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For generations, two numbers have signaled whether a student could hope to get into a top college: his or her standardized test score and his or her grade-point average. Over the last 15 years, however, these lodestars have come to mean less and less. The SAT has been reworked twice in that time, making it difficult for admissions officers to assess, for example, whether last
year's uptick in average scores were the result of better students or just another test. What's more, half of American teens now graduate high school with an A-average, according to a recent study. With application numbers at record levels, highly selective colleges are forced to make impossible choices, assigning a fixed number of places to a growing pool of students that each
year is harder to distinguish using these two long-standing metrics. Eighty percent of U.S. colleges accept more than half of their applicants, but at the nation's most selective schools, there's something of a merit crisis: As test scores and GPAs hold less influence, admissions offices are searching for other, inevitably more subjective metrics. Each year, the professional association
representing college-admissions officers asks its members about the most important factors they consider when making decisions about applications. Grades, test scores, and the strength of a high-school curriculum still remain at the top of that list. But other criteria play a bigger role than they used to: Students' interest in enrolled in a particular school, as measured by their visits
to campus or what they say in their application materials, among other things, is crucial. In addition, admissions officers at about half of the institutions surveyed said an applicant's ability to pay was of at least some importance in application decisions. You can't go to a college fair anymore and say you have those grades and you're in, said Eric J. Furda, dean of admissions at the
University of Pennsylvania. While an applicant's high-school GPA and test scores still have great emphasis in admissions decisions at Penn, who had 40,000-plus applicants in the admissions cycle that ended last spring, these numbers are what Furda called a snapshot of a student's life-grade from a few years in high school, or how to perform on a test on a given day. Furda
encourages his admissions advisors to balance the absolute merits of grades and test scores with what he calls relative growth and trajectory of applicants. Our evaluation process looks at where they are right now and what can we expect from them when they get to our campus, Furda said. Take, for example, applicants from private high schools or top public schools. We expect
them to have high test scores and scores, he said. That goes without saying. So another way for us think about the merits of these applicants is, what did they do with the opportunity they got? How far did they travel in their high school trip? Applicants will have a much harder time acting on such guidance than if safe admissions were as unambiguous as getting a 1500 on the SAT
and a 3.8 GPA. It was never quite that simple, but Furda noted that the admissions system has changed drastically in recent decades: For the high school graduating class in 1991, Penn accepted nearly half of his applicants. This year, only 8 percent accepted, a record low. Applying to college has become much more stressful in the intervening years—and it just becomes more
so, as high test scores and GPAs become less certain indicators of acceptance. These days, applicants and their parents demand absolutes in admissions, said Furda, who every April responds to complaints from rejected applicants who compare their academic backgrounds to the accepted students they know. The issue for Penn and other top colleges is that as applicants' test
scores and grades rise, the ability to distinguish between them is becoming increasingly difficult, if not impossible. This challenge comes as Penn and other selective colleges are under pressure to increase their enrollment of low-income and first-generation students. Whatever changes they make to their admissions policy, especially how they weigh test scores and grades, will
certainly be noted by competitors but also by less selective schools. The admissions process is what it is because of the best colleges, said Jon Boeckenstedt, deputy vice president of enrollment management and marketing at DePaul University. They have the clout to change it. In fact, when I told an admissions dean at an Ivy League school that I had heard that another selective
college might drop its standardized testing requirements in the coming months, his reaction was one of relief. It would give me an opening to follow, he said. We just can't be first. However, some colleges do not wait for their peers and instead proactively come up with different frameworks. We're not trying to find any formula that takes 11,000 applicants and lines them up from No.
1 to No. 11,000, said Andrew B. Palumbo, dean of admissions and financial aid at the Worcester Polytechnic Institute in Massachusetts. If that were the case, one of our students could create a computer program and make us unemployed. We're trying to find the best fit. Worcester, which this spring admitted 42 per cent of applicants, is one of the many colleges that no longer
require SAT or ACT grades, a decision in 2007 that was surprising given the school's science and technology focus. But Worcester puts its students through a project-based curriculum for four years, and to succeed in such an environment, Palumbo said, must demonstrate that once on campus they can apply skills that standardized tests do not measure very well, if at all-ability to
work in teams, communicate, and solve problems on the fly, for example. More than 1,000 colleges across the country have come to a similar conclusion on standardized testing, after dropping them as an admission stake. This number also includes some selective campuses like George Washington, Wake Forest and Wesleyan. There are good arguments in support of these
schools' decisions: for example, that standardised test scores are strongly correlated with family income. Schools that minimize test scores, however, are often trading an unfair measure of merit for another. Shown interest has become a popular concept among admissiondeans in recent years, but it all too likely correlates with wealth-traveling for college visits is not free. And one
of the best indicators of interest is applying early decisions, a process that benefits applicants who often don't have to worry about comparing financial aid offers from multiple schools. That is, different means does not necessarily mean better. Although colleges are recently emphasizing some measures of applicant excellence, there is an uncomfortable underlying truth that remains
unchanged: When schools with anywhere from several hundred to a few thousand places pick from tens of thousands of applicants, a good amount to determine who comes in will be arbitrary. After receiving your introductory letter, you may find yourself wondering if the College Admissions Assistance program really works. The company's website claims that of CAA participants
surveyed from the high school graduating class in 2009, 98 percent of them were accepted by one of their two best college choices, and 90 percent plan to pursue a CAA-recommended career. The site also shows that the average financial aid award offers were more than $22,241 and that 95 percent of students said they would recommend the CAA to friends. So how exactly
does CAA work? The company provides unlimited coaching via email and phone. Coaches are available from 7 a.m. to 10 .m. Central Time. Through this position you can get answers to questions about study and test taking skills, career coaching and college choice. You can ask for help on preparing for sat, act or psat. You can also request feedback on application and essay
reviews, financial aid applications and award letters, and much more. Ad CAA claims that its coaches are experts in the college planning field. The company also states that before coaches are hired, each candidate is screened and subjected to a thorough background check. Every coach has at least one bachelor's degree, so you know they've gone through the college process
themselves. In short, on the surface, the CAA seems like a perfect solution for who are overwhelmed or afraid of missing out on education opportunities once in a lifetime. But in some cases, the CAA's legitimate services have been overshadowed by its marketing tactics. Here are the basics: THE CAA hopes you will be fascinated by the letter you received from the company
enough to attend the free seminar to find out more information. If you go, you will listen to a speaker describing the challenges of college admissions. After the program is over, a CAA representative will offer to sign up for the service, which costs around $2,000. If you're not surprised by the sticker shock, you may be out of sales tactics. Some attendees say the CAA uses high
pressure sales sites that drive people to commit to the service in place. The Better Business Bureau (BBB) in Fort Worth, Texas, reports the same – it gives the CAA a rating of C-, primarily for complaints about the CAA's marketing practices. Since BBB's file for the company was opened in October 2007, it has logged many complaints about the CAA [source: Better Business
Bureau]. Page 2 According to the National Center for Education Statistics, the average cost of an undergraduate education for tuition, fees and room and board at a four-year institution was $19,362 during the 2007-2008 school year [source: NCES]. It's just for a year of training. Many students have to turn to some form of financial aid to afford college. If there was only one type of
financial support, it can be easy to apply. Maybe you would go into the financial aid office, fill out some forms, write an essay and they would cut you a check. But there are many types of financial support. Even a quick glance at the different scholarships available makes it clear that no two options are exactly the same. Advertisement The financial support application process can
be overwhelming. Are you going to apply for scholarships? Would a grant be a better option? What about student loans? With all the options, paperwork and competition for every dollar available, it's easy to be discouraged. But with the right focus and effort, you can improve your chances of getting the money you need to go to school. We have put together five tips, listed in some
particular order, that can help you find financial support. It all starts with a little research. Content We do not talk about school assignments, although it is also important. Before applying for financial support, it is a good idea to do some research. There are dozens of scholarships and grants available for students. Each has its own set of requirements and rewards. Some are not
affiliated with any particular college or university - anyone can apply. Many institutions have specific programs available only to school students. There are plenty of resources on the web, such as Scholarship.com, that can point you in the right direction. It is important to attention to the requirements of each scholarship or grant. In some cases, money from the program can be
used at what cost a student may encounter. Others have strict guidelines on how the student can spend the money. Some scholarships or grants only go to students based on financial needs. Others go to students who show characteristics such as leadership or community service. Ad Students do not have to pay back money from scholarships or grants. This makes them an
attractive alternative to student loans, which must be repaid with interest later. It also means that it can be competitive to land certain scholarships. But don't let that deter you. Keep researching, because sometimes you can find a scholarship perfect for your needs that others have overlooked. The Free Application for Student Aid (FAFSA) is a request for federal financial
assistance in the United States. After completing the FAFSA, the student becomes a candidate for several federal programs, including the Pell Grant. While not all students will meet the requirements of the FAFSA – the program is based primarily on students' financial needs – many other scholarship programs require students to complete the FAFSA first. In fact, some private
organizations require students to be rejected for federal aid before they will consider them for a scholarship. Completing the FAFSA can be confusing. You need your latest tax information. If you're addicted, you'll need help from your parent or guardian when filling out the form. You also want to make sure that the form is free of errors before you submit it. It is best for high school
students to submit their forms in their final year as close to 1 January as possible. But do not sign or submit the form before this date. Ad One thing to keep in mind is that you must apply for FAFSA every year you are in school or as long as you want to remain eligible for support. The federal government has a renewal form that is not quite as comprehensive as the original form.
Once you have completed the FAFSA and done your homework, it is time to apply for financial support. You should only submit applications to the programs you are eligible for. Pay attention to scholarship and grant requirements. In some cases, the grant or scholarship may only go to a student who has no other financial aid. If you plan to use multiple programs to fund your
college education, you may need to skip these programs. Fill out all application forms completely and make sure you have made any errors. Keep your material neat and organized - a dirty application can cost you a scholarship. Should the application require an essay, write an original piece that is thought provoking and will make a good impression. Be sure to pay attention to
deadlines and send your materials on time. Ad Avoid sending redundant or irrelevant material when submitting your application. Applying for financial support is not right to test more-is-always-better philosophy. Sometimes you may feel lost when you look at your options for financial support, and for good reason. There are so many programs, each with its own set of rules and
deadlines, that it would be surprising if you don't find it complicated. Therefore, you should never hesitate to ask for help. Most high schools have counselors who can help students sort through financial aid options. You can also check with financial support counselors from the college you want to apply to. Asking questions can save you a lot of time and frustration further down the
road. Ad Check if there is a website for the support you are looking for. For example, students and parents working on the FAFSA form can visit the official website to access frequently asked questions and help guides. Several other scholarships and grants also have websites that can answer your questions. You should never hesitate to ask about a scholarship program that
seems fishy to you. There are plenty of scammers targeting students seeking financial support. Unfortunately, the scholarship you are interested in may be a fraud. Ask a counselor or check with the Better Business Bureau if you come across a scholarship that sounds questionable. Being focused and creating a stylish application can go a long way. Remember that your
application serves as your first impression with financial aid officials. A clean, organized application shows that you are serious about your education. If you submit a torn, stained or disorganized application, it sends the wrong message. While a neat application won't necessarily guarantee you that scholarship you're hoping for, a dirty one can eliminate you from consideration.
Make sure that everything you submit is understandable and accurate. This can help your application make it past the initial cut. Ad Always remember that sending an application as early as the requirements allow will give you a better chance of getting the best financial support. Over time, colleges and private organizations will award scholarships and grants to students. The
longer you wait, the less likely you may be to get the support you need. With some research and care, you may be able to find programs that suit your financial and scientific needs. Keep in mind that a little hard work can help you pay for some of - or maybe even your entire - education. For more information on college financial aid, invest some time in the links on the next page.
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