The Fall-Back-on-Track Checklist

A no-stress catch-up plan for families who feel behind in the college admissions process but
are ready to take focused action and move forward.

1. Map What'’s Left

Take 15 minutes to write out every college you're still planning to apply to. Divide them into
these categories:

- Early Action/Early Decision (typically due between November 1 and 15)

- University of California and Cal State schools (due November 30)

- Regular Decision (due December through January)
- Financial Aid (FAFSA and CSS Profile open October 1)

Once your deadlines are clear, count backwards two weeks from each date to set an internal
due date. This helps avoid last-minute panic and gives you buffer room for reviews and
edits.

2. Lock Your Essay Strategy

Make sure you've identified the types of essays required:

- Personal Statement: A story-driven piece showing character, growth, and values — not just
accomplishments.

- UC Personal Insight Questions: Focus on leadership, initiative, impact, and development.
Most students aim to have 3 strong responses showing different sides of who they are.

- Supplemental Essays: Includes “Why This College,
prompts. These must be school-specific.

” o«

Why This Major,” and program-specific

Start with one school that has multiple prompts. Often you can recycle and adapt responses
for others.

3. Build a Clean Activities List

Your activities list should show leadership, depth, and initiative.

- Prioritize your top 5-6 activities. Focus on commitment and impact.
- Use this format: Action verb + what you did + the result or impact.

- Group similar experiences. Avoid repeating the same role.

Admissions officers skim quickly — clarity and structure matter more than quantity.

4. Confirm Your College List

Your list should be intentional and realistic. Ask yourself:

- Do I have a balance of reach, match, and safety schools?

- Am I excited about every school I'm applying to?

- Do I understand each school’s programs and culture?

- Have I checked which schools offer merit aid or require the CSS Profile?



Remove schools you're not genuinely interested in. Quality over quantity.

5. Financial Aid Game Plan

If you haven't started yet, here’s how to catch up fast:

- Create your FSA ID (student and parent).

- Gather tax returns, W-2s, and records of untaxed income.

- Check which schools require the CSS Profile in addition to FAFSA.

Even families who don’t qualify for need-based aid may need these on file to qualify for
merit scholarships.

6. Lock in Recommendations and Transcripts

Make sure letters and transcripts are moving forward:

- Email teachers to confirm their rec letters are in progress.
- Send them your resume or activity list and thank them.

- Confirm how and where to send letters.

Request transcripts through your counselor or school portal. Double check accuracy.

7. Pace Yourself with Micro-Deadlines

Small, consistent actions are the key to catching up. Don’t try to do everything at once.
- Break big tasks into daily goals.

- Use a simple checklist or spreadsheet.

- Focus on momentum, not perfection.

Example Weekly Flow:

- Monday: Finish one essay draft

- Tuesday: Edit two activity blurbs

- Wednesday: Confirm transcript or rec letters
- Thursday: Revise one supplemental essay

- Friday: Submit one full application

You're not behind. You just need structure. And you're already back on track.
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