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College 101:  The Scary Stuff Part #1 - Money 

 
 

Based on the media hype, the fear of not getting accepted to a college 
of the student’s choice qualifies as the scariest part of the college 
admission process.  The reality?  Unless you limit your list to a single 
school or only the most highly selective institutions, the chances of this 
happening are quite slim.  For most students and families, the actual 
scary part is paying for the college of your choice…      

 
The remedy to this fear?  Knowledge. 

Click here for a Twin Cities Public Television 
(TPT) overview detailing how families finance a 
college education.  Click here to listen to a 
Minnesota Public Radio broadcast segment on 
the subject.  Wondering if the FAFSA (Free  

Application for Federal Student Aid) is worth the headache?  Click here for a 
podcast that may help higher income families answer that question.  The 
Minnesota Office of Higher Education website provides another great 
resource.  (Note:  the FAFSA becomes available October 1st. Click here to learn more.)   
 

The FAFSA application is the foundation of every financial aid package.  
It relies on two basic financial inputs.  The first is historical:  how much 
income the student and family reported in the prior, prior year (i.e.. 2018 

Income Tax Returns for a 2020 FAFSA).  The second reflects the value of non-
home/non-retirement assets the student and parent control at the time 
the FAFSA is filed.  For students and families that submit their federal 
tax returns, the IRS Data Retrieval Tool (DRT) link allows the FAFSA to 
quickly populate the income portions of the form simplifying that step of 
the process.  Click here to learn more.  (Note:  To make income tax filing easier, 

the IRS provides a Free File website.  Click here after January 1, 2020 to learn more.)  
Students with paid work do not necessarily need to complete tax returns 
but taking this step can be an advantage when it comes to financial aid.  
Click here for some general tips related to income tax filing for teens.  
Bottom line for teens?  If state and/or federal taxes came out of your 
wages this year, filling taxes is the way you get that money back!  Your 
year end W2 has this information.  Watch for it! 
 

The good news?  Filing 2019 taxes allows families to more easily take 
advantage of financial aid estimators -- FAFSA4caster, school specific 
options (Google “school name” “net price calculator”) and/or aggregators such as 
MyinTuition -- earlier in the process.  Knowledge is key to affordability!   

 

                       

 

College 101:  The Scary Stuff 
Part #2 - Testing 

 

For most juniors, taking a college entrance 
exam -- ACT and/or SAT (see page 2 for 

comparisons) -- is the first step in the college 
application process.  Why?   
 

For starters, not taking the test limits college 
options: 
 

83.1% of colleges and universities place 
moderate to considerable importance on 
the standardized test score component of 
the student’s application. 

 

Secondly, significant number of colleges and 
universities make their acceptance decisions 
based on the student’s transcript through the 
end of junior year.  As a result: 
 

the only major application component that 
can be still be “changed” senior year is 
standardized test results (i.e. taking the ACT 

and/or SAT more than once). 
 

For most juniors, the ACT is an important 
part of the college application puzzle. 
 

The good news?  SPCPA is offering the ACT on 
Tuesday February 25, 2020!   
Research suggests that taking this type of test in a 
familiar setting during normal school hours can provide 
the test takers with a significant advantage.   
 

Registration materials will be distributed 
soon.  Final payment due 12/13/19!!! 

Cost is $59.  Fee waivers are available for those who 

qualify.   Questions?  See Meg at the 3rd floor 
desk for more details. 
 

 

Important information for 

college applications: 
 

SPCPA School Code:  242 284 
 

Counselor:  Alison Green 

(greena@spcpa.org) 
 

School Information: 

16 W 5th St 

St Paul, MN  55102 

(651) 290-2225 

http://video.tpt.org/video/2365087251/
http://www.mprnews.org/story/2016/11/16/npr-applying-college-aid-easier-still-hard
http://blog.getintocollege.com/video-should-you-fill-out-the-fafsa-if-youre-wealthy/?utm_source=hs_email&utm_medium=email&utm_content=57323297&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-8UF9MrNZhtA4wQ7hHkF9uYcF6LY8bcn1kllnlF9wOddICPUFozpb4Th2Xa5AjfvF15mMf70t2A8S-O2GlmqHtfN37unQ&_hsmi=57323297
https://www.ohe.state.mn.us/mPg.cfm?pageID=130
https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/fafsa
http://www.finaid.org/fafsa/irsdataretrievaltool.phtml
https://www.irs.gov/filing/free-file-do-your-federal-taxes-for-free
http://familymint.com/blog/5-tax-tips-for-teens#.Xcrc-G5FyUk
https://fafsa.ed.gov/FAFSA/app/f4cForm?execution=e1s1
https://myintuition.org/
https://www.nacacnet.org/globalassets/documents/publications/research/2018_soca/soca18_ch3.pdf
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SPCPA students have had success with a wide variety of ACT test 
preparation approaches.  Independent study vs a classroom 
environment.  Online preparation vs in person tutoring.  There 
are a multitude of options.  In general, it helps to think of the 
ACT as a 3 test option.  Being mentally prepared to take the test 
more than once allows for the possibility that the student may 
refine their test taking approach over several months in hopes of 
achieving their best possible score rather than facing the 
pressure of a one-and-done event.  (Note:  Fee waivers are avaible to 

students who qualify.  Contact Ms. Green for more details.)   
 

Ultimately, it all boils down to time, money and commitment.   
ACT test preparation decisions start from a few key questions:   
 

• How important is the ACT score to the colleges and 
universities on a student’s list?  Is it required?  Is the score range 

narrow or broad? Highly selective schools/programs tend to have narrow 
ranges at the upper end of the scale. 

• What scores do the majority (middle 50%) of their admitted 
students receive?  Click here for a helpful guide to college testing.  

Candidates whose scores fall below this target range may be accepted but 
lower ACT scores will put more pressure on other parts of the student’s 
application (GPA, talent, interests, essays, etc).  

• How likely is a student to achieve a “target” score without 
focused test preparation?  A 2 point jump is a reasonable goal for 

students who invest significant time and energy to improve their scores.  It 
is unreasonable to assume that simply taking the test repeatedly will 
result in meaningful changes in performance.   

• What role do standardized test scores play in scholarship 
awards at the colleges and universities on the student’s list?  
Spending time on the school’s financial aid webpages can help families 
make the determination whether or not expensive tutoring in the short 
term may pay off in greater financial aid over the long term.   
 

Like any other worthy goal in life, improving a standardized test 
score takes practice and a plan.  It’s not enough to “want” to do 
better or to set some arbitary goal.  To help with this process, 
over the coming months, this column will feature ACT test 
taking suggestions.  Starting with the following free options… 
 

• Click here for “Official” ACT study guide. (Note:  the ACT 

organization also offers a variety of testing resources/materials/online 
tutoring for a fee via this website.) 

• Click here for practice tests by section.  Varsity Tutors 
offers automatically scored, online tests by section (English, 

math, reading, science) making it easier to assess the success of 
your focused study efforts. 

• Does reading The Real ACT Prep Guide leave you uninspired?  
Click here and here for tutor suggestions.  

• Math not your strong suit. Click here for ACT math formulas 
and when to use them. 

  
 

 

 

  
• No college or university prefers one test over 

the other.  (Note:  Not taking either test can limit 

college options.) 

• Some highly selective institutions consider/ 

recommend SAT Subject Tests (which differ from 

the SAT exam but are offered during regular national SAT 

test dates) for certain programs.  Click here for 

more information.   

• No college or university requires both tests. 

• Historically, the decision to take one test over 

the other tends to be geographical and/or 

based on school/state requirements: 
 

 

 
 

• Since the SAT was redesigned in 2016, the 

similarities between the SAT and ACT have 

outweighed their differences with a few key 

exceptions (Note: the scoring systems remain very 

different but can be compared via this link): 
 

 
• Worried about test taking anxiety?  Click here 

for test optional colleges and universities.  
 

To summarize, in nearly every case whichever 

test gives an individual student their personal 

best score is by default the best test for them.  

Considering taking both the ACT and the SAT?  

Click here to learn more.  

 

Testing 101:  
 

Just the Facts… 

http://downloads.compassprep.com/compass_guide_to_admission_testing_2018-2019.pdf#page=12
https://www.act.org/content/dam/act/unsecured/documents/Preparing-for-the-ACT.pdf
https://www.act.org/content/act/en/products-and-services/the-act/test-preparation.html
https://www.varsitytutors.com/act-practice-tests
https://testprephq.com/best-act-prep-courses/
https://www.expertise.com/mn/minneapolis/test-prep-tutoring
https://blog.prepscholar.com/the-31-critical-act-math-formulas-you-must-know
https://www.chegg.com/test-prep-blog/act/act-general/act-vs-sat-which-do-colleges-prefer/
https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/pdf/sat-subject-tests-student-guide.pdf
https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat-subject-tests/register/test-dates-deadlines
https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat-subject-tests/register/test-dates-deadlines
https://blog.prepscholar.com/complete-list-of-colleges-that-require-sat-subject-tests
https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/pdf/guide-2018-act-sat-concordance.pdf
https://www.fairtest.org/university/optional
https://blog.collegevine.com/should-you-take-both-the-sat-and-act/

