
1. Know yourself. Make sure you understand your strengths and weaknesses, likes and dislikes. Honest self-examination is 
critical at the outset and throughout the process. Your interests can and will change daily. Look for consistency—what traits, 
interests and passions have been with you over time? Reflect on your 
learning style as well as preferences regarding living environment.

2. Cast your net broadly. Early in the process, collect as much 
information as possible from and about colleges. It is easily accessible 
and won’t cost anything. In fact, look at the mail (snail mail and email) 
you receive from colleges before tossing it—you might find something 
that piques your curiosity. Use the college search programs at your 
school or on the Internet to research them further and sort for colleges 
that meet your personal and academic criteria.

3. Treat guidebooks as guides, not gospel. It makes sense to have a 
college guidebook or two handy for easy reference. Understand what 
you are buying, however. Some guidebooks present the facts—and 
just the facts. Others will attempt to seduce you with comparative 
ratings and/or more subjective reviews. While ratings can be helpful in 
getting you started, it would be risky to make final choices based on 
this type of information. There are no reliable shortcuts in the college 
search process.

4. Visit college campuses. It is important to experience first-hand the campus culture of any college you are considering. 
Take tours. Attend information sessions. Visit classes. Whenever an interview is offered, take it! Talk with students and 
faculty. Ask questions that get at the core of the educational experience on that campus. Be prepared to visit the schools 
you really like two or three times. Mix up your agenda with each visit. Try to stay overnight on campus during your senior 
year. Regardless, you should try to visit at least once before you apply.

5. Talk with recent graduates about their experiences. Current students and recent graduates are the best evidence of 
the return you will get on your investment in the educational experience at a given college. Put them to the test. What did 
they like and dislike? What were their most meaningful experiences?

Get them to tell you stories about their experiences. Listen for consistency. Try to imagine yourself in the stories they are 
telling. Don’t settle for “this is a great place—you’d love it here.” Find out why. Their reasons for loving it may not jive with 
yours.
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“Before you look at the 
first college brochure, let’s 
talk about YOU. Refer to 
your top four priorities as 
they relate to the college 
experience you imagine for 
yourself. These priorities will 
become important filters as 
you look at colleges.”
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6. Examine Outcomes. If you have ideas regarding a major and/or career track, find out how recent graduates fared in 
these areas. You will discover quickly that a lot of colleges boast of having a little bit of “something (programmatically) for 
everybody.” The truth is in the outcomes. Ask for evidence of graduate school and job placements. How does a particular 
college perform in these areas? Make sure the information is valid. Some colleges will tell you that they place 90% of their 
applicants to medical school. That’s great if there is volume and substance to the program. On the other hand, placing nine 
out of ten over three years doesn’t inspire enthusiasm in quite the same way.

7. Take an honest look at affordability. Be prepared for sticker shock. The private college that cost $10,000 for your 
parents twenty-five years ago now carries a price tag of $50,000 (or more) per year. This might not be an issue for them, 
but you need to find out. Ask your parents what they can or are willing to afford. It is better to know up front if there will 
be financial limitations on your college selections than to find out after you fall in love with a school that your family cannot 
afford.

8. Resist the temptation to buy on impulse. First impressions often serve us well. Remember, though, that colleges spend 
hundreds of thousands of dollars each year to make that first impression a good one. Test it. Revisit when not expected. 
Sleep on your feelings. Make sure the fascination persists for the right reasons. “This would be a great school because it 
puts me close to my grandparents,” or “That’s a great view of the mountains and the lifts are only a quarter of a mile away!” 
are not good reasons to buy. They are amenities that may come with a good choice; they don’t make a choice good.

9. Take note of how you are treated. In the courtship between you and a college, the way an institution responds to you 
is a good indication of how that place will treat you once enrolled. Look past the fancy literature, the telemarketing and the 
staged visits. What happens when you write for specific information or call with a question? How are they treating you?

10. Make sure you own the process! Your parents are not going to college. They are very proud of you and want the best 
for you in college, but they’re staying home. This is your gig! The greater your involvement from start to finish, the more 
comfortable you will be with the outcomes.
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“Sometimes true institutional personalities emerge when the spotlight is not 
on the performers. If you want to get a sense as to how questions regarding 
housing registration, financial aid or billing might be handled down the 
road, raise those questions now.”
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