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““ It doesn’t 
matter where 
you come from, 
you make your 
own success.”

unknoWn
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inTrodUCTion
Meet the authors of the ultiMate Guide to ColleGe appliCations, peter and Jill 
ratzan. With experienCe as a hiGh sChool GuidanCe Counselor, ColleGe planninG 
and finanCial aid Consultants, parents  and also ColleGe students theMselves at 
one point...they Can Guide you to suCCessfully naviGate the ColleGe universe. 

meet Peter Ratzan 

peter has been helping students prepare for 
college for more than two decades, first as a high 
school social studies teacher then as a guidance 
counselor to 12th grade students in miami, Florida, 
and finally as the CEO & Founder of Your College 
Concierge in 2007.

He has personally helped more than 1100 families 
(and counting) successfully navigate the college 
process (and stay sane in the process).

meet Jill Ratzan

Jill spent 12 years with Discovery Channel, plucked 
straight from graduate school in 1995 to help 
build their college internship program. in 1997, Jill 
was transferred to miami to launch and manage 
the people part of Discovery Latin America/U.S. 
Hispanic. Throughout her tenure with Discovery, 
she personally hired &/or trained more than 1,200 
new employees on 3 different continents.

she joined peter full-time in 2011 to head up the 
development of Your College Concierge, a digital 
learning platform to complement the private 
college guidance and funding services they offer.

“ It’s not where you go to 
learn that’s important; 
it’s what you choose to 
do with what you learn 
after you are there.”

PEtER & Jill RAtzAn

http://yourcollegeconcierge.com
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orienTaTion
Congratulations, you’re about to embark upon an exciting journey!

And although I know that it may seem otherwise right now, applying to college does not have to be 
a sanity-sucking, unmanageable or overwhelming process. Here are some guidelines that we ask you 
to follow that will help make your Admissions experience more productive, more enjoyable and more 
successful.

1
 they are Called “adMissions” offiCers -- not denial offiCers.
It’s easy to get swept up in the media hype and anxiety around “getting into your dream 
school” and forget that the admissions officers who will read your college application 
are real human beings that were in your shoes at one time. Be real with them and be 
engaging in your essay. Your chances of success are much higher than if you try to 
project an image of someone you are not.

2
 self-Worth should never be defined by the ColleGe you Go to.
For parent and student alike, though it may seem crucial at the time, where you end 
up going to college is NOT a reflection of your abilities, intelligence or potential. Future 
employers will look to your character, commitment, integrity, experience and skills when 
aking a decision to hire you. While a particular school may help you make connections to 
a professional alumni, it won’t get you a job.

3
 your neiGhbor is not a ColleGe expert.
Nor is your aunt or your best friend’s cousin. People who may offer you “college advice”, 
unless they are a college planning professional or a guidance counselor, don’t have 
the full understanding of the college admissions and college funding process. This is 
your family’s journey and unique to you. What works for one student can be completely 
different for another.

Our 3 Key Guiding Principles

http://yourcollegeconcierge.com
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yoUr reSponSibiliTieS
dear student, 

Your responsibility is to get engaged, ask for help, use the tools you have access to, do your best 
in school, reach out if you’re overwhelmed or confused, keep a good attitude and respect the 
turnaround times of your guidance counselor and admissions officers.

1

2

3

4
5

6
7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

Determine the characteristics that you are looking for in a college

research colleges that possess those characteristics

Communicate directly and meet with college representatives at schools of interest if 
possible

Register accounts for online applications (Common App, Coalition, or school-specific)

Be familiar with college deadlines

register for the saT or aCT

Send test scores to colleges in advance of the deadlines, recognizing the lead time it 
takes for scores to arrive

Request transcript requests from your guidance office at school

Complete SSAR (Student Self-Reported Academic Record) in advance of deadline (if 
applicable)

Complete all college applications on time

Complete class assignments and homework on time

Request teacher recommendations during spring of 11th grade, or by September 1 of 
12th grade

Complete any state financial aid or grant applications, if applicable

Prepare resume and share resume with a teacher or mentor for review

show up for scheduled classes

Here’s How You Can Take Action:

http://yourcollegeconcierge.com
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admiSSion CriTeria

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

Academic Record/Grades (hs transcript)

Courses Selected relative to the course program strength (determined by 
your high school’s profile)

Test Scores (saT, aCT, subject tests)

Letters of Recommendation (counselor, core subject teachers, other)

Extra-curricular Activities & Awards: work experience, community service, 
clubs, honors (shown on your application resume)

Special Skills & Talent: fine art, performing arts, music, athletics (portfolio, 
sizzle reel, audition)

Experience(s): work, community service, enhanced learning/hobbies (shown 
on your application resume)

Essay(s): Common application, supplements

Interview: on campus, alumni, school

Demonstrated Interest: college fair, campus visit, email, social media

http://yourcollegeconcierge.com
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appliCaTion reqUiremenTS

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Application Form(s)/Fee(s): The Common application, application(s) for
Colleges/Universities not using Common Application

Transcript(s): You will report your grades on The Common App, but you must 
also have an OFFICIAL transcript sent to each college by your Guidance 
Department. NOTE: Some schools are now requiring that you complete and 
send a Self-Reported transcript in lieu of an official transcript
 
Secondary School Report (The Common Application)/Guidance Counselor 
Form(s)

TWO teacher letters of recommendation (if required): preferably at least one 
from a core subject matter teacher (english, For. language, science, math, 
social science)

Test Scores (if required): scores are self-reported on Common application*, 
but all scores must be sent by College Board or ACT to be considered 
OFFICIAL and YOU are responsible for contactin the College Board and/or 
ACT and making that request

Essay(s), Short Answer Questions: Common application, supplements, 
individual college requirements (NOTE: when it comes to essay(s), “optional” 
basically means mandatory)

Activities List (application resume)

Other Admissions Requirements: if required, a Mid-Year Report Form, 
Financial Aid and Scholarship Applications (some require additional essays)

It’s not just a form.

http://yourcollegeconcierge.com
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reSUme CheaT SheeT
Creating your Application Resume is easy and fun, not to mention important. You’ll need one
to complete your application forms, request your teacher recommendations and to ace your 
interviews.Your Application Resume is a written document that summarizes what you’ve 
accomplished. 

 M Honors and Awards: academic and other (e.g., for special talent, leadership, service)

 M leadership positions held

 M Extra-curricular Activities and Club involvement

 M Community Service Activities

 M Work Experience (Paid/Unpaid Employment and Internships)

 M Additional Educational Experiences and/or Programs

 M hobbies and interests

 M College and Career Goals

Your Application Resume Should Include:

Tips:

 M Start by making a list of your work experiences, activities, accomplishments and 
special skills

 M Then, list your activities by grade and order of importance

 M Be sure to describe your role(s) and responsibilities

 M Don’t forget to highlight special accomplishments and leadership positions

 M Be Authentic;, consistent and contextually relevant (an Admissions Officer can spot a 

‘padded’ resume from a million miles away)

http://yourcollegeconcierge.com






www.YourCollegeConcierge.com1515

The UlTimaTe GUide To ColleGe appliCaTions

Written By: Peter & Jill Ratzan
Email: info@collegeplanningadvice.com

TeaCher reCommendaTionS
Many selective colleges require and rely on teacher recommendations to help Admissions Officers 
learn more about your work habits, academic passion, participation and potential to enrich their 
campus. 

 M Someone who knows you well (and likes you)

 M at least one 11th grade teacher from a core subject (english, Foreign language, 
math, lab science, social science)

Who Should You Ask For a Recommendation?

When Should You Ask?
 M As soon as possible - by end of September at the latest (end of 11th grade or the 
summer before 12th grade is even better)

 M Allow MINIMUM two weeks for them to complete

How Should You Ask?
 M Preferably in person first, then invite/assign them to your application online, if using 
Common app)

 M Check with your Guidance Department to clarify and follow school procedures

 M Check with colleges on your list to confirm their requirements

Tips
 M Do your Application Resume first & provide it to the teacher when s/he agrees to write 
your recommendation

 M Provide pre-addressed, stamped envelopes for all colleges that don’t accept soft 
copies (Common App schools have an online process)

 M Go the extra mile and make it personal and SUPER easy for your teachers to get this 
done (gift card for a coffee, hand-written thank you note w a gift card for a coffee

http://yourcollegeconcierge.com
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eSSay mindSeT & approaCh

“Words are the Most poWerful druG used by Mankind.” - 
rudyard kiplinG

the essay is your ChanCe to separate yourself froM the herd.

A great essay can easily turn a “maybe” into a “yes”. use your essay to showcase your 
personality, your character and your humanity.

Before you evn analyze the prompt(s), you might want to first take some time to take 
stock of yourself and consider who you really are, what made you that way and what 
you want to say. 

http://yourcollegeconcierge.com
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Now What?

brainSTorming
This brief quesitonnaire will help you in 2 ways to prepare for writing your college application essay: 

1. it will help clarify your interests, background, goals and direction. 
2. It gives you a chance to express your interests, background, goals and direction.

Answer the Following With the First Thing That Comes To Mind:
1. List 2 items in your room you are proud of:

2. List 2 words your friends would use to describe you:

3. List 2 favorite songs:

4. List 2 favorite movies:

5. List 2 favorite subjects in school:

6. List 2 things you enjoy doing outside of school:

7. List 2 favorite foods:

8. List 2 places you would like to visit:

9. List 2 favorite authors:

10. List 2 causes that matter to you:

With this list of items unique to you, you have a springboard of potential topics you can use for 
your college application essay. The next step is to review the essay prompts and choose which 
one you’ll use for your application essay. You can view the general essary prompts for colleges in 
Coalition for Access, Affordability and Success and the prompts for the Common application on both 
organization’s websites (they update each year).

http://yourcollegeconcierge.com
http://www.coalitionforcollegeaccess.org/essays.html
http://www.coalitionforcollegeaccess.org/essays.html
http://www.commonapp.org/whats-appening/application-updates/common-application-announces-2016-2017-essay-prompts
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Get Feedback
It’s extremely hard to critique your own work 
effectively. You can look at your essay over and 
over again, trying to figure out if you wrote 
about the right topic, if your tone is appropriate, 
if it’s compelling or average, if your grammar is 
correct...and so on.

Give yourself a break and have someone who’s 
qualified review it for you. 

This doesn’t mean to simply have your parents 
or best friend read it. in most cases, their 
opinion may be biased or they may not have a 
background in English writing skills.

Ask a teacher, guidance counselor or tutor to 
look it over. Allow enough time for them to fit it 
into their schedule.

GettinG started
“You write your first draft with your 
heart, and you re-write it with your 
head. The first key to writing is to 
write, not to think.”

 - William Forrester in Finding Forrester

• Free write. set a timer for 15 
minutes and write down everything 
you can think of that has 1) pissed 
you off; 2) changed you for the 
better 3) inspired you 

• Pretend that you are writing a 
letter to an acquaintance that you 
want turn into your closest friend. 

• Write the way you speak. Avoid 
getting too formal or trying to 
impress with fancy vocabulary. 

• Keep a notebook by your bed...
something may pop into your mind 
as you fall asleep or wake. 

• Ultimately, the essay is about YOU. 
It’s not about your grandfather, 
or the orphanage in haiti, or the 
lacrosse team, or the national math 
competition...it’s about YOU. 

• Admisssions officers are reading 
to learn about you---not so much 
what you’ve done as much as 
learning WHY you do what you do.

http://yourcollegeconcierge.com
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avoid TheSe landmineS
Relying on the self-reported transcript

As you would imagine, with a self-reported transcript, it may be tempting to not be entirely 
accurate.

Skimming the writing requirements

Misunderstanding, misreading or overlooking a requirement could cost you admission due to 
demonstrating your lack of attention to detail.

not reporting disciplinary issues or fabricating the truth

Discuss any disciplinary issues with your guidance department prior to submitting 
applications. Avoid the temptation to exaggerate accomplishments or make things up. 

Waiting too long to request necessary documents and not following up

You need to allow a MINIMUM of 2 weeks for teachers and MINIMUM 4 weeks for guidance 
counselors.since many other students are requesting the same thing. Follow up if you don’t 
hear from them after the 2-4 week period, and be sure to send a “thank you” note for any 
recommendations.

Senioritis

We know, we know...you’re SO close. But hang in there. 

ignoring your email

CHECK your email. While you may use texts and apps to communicate with friends and 
family, with schools and professionals email is still king.

not communicating with your parents or guidance counselor

They can help you get questions answered or contact someone who can, but they can’t do it if 
they have no idea what you need.

Letting your parents do stuff for you

Don’t let your parents call the admissions office for you, write your essay or fill out your 
application. Admissions officers WILL notice this and it can compromise your acceptance.

http://yourcollegeconcierge.com
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SUbmiTTing The appliCaTion

Go to CoMMonapp.orG or the ColleGe Website
When you have the necessary documents and are ready to submit your application, 
go to Commonapp.org and search for the college you are applying to. nearly 700 
colleges use the CommonApp.org website for students to submit applications. if you are 
applying to multiple schools, you may be able to submit to most or all of the schools 
here. if you do not see the college of your choice listed, go to the college’s website and 
follow the directions for applying.

The next step is creating your online account and 
following the steps to fill out the application.

http://yourcollegeconcierge.com
http://www.commonapp.org/
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the appliCation

CheCklist
Ready to send it in?

naMe of ColleGe
application deadline                      username    password

 ✓ Guidance Counselor Letter/Secondary School Report?

 ✓ Transcript?

 ✓ Recommendation Letter (name   )?

 ✓ Recommendation Letter (name   )?

 ✓ Recommendation Letter (name   )?

 ✓ Essay 1? 

 ✓ Essay 2? 

 ✓ Essay 3?

 ✓ ACT Score?

 ✓ SAT Score?

 ✓ Completed Application?

 ✓ Supplement?

 ✓ Application Fee?

 ✓ Financial Aid Forms?  

 FAFSA 

 CSS Profile 

 Supplemental

 ✓ Mid-Year Report?

 ✓ CONFIRMED RECEIPT?

Have you included... Date Started or Requested  /  Date Completed



you are on

your Way
Congratulations...and good luck!

For personalized support with the college planning and financial 
aid process, visit www.YourCollegeConcierge.com to review our 

online programs as well as our consulting packages.

http://yourcollegeconcierge.com

