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“Twenty years from now, you will be more disappointed by the things 
you didn’t do than by the ones you did do. So, throw off the bowlines. 
Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. 
Explore, dream, discover.”
 —Mark Twain

“Your work is going to fill a large part of your life, and the only way to 
be truly satisfied is to do what you believe is great work. And the only 
way to do great work is to love what you do.”
 —Steve Jobs
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The College Admissions Process can be divided into three phases.

This guide focuses on the first phase of the process—“Prospecting and Visiting”—which 

typically begins during the spring semester of your child’s junior year of high school. The 

subsequent phases can be divided roughtly into six month increments, with phase two 

beginning the fall semester of their senior year and phase three taking place during their 

final semester in high school.
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Initiating Family Discussions

Whether you initiate family discussions over dinner, along the commute to soccer practice, or 

during spare time over the weekend, having an open and honest discussion with your child 

about college will be most effective when planned ahead of time. Preparing questions in 

advance will help you avoid missed opportunities to engage in meaningful conversations that 

will illuminate the bigger picture surrounding the college selection process for both you and 

your child. These family discussions can begin as early as their sophomore year of high school 

and should continue all the way until they day the finally set foot on the college campus. In 

addition to discussing important matters such as their SAT and ACT preparedness and their 

progress on the college essay, you’ll gain the added benefit of showing interest in their future 

while cultivating a relationship built on honesty and trust.

With that aim in mind, the ideas presented in this guide are meant to be used as kindling for 

conversation starters. Additional resources such as the College Visit Checklist (page 29) will 

help keep you organized during the college selection process.

Oftentimes, when a parent asks their child what they intend to study in college, they receive 

a response along the lines of “I’m not sure what I want to do,” or “I think I know what I want to 

do, but there’s so many other things I’m interested in as well.” In either case, rather than allowing 

this answer to serve as a roadblock in the discussion, consider asking them to take some 

time in mulling over what exactly they would like to pursue in college. Continue to ask them 
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questions periodically to ensure that they don’t let other important matters throw college 

research to the wayside. Showing an interest in their progress will help you win their trust 

while encouraging them to think more deeply about themselves and their personal goals.

Here is a list of questions to help jumpstart your own family discussions regarding the topic of 

College Selection:

 � What activities or areas of interest make you feel confident, satisfied, and happy?

 � What do you feel are your greatest strengths?

 � Have you thought about your college list yet? What colleges appeal to you, and why?

 � What size college do you see yourself in?

 � How far away from home do you feel comfortable going?

 � What kind of campus setting do you see yourself in?

 � What majors are you thinking about?

 � Is there a particular career that catches your interest? What about that career or 

industry do you find most appealing?

 � Who are your role models? What attributes do they possess that you find most 

inspiring?

 � How is your SAT/ACT preparation going? Is there any way we can help?

 � What teachers at school do you have good relationships with?

 � What are your biggest concerns about college life?

Ongoing awareness and dialogue will minimize the uncertainty accompanying this important 

transition. I have found that families who experience the greatest success during the 

admissions process have:
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 � Allowed the student to take the lead

 � Provided support and encouragement from the sidelines

 � Discussed financial elements of what they can contribute toward the college education

Consider these additional resources:

 � College Admission: From Application to Acceptance, Step by Step by Robin Mamlet and 

Christine VanDeVelde 

 � Fiske Guide to Colleges 2017 Colleges that Change Lives: 40 Schools That Will Change the 

Way You Think About Colleges by Lauren Pope and Hilary Masell Oswald 

 � College Board: https://www.collegeboard.org/ 

 � Cappex: www.cappex.com 

Concluding Thoughts

More than likely, you’ll notice that as these conversations progress your child’s thoughts, 

goals, and ambitions will evolve over time (today a writer, tomorrow a CEO!). This is a natural 

part of the process toward understanding themselves and their ambitions. Communication is 

key in college planning and planting the seed of awareness in your child’s mind. Your support 

throughout their high school years will help steer the course no matter how rough the waters 

get during the exciting and constantly fluctuating college planning process. So, keep on 

keeping on while navigating this exciting family journey!
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Developing and Refining the College List

As your student develops and refines their list of prospective colleges they should begin to 

identify the characteristics they are looking for in a college environment. By applying these 

specific criteria to the overwhelming number of college options, they can begin to refine their 

list of contenders to a more manageable number. But which aspects should they consider 

when putting together their search criteria? For some families, cost may be the primary 

consideration. For others, particularly those who qualify for considerable financial aid, the 

campus location, degree offerings, or institutional pedigree may take precedence. Whatever 

qualities your child is looking for in a college, this guide will help them to identify and 

pinpoint some of the more practical matters to consider during the decision-making process.

Identify your student’s Interests

This is by far the most important component in creating your college list. With more than 

4,000 colleges in the U.S. to choose from, investigating every option with the scrutiny of an 

amateur sleuth can be time-consuming and counterproductive. The simpler approach, rather, 

would be to consider your child’s personal tastes—their likes and dislikes—as a means of 

eliminating a substantial portion of ineligible, non-negotiable schools. This ties back to the 

importance of striking up periodical conversations with your child and asking them questions 

such as: What excites you? Their response could include anything from working on science 

projects to volunteering or playing a musical instrument. Because every child’s interests and 
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talents are unique to them, the parameters for their ideal school will have a direct bearing on 

their college search.

Once you and your student have discussed and identified their passions, encourage them to 

ask friends, family members, teachers, and/or an independent college advisor for suggestions 

on how their personal strengths and interests can translate into a college major and career 

path. Don’t let them get caught up in worrying about what they’re going to do with the rest 

of their life. Chances are they won’t know for certain what they will do with their degree once 

they graduate. That’s not the point of this exercise. Keep them focused solely on the college 

years ahead by getting them to think about the subjects and skills they would be willing to 

devote the better part of four years in developing. The outlook of the future is a hazy image 

for everyone. There is already enough pressure in selecting a compatible college without your 

child fretting over the prospects of their future employer and the name of the specific job title 

they will acquire upon graduation.

When exploring subjects that might interest your child, try to refrain from projecting your 

personal interests and beliefs onto them. This is a time for personal reflection as a means of 

helping them to better understand themselves. By allowing your child to explore their own 

passions, they will be much more likely to align their declared major with what truly absorbs 

their interest. For your student, soul-searching and researching are essential elements for 

successfully determining their college preferences. Foisting your opinions about what you 

think will excite them or hold their interest may end up costing you in the long run. Imagine 

paying for the first year or two of your child’s education only to learn that they had a flash of 

insight after two years of study that resulted in them changing their major and extending 

http://www.retplanner.com
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their enrollment period. Unfortunately, this scenario occurs more often than you might think. 

According to Fritz Grupe, founder of the website MyMajors.com, 50% of college students who 

have declared a major prior to entering their freshman year change their decision at least 

once during their tenure. For that very reason, nearly 80% of entering freshmen do not declare 

a major at all, knowing that they have the option of finalizing their decision once they get a 

better feel for the rigors and expectations associated with a given field.

Once your child has divulged their interests to you, keep the conversation going by asking 

them to be specific about which aspects of their preferred area of study they find most 

appealing. Remind them to be honest in their responses. Keep in mind that your child’s 

choices at this stage will have long-lasting effects on the future, so it is vital to let them be the 

programmer of their own life.

Type of School

Once your student has decided on which major they want to pursue (or, whether they wish to 

remain undeclared), the next step in the process of refining the college list is to think about 

the various types of schools that would be a suitable fit. Many institutions function as a hybrid 

of two or more of these types so that, when combined, the identity of a given school becomes 

more distinct. Here, I’ve compiled a comprehensive list of the most common types of schools:

• Public schools, also known as state colleges, typically operate under the supervision of 

state governments and are funded, in part, by tax dollars and subsidies from the state. As a 

result of this, many of these universities offer discounted tuition rates to in-state residents. 

Overall, there are fewer public schools than private schools.
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• Private colleges and universities operate according to their own policies and goals. Funding 

for these schools comes primarily through donations and private endowments. They 

tend to be much smaller than public universities with an average enrollment of just 1,800 

students and typically offer more specialized degrees.

• 2-Year colleges, known also as a “junior” college or “community” college, is an institution 

that offers at most two years of education. This type of school can be a great option 

for students who are undecided about their major or are trying to save money before 

transferring to a public school. Students can also receive Certificates of Completion or 

Associate’s Degrees.

• 4-Year colleges and universities offer bachelor’s degrees after the completion of 120 to 130 

academic credits. Although they are widely known as 4-year programs, or undergraduate 

school, the average student will complete their bachelor’s degree in 5.8 years. Many 

undergraduate schools offer online and summer school classes to reduce the number of 

years and overall cost of attendance.

• Religious schools tend to operate according to a religious creed. This type of school tends 

to be smaller in size with the notable exception of Catholic schools like Notre Dame. Some 

schools may only have historic ties to religious affiliations, but others, like George Fox 

University, offer community service programs and Chapel.

• Liberal Arts colleges and universities aim to impart a broad general knowledge and develop 

general intellectual capacities, in contrast to a professional, vocational, or technical 

curriculum. This type of school tends to be smaller and more focused on teaching rather 

than research.

• Coed universities make up the majority of all colleges and universities. Before the 1960s, 

single-sex colleges were more common with about 260 single-sex colleges in the U.S. and 



11

Canada. Today, that number has plummeted to only 46 four-year undergraduate schools.

• Single-Sex colleges are composed of all or mostly men or women. Due to the competitive 

nature of college enrollment, many same-sex schools have either shut down or opened 

their doors to the opposite sex, particularly in recent years. Today, only four traditional 

(non-religious four-year) men’s colleges remain: Morehouse College, Hampden-Sydney 

College, Saint John’s University, and Wabash College.

• Historically Black colleges (HBCUs) were established before the Higher Education Act of 

1965, which calls for direct federal aid to such schools as defined in Part B of the Act. 

Today, there are 107 HBCUs in the United States, including public and private institutions; 

community and four-year institutions; and medical and law schools.

• Technical colleges offer a vast array of vocational programs, trade certifications, and skill-

building courses to help you quickly enter the labor force. Popular programs include 

certifications in the HVAC, automotive, plumbing, electrician and aviation industries.

• Special or Art schools focus on the study of visual, performing and/or creative arts. 

Accredited schools award graduates with bachelors or master of fine arts (B.F.A or M.F.A) 

degrees. 

• Minority serving institutions (MSI) make up a category of educational establishments 

(federally recognized Title IV colleges and universities) based on enrollment criteria, 

especially the percentage of enrolled minorities at a particular school.

Location and Setting

How does your child envision the campus of their ideal school? More than likely, they have a 

rather vague image of majestic ivy-covered stone buildings, brick inlay promenades, white-

pillared mansions and Greek letters signifying fraternity and sorority houses, and pristine 
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grassy quads photographed on a perfect spring afternoon. Chances are, their perceptions of 

college life are derived from portrayals in popular culture. While there may be a few college 

campuses that fit into this myopic vision, the depth and breadth of a college campus and 

their auras and personalities are as unique to each other as the students who attend them.

Even if your child has a good idea of what they think they want in a college campus setting, 

there’s still a good chance that they may not know what they are looking for exactly until 

they see it in person. That’s why it is important to venture out and explore various types of 

campuses, even if they are locations your child thinks they may not like. Do they want to 

attend a public or private school? What about a school with a polytechnic or liberal arts focus? 

What about the size of the campus? Do you want to attend a large or small university?

As you are beginning to see, there is a lot more to take into consideration besides the degree 

offered by the institution. One of the most important aspects of the college selection process 

is to narrow the location of the school. Since your child is going to spend the next four years 

in college, you’ll want to make sure the campus is located in an environment in which they 

feel comfortable. If a student was raised in the suburbs, choosing a school in a bustling urban 

environment may seem like a fantastic adventure. However, after being entrenched in the 

crowds and constant noise for a few weeks, that same student may find themselves longing 

for a grassy campus and open spaces. The same holds true for students who grew up in the 

city. The bucolic scenery of rural life may be a nice change at first, but after the honeymoon 

phase they may find themselves seeking out noise, lights, and all the signals associated with 

denser populations.
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Regardless of which location your child prefers to live, attending either an urban, suburban, or 

rural college will have a substantial impact on their overall college experience.

URBAN CAMPUSES:

Here are a few things to keep in mind when considering an urban campus:

• Some urban campuses are spread throughout a city while others are self-contained within 

a city. This could impact your ability to get from one class to the next depending on their 

location within the city. If the campus is spread out among different neighborhoods, make 

sure that you feel comfortable in each location, as some neighborhoods may be safer than 

others.

• Many urban colleges offer off-campus learning experiences. These may include 

opportunities to explore the work world through cooperative classes and internships. This 

holds true especially for major urban centers such as New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles. 

Many of the nation’s Fortune 500 companies are located in close proximity to these 

locations.

• Urban colleges tend to attract culturally diverse students.

• Students can find many entertainment options—such as museums, concerts and plays 

— on and off urban campuses. Additionally, depending on your major, you will be more 

likely to find groups through the networking site Meetup.com to find and interact with 

like-minded people.

• Cities usually offer strong public-transportation options, which could ultimately reduce 

your overall transportation costs.

• Cities offer more off-campus housing options at competitive prices. Of course, there 
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are many neighborhoods that are expensive, but there are also more affordable 

neighborhoods in every city, which could save money on living costs.

SUBURBAN CAMPUSES:

• Here are a few things to keep in mind when considering a suburban campus: 

• Suburbs often combine some of the best (and worst) features of urban and rural areas. 

Expect a longer commute to most destinations along with the convenience of being able 

to drive wherever you need to go.

• Suburban campuses usually offer access to nearby cities and to outdoor activities.

• Suburban colleges are frequently self-contained, which can create a strong sense of 

community. 

• Suburban colleges often have connections to the towns where they are located. This can 

provide opportunities such as jobs, internships and entertainment.

• Public transportation may be available in addition to a college’s transportation options.

RURAL CAMPUSES:

Rural campuses are located in the country, often near wilderness and small towns. Here are 

things to consider about rural campuses: 

• Most rural campuses are self-contained with a majority of the students living on campus. 

This can increase a college’s sense of community. 

• Rural campuses can provide access to outdoor learning opportunities, particularly in the 

study of agriculture or environmental science.

• Many rural colleges bring entertainment to their students and provide free events. 

Comedians and bands may perform on campus during college tours.

• Most rural colleges provide on-campus transportation options, such as buses, for students. 
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• The natural landscape of rural campuses can vary widely. A rural campus in Ohio, for 

example, will be much different from a rural campus in Alaska.

Campus Size

Your child’s preferred campus size will largely depend on how comfortable they feel about 

the activities and events offered on-campus. The size of a college can range from Marlboro 

College in Vermont that enrolls only 200 students, to gargantuan institutions like Arizona 

State University, which has more than 50,000 students. How comfortable your child will feel 

on campus will largely depend on the size of the high school they attend and whether they 

grew up in a rural or urban area.

Special Program Options

For some students, the types of programs offered at a given college may influence their 

decision to apply. No matter what your child feels is important in their life, a well-rounded 

college experience begins early on during the college selection process. Below, I’ve listed 

some of the most common program options along with a brief description. To find out 

whether a prospective college offers any of these programs, consult the most current 

Academic Catalog, which may be found either on the university’s website or shipped directly 

to you for a small service fee.

• Academic remediation: Consists of below-college-level noncredit courses and trainings 

in reading, writing, and math that are aimed at teaching students the academic 

competencies necessary to succeed in college-level coursework.

• Accelerated degree program: Provide working professionals with the opportunity to earn 
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a college degree relatively quickly. Some allow students to earn only a bachelor’s degree, 

while others are designed for students wanting to earn both an undergraduate and 

advanced degree in the same subject (Accelerated dual degree program).

• Advanced placement credit: For students who have taken Advanced Placement courses 

in high school and passed the AP Exam with a score of 3 or higher. To receive credit, you 

must request that the College Board send your official AP score report to the college of 

your choice, either at the time of testing or afterward through a score report request. 

Colleges will usually notify you during the summer, after receiving your scores, about any 

credit, placement and/or course exemptions you have earned.

• Co-op work-study program: Co-operative Education (Co-op) is a type of internship 

program that enables college students to receive career training along with pre-

determined pay-rate while they work with professionals in their major fields of study. Work 

experience in government, business, industry, and human services enhances the students’ 

academic training.

• Distance education for some programs: Provides students with an independent online 

learning environment and the ability to take classes off campus. Through the use 

of modern media, students can receive weekly lessons, complete assignments, and 

communicate in a virtual classroom setting.

• Double major option: Allows students to pursue two majors at the same time. Students 

pursuing a double major must usually seek approval from the Office of the Registrar.

• English as a Second Language: Programs offered to students who speak English as a 

second language. Courses are designed to prepare students for the TOEFL (Test Of English 

as a Foreign Language), which is recognized by more than 10,000 colleges across 130 

countries.
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• Independent study option: An individual, non-research, directed study in a field of special 

interest, under the supervision of a faculty member. It allows a student to pursue an 

academic interest outside the listed course offerings, or explore in more depth an area 

of study that has been encountered in a previous course. An Independent Study should 

culminate in several short papers, a single paper, or any other project acceptable to the 

supervising faculty member and the student.

• Internships: Allows the student to gain hands-on experience at internship sites while 

earning college credit at the same time. This is a great way to combine classroom learning 

with real-world experience. College internships can help you explore your interests, gain 

practical skills, and build solid career networks that will assist you long after graduation.

• Mature student program: Mature student status may be granted to applicants who are over 

19 years old and do not have a high school diploma or GED. It is intended to allow applicants 

who have not completed high school the opportunity to be considered for admission, based 

on the skills and experience they have acquired since leaving school.

• Part-time degree programs: Day, evening and accelerated weekend class options enable the 

non-traditional student to balance career, family and other responsibilities.

• Pre-term orientation: For some institutions, Pre-Term is a full-time program that provides 

the opportunity for incoming students to get a jump-start on their study of a variety of 

subjects. In these cases, Pre-Term courses are non-credit and do not count toward the 

number of courses/credits required for graduation, but offer the opportunity to complete 

foundation course requirements. Other schools offer a two or three-week orientation 

program to prepare students for a program’s pace and tone.

• R.O.T.C. Army: ROTC cadets must train for the military at the same time that they complete 

their college degree. This entails numerous commitments during and outside the school 
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year. Cadets are typically (situation may vary in military colleges) mandated to wear military 

uniforms to college classes one day per week, take military science as one of their regular 

course requirements, attend physical fitness training during the week, and participate in 

several field training exercises on weekends. The summers following cadets’ sophomore and 

junior years typically involve training courses at Fort Knox, at a time when other students 

typically pursue internships or research opportunities.

• R.O.T.C. Air Force: AFROTC is the largest and oldest source of commissioned officers for the 

U.S. Air Force. AFROTC’s stated mission is to produce quality leaders for the U.S. Air Force. 

AFROTC units are located on 145 college and university campuses with 1100+ additional 

institutions of higher learning participating in cross-town agreements that allow their students 

to attend AFROTC classes at a nearby “host” college or university.

• R.O.T.C. Navy: Students selected for the NROTC Scholarship Program make their own 

arrangements for college enrollment and room and board, and take the normal course 

load required by the college or university for degree completion. Additionally, scholarship 

midshipmen are required to follow specific academic guidelines.

• Student-designed majors: A rare occurrence that allows students to complete a major in fields 

in which classes are offered but don’t have an approved major.

• Study abroad: A special program that helps students study overseas for a semester, or even 

a whole school year. Students participating in the program usually receive full credit for the 

academic work overseas in addition to enjoying the opportunity to learn a new language, meet 

new people, and experience exotic scenery and cuisine.

• Summer session courses: Many schools offer summer courses as a means of catching up in 

your major of study, or to get ahead to graduate early.

• 3-2 degree programs: These degree programs are usually reserved for engineering degrees, 
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allowing a student to complete their B.S. in the first three years and a master in engineering 

during the final two years of enrollment.

Cost of Attendance

For many families, the cost of tuition is one of the deciding factors on whether a student 

attends a particular school. It is always a good idea to apply to a variety of schools to see 

which ones give your child merit and/or financial aid.

How Far from Home? 

Closely related to the aspect of location is the issue of how far away your child is willing to be 

from home. While some students yearn to experience life in an entirely different corner of the 

country, others prefer to be within a short drive. As you might expect, many students claim 

that they want to go to a school that is far, far away from their parents. However, as the date 

of their final decision looms nearer, many students begin to rethink their wanderlust. In fact, 

according to the Chronicle of Higher Education, more than one-third of all incoming freshman 

chose to attend schools that were within 50 miles of their home, saving their parents a lot 

of money in the process. Of course, even students who decide to attend schools across the 

country have a higher chance of transferring to a school closer to home after one or two years. 

How much time is your child willing to spend traveling in a car or plane? More importantly, 

how much will this additional travel cost? Can you afford that amount for each trip to and 

from school? The reality is, the farther from home your child’s school, the less often they will 

be able to afford to visit.

http://www.chronicle.com/interactives/freshmen-survey
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How Selective Are the Schools on Your List?

Since schools are getting more and more competitive each year, it may be wise to see where 

your child fits in compared to typically admitted students at a school. Safety, Target and 

Reach are labels used to help students determine whether a school is a good fit academically 

for them. I typically recommend applying to about 6 – 8 schools, three of which should be 

classified as safety schools.

• Safety: A Safety school is one for which you are very confident about your admission. You 

have roughly a 75% chance or greater for acceptance. Make sure one or two of the schools 

are financially safe as well. If you would like to learn more about financially safe schools, 

read my article entitled “The Three Types of Colleges You Should Apply To.”

• Target: A Target school can range anywhere between 40% - 74% in your chances of 

admission. In short, it could go either way. 

• Reach: A Reach school is unlikely, but it isn’t an end-all, be-all impossibility. A Reach would 

fall below 40%. FYI—Ivy League schools are Reaches for basically everyone.

Getting accepted to your first-choice school is not necessarily as difficult as colleges would 

have you believe. So long as your child does their research and applies to schools that would 

be a good fit for them, chances are they will get accpted into at least one of your top three 

picks. According to a study performed by UCLA’s Cooperative Institutional Research Program, 

75% of freshmen were accepted by their first-choice college. Of those, 56% choose to attend 

that first-choice college. This should serve as a valuable reminder that you and your child have 

full control over the college selection process. The colleges do not.

http://www.retplanner.com/the-three-types-of-colleges-you-should-apply-to
http://www.chronicle.com/interactives/freshmen-survey
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Preliminary Criteria for College List

   Selectivity (star colleges where interviews are required or recommended)

Safety Schools  Target Schools  Reach Schools

1. ________________________       1. _________________________        1. ________________________

2. ________________________       2. _________________________        2. ________________________

3. ________________________       3. _________________________        3. ________________________

   Type of School

   Location & Setting

   Size

 � Private

 � Liberal Arts

 � Coed

 � Historically Black

 � Technical

 � Specialized/Art

 � Single-Sex

 � Minority

 � Public

 � 2-Year

 � 4-Year

 � Religious

 � New England

 � Midwest

 � Southwest

 � Mid-Atlantic

 � West

 � South

 � Urban  � Suburban  � Small Town  � Rural

 � Small (0-999)

 � Medium (1,000-4,999)

 � Large (5,000-9,999)

 � Very Large (10,000 +)
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Special Program Options

   

Cost of Attendance

   

Athletics

1. ________________________       4.. _________________________     

2. ________________________       5. _________________________     

3. ________________________       6. _________________________    

Majors Offered

1. ________________________       4.. _________________________     

2. ________________________       5. _________________________     

3. ________________________       6. _________________________    

 � English as a Second Language

 � Independent study option

 � Internships

 � Mature student program

 � Part-time degree programs

 � Pre-term orientation

 � R.O.T.C. Army

 � R.O.T.C. Air Force

 � R.O.T.C. Navy

 � Student-designed majors

 � Study abroad

 � Summer sesion courses

 � 3-2 degree programs

 � Less than $2,000 per year

 � $2,000-$4,999 per year

 � $5,000-$9,999 per year

 � $10,000-$15,000 per year

 � More than $15,000

 � Academic remediation

 � Accelerated degree program

 � Advanced placement credit

 � Coop work-study program

 � Distance education for some programs

 � Double major option
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Effective College Visits

More than likely, your student will probably only have a vague idea of what college life is 

really like. Sure, they may have read through a few of the college brochures and marketing 

materials delivered they received in the mail, noted some of the colleges statistics from a 

national magazine ranking guide, and skimmed through college websites and brochures. 

Don’t get me wrong, these are all great proacive methods of wading through the heap of 

college choices and your child will be better off in the long run for putting in the effort. But 

even if they’ve had the opportunity to talk to friends who have gone to college, your child will 

still have no idea what it actually feels like to be on a college campus or away from home from 

an extended period.

The college-decision process marks the pinnacle of adolescence and will likely serve as the 

tipping point toward their future growth and success. Selecting a school that is the right fit 

for your student is a tall order, and just as you wouldn’t purchase a home without seeing it 

first, your child shouldn’t make snap-decisions about the college they want to attend without 

getting a first-hand account of how they feel about the campus, the surrounding area, and 

the programs and extracurricular activities offered through the school. The best way to get a 

first-hand account of a school’s culture and atmosphere is to visit the campus in person and 

ask questions.

Finding spare time to plan and visit college campuses can be a daunting task, particularly 
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during your child’s junior year of high school when they are most busy. Sometimes, finding the time can 

be as impossible of wringing water from a dry cloth. Most Sundays are open for availability, but then again, 

most college admissions offices are closed on Sundays. At first glance, holidays seem to be the next best 

solution, but college campuses tend to be deserted during these times as well.

In order to schedule your visit during a time when the campus is bustling with activity, you may have to 

make arrangements with your child’s teachers to excuse them from class for a agreed-upon period of time. 

Teachers are familiar with the process of visiting college campuses and are usually more than willing to 

accomodate your child’s leave of absence.

Before making arrangements to visit prospective colleges, think about what you intend to get out of the 

visit. Here, I’ve laid out a campus visit to-do checklist along with a list of questions to ensure that you and 

your child obtain the most crucial information pertaining to the school.

Making Arrangements:

 � Coordinate a leave of absense with your student’s teachers and plan to make up missed work.

 � Map out your itinerary beforehand. Plan for a full school day and overnight at each college whenever 

feasible. 

 � Limit each trip to no more than four colleges so that they don’t blur into each other.

 � Consider clustering your college visits by region in order to limit the time and expense associated 

with the trip. If the majority of your schools, especially your saftey schools and the schools that require 

interviews, are located primarily in two separate regions, consider making two different trips.

 � Don’t forget to bring your transpcript in case an admissions counselor asks to see it.
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Use This Form When Visiting a Campus

College Information 

 College Name: __________________________________________________

 Address: _______________________________________________________

 City: ____________________  State: _________  Zip Code: ______________

  Size: ____________________

Admissions Contact

 Name: _____________________________  Title: ______________________________

 Phone: ____________________________   Email: ______________________________

Financial Aid

 Financial Aid Options: ___________________________________________

 Tuition: _______________  Room and Board: ______________ 

Extra

 Fun Fact: ____________________________________________________  

      ____________________________________________________  

      ____________________________________________________

Other People I Have Met 

 Name: __________________________ Title: _________________________ 

 Phone: _________________________  Email: ________________________

 Name: __________________________Title: _________________________ 

 Phone: _________________________  Email: ________________________ 
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What Should I Ask?

 20 Questions for College Admission Representatives 

1. What are the college’s academic specialties? What programs are particularly strong? 

2. What makes your college distinctive?

3. What are the average SAT/ACT scores for admitted students? GPA? Class Rank?

4. Are extracurricular activities considered when determining admission? 

5. What does your college offer in terms of career services? 

6. Is on-campus housing guaranteed for freshmen? Is it required? What percentage of 

students live on campus? 

7. What types of activities are offered? Clubs, fraternities, sororities, etc.

8. What percentages of classes are taught by professors? What percentage is taught by 

graduate students? 

9. What are the application deadlines? Financial aid deadlines? 

10. When are admission decisions determined? 

11. What can you tell me about job placement data for recent graduates? 

12. What percentage of freshmen return for their second year?**

13. What is the student to faculty ratio? 

14. What honors programs are available? Do honors students have separate housing? 

15. What percentage of students receive financial aid? 

16. What types of scholarship opportunities are available? 

17. Are freshmen permitted to have cars on campus? 

18. What options are available if a student becomes ill? 
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19. What types of academic assistance are available? 

20. How are roommates assigned?

**Asking this question will raise a flag in the representative’s head. Few prospective students have the 
sophistication to address this concern. The way the representative answers the question will let you 
know immediately whether or not to cross the school off your list. They may provide the following four 
answers:
        Responese One— Thank you for asking. Over 80 percent of our students return for their sophomore 
year. 
        Response Two— Good question. We work really hard to combat the problem of attrition and have made 
some headway in the recent past. However, I have to be honest and tell you that around one-third of our 
freshmen do not return for their sophomore year.
        Response Three—This is quite embarassing, as I’m not entirely sure of that number. However, I would 
be more than happy to notify the dean of students about your question and have him send you a follow-up 
response.
        Response Four— Hmm, that’s an unusual question. We don’t get that very often. Why do you ask?
The first and third answers are acceptable. However, you should be quick to disqualify the school 
should your child receive either the second or third response.

20 Questions for Department Representatives

1.       Why do students typically select this major? 

2.       How much flexibility does this major have with upper-level courses?

3.       If I were to choose this major, what topics/things would I be studying?

4.       What are the specific course requirements for this major?

5.       Does this major require a minor? If so, what minor(s) might best complement this 

major?

6.       Is there a foreign language requirement associated with this major?

7.       What is the math requirement for this major?

8.       Is there an intro course that students can take to determine if this major is a good 

match for them? 
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9.       Are there any specific requirements a student must meet/complete before they can 

declare this major (i.e., completion of specific courses, a GPA requirement, etc.)?

10.     What is the typical class size for the courses required for this major?

11.     Do a lot of the classes required for this major have labs associated with them?

12.     Compared to other universities/colleges, is this major or program considered to be 

competitive, prestigious, well respected, etc.?

13.     Are there opportunities for internships and undergraduate research associated with 

this major?

14.     Are there scholarships available specifically for students in this major?

15.     What skills will this major help me develop?

16.     What kinds of jobs do students who graduate with this major typically pursue?

17.     What percentage of graduates typically obtain jobs related to this major?

18.     Is graduate school usually required to work in the fields associated with this major?

19.    Is it typical for students to graduate from this major in four years? 

20.    Is it typical for students to work part-time and still complete this major in four years? 
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What Should I do on my Visit? 

TO-DO CHECKLIST: 

 � Tour campus 

 � Talk to admissions office 

 � Talk to professors 

 � Talk to students 

 � Sit in on a class 

 � Eat at a cafeteria 

 � Visit the library 

 � Visit student housing 

 � Visit campus bookstore 

 � Spend time in the student center 

 � Check out recreational facilities 

 � Check out computer labs 

 � Check out student activities and organizations 

 � Check out specialized facilities (art rooms, labs, etc.) 

 � Read the college newspaper 

 � Read bulletin boards and posters

 � Attend a social, athletic, cultural, or political event

 � Tour the city around campus 

 � Eat at an off-campus student hang-out

 � Stay overnight in a dorm

 � Picture yourself living here
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As you tour the campus, Ask yourself: 

 � Are the buildings in good shape? 

 � Do they have air conditioning? 

 � Is lab equipment up-to-date and in good condition? 

 � Are computer facilities accessible and up-to-date? 

 � Are rooms in residence halls pleasant? 

 � Are the restrooms clean and well kept? 

 � Are common areas in the residence halls attractive? 

 � Are there laundry and kitchen facilities? 

 � Are the grounds well kept? Is the landscaping appealing?

 � Is the setting and architecture appealing? 

 � What’s the surrounding town or city like? 

 � Can I see myself here? 

Ask a Student:

 � Why did you select this university?

 � What is your favorite thing about this university?

 � Has anything about this university proved to be a major disappointment?

 � Is it easy to get involved with student organizations?

 � What is a typical day like?

 � What is the largest class you’ve ever had/smallest?

 �  What makes this college unique? What are its strenghts and weaknesses?

 � Does social life revolve around the campus or do students leave on the weekend?

 � Is there a typical student profile?
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 � What is student life like?

 � Did you live in the Dorms? Did you enjoy them?

 � Is it possible to study in your dorm room?

 � If you could do it all over again, would you select this university?

 � How is the on-campus food?

 �  Which dorms are good places to live in?

 � Do you feel safe? What is campus security like?

 � What were some of the biggest concerns on campus regarding politics or academic 

issues last year? How did the administration react? What were the results?

 � Are campus jobs available?

 � What is the faculty like?

 � Do you have any advice?

 � Are students friendly and willing to help? 

Rate the College:

 On a scale of 1-5, five being the best, rate the following: 

   Staff: _____   Social life: _____

   Students: _____  Campus: _____

   Classrooms: _____  Town: ______

   Dorms: _____   Food: ______
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The BEST part of my visit:

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

The WORST part of my visit:

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

Additional Thoughts:

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________
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Ideal campus schedule:

1. Arrive on campus by early afternoon.

2. Take a late-afternoon guided tour.

3. Have dinner at the dining hall and stay overnight with host, preferably a sophomore, since 

they will have enough experience to share the bredth of information you’re looking for while 

still being somewhat close in age to your child.

4. Attend a social, cultural, athletic, or special event.

5. In the morning, attend classes and walk around campus.

6. Talk to faculty in subject of interest; see coaches.

7. Eat lunch in the dining hall or at one of the local dives off-campus and talk with students.

8. Have interview with admissions officer if scheduled in advance.

9. Take a breather. Go off campus and explore the immediate surrounding areas.

10. Leave campus for the next college on itinerary.

CONSIDER THESE ADDITIONAL RESOURCES:

 � The 75 Biggest Myths about college admissions: stand out from the pack, avoid mistakes, 

and get into the college of your dreams by Dr. Jerry Israel

 � Campus Visits & College Interviews by Zola Dincin Schneider



Career Cruising is a powerful all-in-one online tool that will allow your child to:

• Answer a 116 questionnaire about their likes and dislikes to help them discover potential 

college majors and career paths that align with their interests.

• Discover how they learn and retain information while uncovering helpful tips on how to 

improve their study habits to better suit their learning style.

• Search thousands of colleges and universities by state, region, and other criteria.

• Compare schools using general information and college statistiscs such as student 

population, grapduation retention rates, admissions requirements, tuition costs, and 

financial aid offerings.

• Access the college planning timeline that will help your child navigate the process every 

step of the way beginning int he eighth grade.

For mor information about this terrific resource, contact me at:

   (410) 494-1818

   gsjankiewicz@unitedplanners.com



Free College Financial Planning Night

Please join us for a FREE Educaitonal College Financial Planning workshop that will focus on 
high school sophomores, juniors, and seniors.

We’ll discuss the FAFSA form and all the other informaiton you need to understand in order to 
maximize the amount of financial aid you are eligible to receive!

Even if your family isn’t eligible for need-based aid, we will cover the best cost-effective 
strategies on how to pay for college—without putting a strain on the rest of your finances.

In this workshop, you will learn:
• How to increase your college-related tax deductions and tax credits
• How to pick colleges that will give you the best financial aid packages
• How to send your child to an expensive private university for less than a state school
• Which assets are taken into consideration when the U.S. Department of Education 

calculates your Expected Family Contribution (EFC)
• How to pay for college in a failing economy without relying on 529 plans, expensive 

private student loans or raiding your retirement accounts
• How to get ahead by developing a customized plan to meet all the college costs you will 

incur as a family
• How to lower your “out of pocket” costs and get the maximum amount of money from 

each school

Due to the popularity of our free workshops, seats fill up quickly.
RESERVATIONS ARE REQUIRED.

For a list of upcoming workshops, visit our website at www.retplanners.com, or contact me at:

  (410) 494-1818

   gsjankiewicz@unitedplanners.com

PARENTS, IS YOUR CHILD HEADING TO COLLEGE SOON?
DON’T MISS THIS FREE WORKSHOP!



George Jankiewciz, Jr. CPA, CFP®

606 Baltimore Avenue, Suite 105 | Towson, MD 21204

          gsjankiewicz@unitedplanners.com

         (410) 494-1818


