HURWITZ CONSULTING ¢ DR. NATHAN HURWITZ

College Admissions Timeline by

Grade

A clear, calm roadmap from 9th grade through enrollment

nathan@hurwitzadmissions.com ¢ (203) 613-9262 « hurwitzadmissions.com

One of the most common mistakes in college admissions is treating the process as something that begins in
senior year. By that point, most of what matters has already happened: your grades, your activities, your
relationships with teachers, your sense of what you want from a college experience. The students who navigate
admissions most successfully are the ones who made good decisions early — not because they were anxious,
but because they were informed.

This timeline tells you what matters, when it matters, and why — so you can focus on the right things at the right
time without either rushing ahead or falling behind.

Starting early doesn't mean stressing early. It means having the time to make
better decisions, write stronger essays, and arrive at senior year feeling
genuinely ready.

9th Grade — Building the Foundation

Ninth grade sets habits, not outcomes. No admissions officer is evaluating your freshman year course selection
— but the habits you build now will determine how you perform when it matters. The goal is not optimization.
The goal is momentum.

« Develop strong academic habits: note-taking, time management, and how to
9th Grade study — not just what to study.

Building the « Explore extracurricular activities broadly and freely. This is not the time to
foundation specialize. Try things.

« Build genuine relationships with teachers through participation, curiosity, and
effort — not flattery.

* Focus on strong grades and appropriate course rigor. No need to take AP
courses simply to appear ambitious.

 Understand that college planning is not the goal right now — personal growth is.

GOAL: Build skills, self-awareness, and momentum — without pressure.



What's Actually at Stake in 9th Grade

The habits you form in 9th grade — how you manage your time, how you handle difficulty, how you show up in
the classroom — will largely determine the kind of student you are in 10th and 11th grade, when admissions

officers are paying close attention. You are building infrastructure. Don't rush it.

Extracurricular activities in 9th grade should be about genuine exploration — not résumé building. Students
who join clubs to impress admissions officers often end up in activities they don't care about, which produces
thin, unconvincing applications. The students with the strongest activity sections are the ones who discovered

something they genuinely loved early and stuck with it.

10th Grade — Direction Begins to Form

By sophomore year, patterns begin to emerge: what you're naturally strong in, what you care about, where you
put your energy when given a choice. This is the year to start paying attention to those patterns — not to lock

anything in, but to understand yourself better.

10th Grade

Direction begins
to form

 Continue exploring activities, but begin noticing which ones feel most
meaningful vs. which feel obligatory.

» Academic strengths start to emerge — lean into them without abandoning
challenge.

* Teacher relationships become increasingly important for future letters of
recommendation.

* Optional: take a light SAT/ACT diagnostic late in the year — for information
only, not urgency.

« Start thinking about what kind of college environment you actually want: big or
small, urban or rural, research-focused or teaching-focused, near home or far
away.

» Maintain course rigor — colleges look at the arc of your transcript, and a strong
10th grade year builds momentum.

GOAL: Understand yourself better. Stay engaged. Don't rush.

The Value of an Early Diagnostic

Taking a diagnostic SAT or ACT in late 10th grade is not about urgency — it's about information. Knowing
where you stand early means you have more time to prepare, more flexibility to choose the right test, and no
surprises when official scores matter. It also removes the anxiety that comes from the unknown: you'll know

what you're working with.

Summer After 10th Grade — A Quiet Advantage



The summer after 10th grade is one of the most underutilized opportunities in college prep. There's no urgency
— which is exactly why it's valuable. Students who use it wisely arrive in 11th grade with more clarity, more
confidence, and less to do later.

» Complete an SAT/ACT diagnostic if you haven't yet — under real timed
Summer conditions.

After 10th

A quiet advantage

 Take a few relaxed college visits, in-person or virtual. Notice what feels right.

* Begin light test prep if your diagnostic reveals clear areas to target — nothing
intense.

» Do something meaningful: a job, a project, a volunteer commitment, a program
you genuinely care about.

« Start casual reading in areas that interest you — intellectual engagement over
the summer is worth documenting.

« Reflect on what you learned from the school year: what worked, what didn't, and
what you want to do differently.

GOAL: Build familiarity and confidence. Nothing needs to be perfect yet.

Why Summer Jobs and Real Experiences Matter

Admissions officers are not looking for students who spent every summer at expensive enrichment
programs. They're looking for students who showed up, contributed something real, and learned

something about the world and themselves. A summer job at a local business, a research role in a
community organization, or an independent creative project can be far more compelling than a
prestigious but passive program.

11th Grade — Strategy and Momentum

Junior year is the most important year of high school for college admissions. This is when admissions officers
focus their attention: junior-year grades, standardized test scores, the depth of your extracurricular
commitment, and the quality of your relationships with teachers who will write your recommendations.
Everything you've built is paying off now.



* Take the most rigorous coursework you can handle well — colleges look closely
11th Grade at junior year.

Strategy and « Narrow extracurricular activities from breadth to depth. Two or three deep
momentum commitments are far more compelling than ten superficial ones.

* Prepare for and complete standardized testing: take your first official SAT or
ACT in spring.

* Begin visiting colleges seriously — not just tours, but asking real questions and
imagining yourself there.

« Build and refine your activities résumé: what have you done, what was your
role, what did it produce?

« Start informal essay reflection: what experiences, challenges, or ideas keep
coming back to you?

« Develop a preliminary college list with reach, target, and likely categories.

* Identify two or three teachers who know your work and who could write strong
recommendation letters. Ask early.

GOAL: Enter summer with clarity, direction, and a working plan.

How to Choose Your Recommenders

A strong letter of recommendation is not from the teacher you got the best grade from — it's from the teacher
who knows you best as a thinker and a person. The ideal recommender can speak to how you engage with
material, how you handle difficulty, how you contribute to the classroom, and what makes you stand out. A letter
that says 'Sarah earned an A in my class' is nearly worthless. A letter that says 'Sarah approached every
problem with a curiosity that changed how other students thought about it' is invaluable.

Give your recommenders a 'brag sheet' or summary of your activities, your goals, and anything specific you
hope they'll address. The easier you make it for them to write a detailed, specific letter, the better the letter will
be.

Summer Before 12th Grade — The Turning Point

The summer before senior year is the single most important period of preparation in the entire process.
Students who use it well arrive in September ready to execute — not scrambling to think. Students who don't
often spend the fall of senior year stressed, rushed, and producing work that doesn't represent them at their
best.



« Finalize standardized testing if still needed — most students complete by
Summer August.

Before 12th * Brainstorm essay topics before you start drafting. Do the reflection work in this
The turning point guide first.

 Write a full draft of the Common App personal statement by the end of summer.
« Refine and balance your college list: reach, target, and likely schools.

» Research each school's supplemental essay prompts and make notes on your
approach.

* Plan your application strategy: Early Decision (binding), Early Action
(non-binding), or Regular Decision.

 Prepare recommendation materials for teachers: brag sheet, résumé, and a
sincere personal request.

* Polish your activities list — every character counts. Be specific about roles,
responsibilities, and impact.

GOAL: Remove pressure from fall by doing the hardest thinking early.

Early Decision vs. Early Action — A Clear Breakdown

- Early Decision (ED) Early Action (EA) Regular Decision (RD)

Deadline November 1 or 15 November 1 or 15 January 1 or 15

Decision December December March/April

Binding? Yes — you must attend if =~ No — you may compare No — full flexibility
admitted offers

Best for Students with a clear first ~ Students ready early Students still deciding or
choice and financial who want flexibility needing to compare aid
certainty

Strategic value Can meaningfully Demonstrates interest; Maximum flexibility; full
improve odds at some earlier decision comparison
schools

Fall of 12th Grade — Execution

Senior fall is the execution phase. If summer went well, this should feel like delivery, not development. The
essays are drafted. The list is clear. The plan is in place. Now you revise, polish, and submit — calmly and
carefully.



Fall 12th

Execution with
confidence

* Finalize and polish the personal statement — be ruthless about clarity and
voice.

» Write and revise all supplemental essays. Treat each one as its own project.

» Submit Early Action and Early Decision applications by November deadlines.
Submit a few days early.

* Prepare for interviews where offered — practice telling your story
conversationally, not from a script.

» Request official transcripts for all applications well ahead of deadlines.

» Confirm that recommendation letters have been submitted. Give teachers a
gentle heads-up before deadlines.

* Track all deadlines in a master spreadsheet: application, financial aid, and
scholarship.

GOAL: Submit strong, thoughtful applications without last-minute stress.

On Supplemental Essays

Supplemental essays are where many students lose ground. After a well-crafted personal statement,
a perfunctory 'Why Us' essay signals that you didn't actually think about the school. Every
supplement deserves its own focused research and drafting time. If you've done the work over the
summer, senior fall is about refinement — not starting from scratch.

Winter and Spring of 12th Grade — Completion and Decision

Winter 12th

Completion and
follow-up

» Submit all remaining Regular Decision applications by January deadlines.
» Complete any additional interviews requested by schools.

» Send mid-year grade reports if required — they matter more than most students
realize.

» Respond promptly to any additional requests from admissions offices.

» Review early admissions decisions with perspective: a deferral is not a
rejection.

« If waitlisted, write a thoughtful letter of continued interest — specific, brief, and
genuinely enthusiastic.

GOAL: Finish strong, stay organized, and maintain perspective.



 Review all admissions decisions thoughtfully — not reactively.

Spring 12th

» Navigate waitlists with strategy: a strong letter of continued interest and updated

Choose with accomplishments.
confidence

» Compare financial aid packages carefully — the 'best' school is sometimes not
the most expensive one.

« Revisit top-choice campuses if possible before committing. The in-person feel
matters.

» Make a final college decision by May 1. Commit fully and enthusiastically.

* Notify schools you're not attending promptly — it frees up spots for other
students.

* Begin preparing for the transition: housing, orientation, academic placement,
and financial logistics.

GOAL: Choose the best academic, social, and personal fit — with
confidence and clarity.

Evaluating Financial Aid Offers
Financial aid packages are not always straightforward. Here's how to read them clearly:

* Separate grants and scholarships (free money) from loans and work-study (money you earn or repay).

» Compare net cost — tuition minus free aid — not sticker price. A school with a higher sticker price may cost
less.

» Ask each school's financial aid office if your package can be revisited, especially if your circumstances have
changed or if you have a competing offer.

» Calculate four-year cost, not just first-year cost. Some aid packages decrease after year one.

 Consider the earnings outcomes of graduates in your intended field from each school — ROI matters.

Students who start early don't just avoid last-minute stress — they make better
decisions, write stronger essays, and arrive at senior year feeling genuinely
ready. The timeline above isn't meant to create urgency. It's meant to remove it.
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