Aid or FAFSA online at www.fafsa.gov or he can complete the paper FAFSA.  Whichever method he uses, he should make sure he meets any state or school deadlines. These deadlines are usually early in the calendar year. After completing the FAFSA, your son will receive a Student Aid Report or SAR, which contains the results of his FAFSA within three to five days if he applies online and within three weeks if he applies on paper. He will need to quickly review the SAR and make any necessary corrections or changes and resubmit it to the application processor.
Parent 4:
How can we get help if we have questions about the federal student aid programs or the application process?

Counselor:
Call the Federal Student Aid Information Center, toll-free, at 1-800-4-FED-AID or 1-800-433-3243. [Please read telephone number as 
1-800-4-FED-AID or 1-800-433-3243] Help is also available online when you are completing the application at www.fafsa.gov. The application has built-in help to guide the applicant through the application process, including online chat. 

Parent 4:
What about other types of aid to help pay for college?

Counselor:
Many private colleges and universities use the College Scholarship Service (CSS) Profile to help them award nonfederal student aid funds. In addition, your son should apply for as many scholarships as he can—he may be eligible for more than he thinks. You should check your eligibility for the American Opportunity, Hope, or Lifetime Learning Credits, or other tax benefits. To find out how to search for scholarships go to www.studentaid.ed.gov/scholarship.
Parent 4:
When should my son decide on what colleges he wants to attend?

Counselor:
Usually students are notified of their acceptance the spring of their senior year. They then should carefully review their college acceptances and compare financial aid packages. When they decide which school they want to attend, they need to notify the school of their commitment and submit any required financial deposit. Many schools require this notification and deposit by May 1.

Parent 1:
Thanks for all this great information. It’s going to be hard to keep all these steps in mind.

Counselor:
Yes. It’s a lot to remember. But you can find the previously mentioned College Preparation Checklist that you can use as a guide at www.studentaid.ed.gov/collprep. That’s www.studentaid.ed.gov/collprep.
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End Section 3: How to Prepare for College

