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How can I prepare my daughter to get into a good college? 

You are already off to a good start.  The St. Mary’s Academy curriculum is structured to prepare 
students for college.  Our basic requirements fulfill the minimum academic coursework at most colleges.  By 
attending a strong, college prep high school and learning from excellent teachers in an environment with other 
like-minded students, we’ve found that our alumni are well-prepared for college.  In addition, the service, 
leadership, athletic and arts opportunities we have here help them stand out in the college admission process. 

We encourage you to think of this as a matchmaking process, not as a competition for a coveted prize.   
The vast majority of the thousands of colleges in America are “good” schools.  Finding one that fits your 
daughter’s talents, skills, and goals should happen after she has compiled a high school experience that 
highlights her strengths and makes her a balanced person.   

If your daughter is already interested in a particular college, you and she can go to its website and 
search for admission requirements.  You will find recommendations for curriculum, grades, and test scores 
based on that college’s past applicant pools.  While a student shouldn’t use those recommendations to try to 
mold herself into someone she isn’t, they can give an idea of different colleges’ requirements.  If you enjoy this 
preliminary research, we encourage you to look at different kinds of places – small liberal arts colleges, large 
state universities, highly selective colleges and those with more open admission policies – that will provide a 
well-rounded picture of your daughter’s options and show her not only that she can shoot for the stars but also 
that she will have many great opportunities even if she isn’t admitted to a college with a famous name. 
 
How many honors and Advanced Placement classes are colleges looking for?  Is a B in an honors class better 
than an A in a regular class? 

Colleges look for students who have challenged themselves appropriately within the coursework 
available to them, and who have performed in a way that predicts success in college.  That means your 
daughter should take the honors and AP courses that make sense for her based on the recommendations of 
her teachers and her past performance.  

The B in an honors/advanced class vs. A in a regular class question is one that is asked at every college 
night in every high school in America.  There is not a simple answer, because every student is different, and 
most colleges (even the ones who use a formulaic process) leave room for professional judgment. 

The bottom line:  These choices and grades, in isolation, will not guarantee an admission decision, 
either positive or negative.  She should challenge herself when she has the opportunity, but without taking on 
so much that she feels overwhelmed and that it affects her overall academic performance.  College applications 
should be just one of many factors your daughter considers when she builds her course load each year. 
 
Do freshman year grades matter? 

Freshman year grades set the basis for overall grade point average.  When calculating a cumulative 
grade point average, they count for the same share as sophomore and junior grades, so they do, clearly, 
“matter.”  It can be very difficult to dig out from under a low ninth grade GPA.   However, many colleges use 
the overall transcript (curriculum, grades, etc) to predict a student’s potential for success in college.  The most 
recent work is the most important to them, so lower grades in the freshman and sophomore year can be less of 
a concern than low grades in the eleventh or twelfth grade. 
 
How do colleges view high school grades?  How much does cumulative grade point average matter? 

Colleges use basically two different methods to make admission decisions.  The more formulaic method 
uses a combination of grade point average and test score to make decisions.  Many state universities use 
formulas like this for their initial reviews, which is how some of them come up with “automatic” admission 
offers, where a student is automatically admitted if she has a certain grade point average and test score.  At 
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these colleges, grade point average is very important.  At many of these places, however, there is also a holistic 
review process (see below) for students who do not meet initial GPA and/or score requirements. 

 
Other colleges use a holistic review process. They look at grades, overall curriculum, test scores, high 

school characteristics, essay, teacher recommendations, interviews, and more.  Grade point average taken in 
isolation is less important to these colleges.  Individual grades, curriculum, individual test scores, writing skills, 
etc. are very important.  Admission decisions are less easy to predict at these colleges because they consider 
many unquantifiable factors, but they tend to take more complex situations into account. 

 
A little-known fact:  many colleges, both those with formulaic review and those with holistic review, re-

calculate grade point averages.  They sometimes use their own weighting systems, remove weighting, or use 
only what they deem academic coursework.  This is another reason to set academic and personal goals that 
relate not only to numerical benchmarks, but to personal satisfaction and achievement. 
 
My daughter does not perform well on standardized tests.  What should we do? 

Test scores are just one of several factors that go into an admission decision.  At most colleges, 
especially those with holistic review, they are seen in the context of overall preparation for college based on 
curriculum, grades, writing, recommendations and many other factors.  Most colleges also realize that some 
students just aren’t great test-takers – in fact, one group of colleges, most of whom don’t see standardized 
testing as an effective predictor of college success, is test-optional in their admission process. You can find a list 
of them at www.fairtest.org. 

On the other hand, standardized testing is part of the college admission process.  As sophomores, SMA 
students take the PSAT as sophomores and juniors  to get a feel for the test.  Your daughter should take the 
test seriously and get a good night’s sleep the night before testing day.  Scores on this practice exam are not 
reported to colleges and it is best used to help your daughter think about areas where she might get extra help 
the next time around.  
 
When should we start thinking about college admission testing (SAT and ACT)? 

Spring of the junior year is a good time to consider taking the SAT or ACT for the first time.  At that 
point, your daughter will have a strong basis in the different subject areas, but it is early enough that she would 
have the opportunity to take the tests a second time in the fall before her college deadlines arise and schedule 
SAT subject tests if such is appropriate for her goals. 
 
When should we start visiting colleges? 
 Informal visits can happen any time.  If you happen to find yourselves cruising past a college on your 
family vacation, stop and look around.  Check in at the admissions office and see if there is a campus tour you 
can join or to pick up a campus map.  It’s never too early to start getting a feel for college campuses, especially 
if you are in a part of the country where you know you probably won’t be back before your daughter’s senior 
year. 
 Formal campus visits that include interviews usually happen in the junior and senior year.  Many 
families plan trips during spring break in the junior year or the summer between eleventh and twelfth grade. 
 
What kinds of activities do colleges like to see on a resume? 
 Colleges like to see commitment.  They rarely look for anything specific (playing the oboe isn’t any 
more admirable to them than working in a soup kitchen, or working at an after-school job, for example), but 
they like to see students who have worked hard or found their passions. 
 
Will my daughter get into college? 
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