
 

 

 

 
 

Research 
 

 The second step in the college 

selection process is what might be called 

the research phase, in which you gather 

information in order to learn what college 

options are available. When you begin 

meeting individually with your guidance 

counselor in the spring of your junior year, 

you will be asked to think about the 

characteristics you want (or don't want) in 

a college. You might also want to work 

through a computerized college-selection 

software program with the goal of 

identifying a preliminary list of 10-25 

colleges you might want to consider. 

 

 Once you have done this, you need to 

spend some time gathering information 

about different schools.  The more time 

you spend carefully comparing what 

different colleges have to offer, the more 

likely you are to make a good final 

decision.  Unfortunately, this is the part of 

the selection process most students don't 

devote enough time and attention to. 

 

 There is a lot of information available 

about colleges, some of it good and some 

of it bad.  Not only do colleges employ 

sophisticated marketing techniques to 

encourage your interest, but information 

and advice about college admissions has 

become a growth industry.  Magazines 

such as U.S. News and World Report and 

Money devote entire special issues (their 

biggest-selling issues) to college 

admissions, and at many bookstores only 

the ñTrue Crimeò section takes up more 

space than the section devoted to college 

guidebooks.  The more research you do 

and the more information you gather, the 

better and more objective the picture you 

will form about what a given college is 

like, and the better consumer you will 

become.
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Sources of Information 
 

ñJunk Mailò from Colleges 

 One of the hidden benefits of being a 

prospective college student is that the 

amount of mail you receive will increase 

dramatically.  The source of this additional 

mail is something known as the Student 

Search Service. 

 

 When you take the PSAT in grades 9-

11, you will be asked to indicate if you 

would like to receive information from 

colleges interested in students like you.  If 

you check ñyesò, your name will appear on 

mailing lists that can be purchased by 

colleges. 

 

 How should you deal with this junk 

mail?  It is probably worth taking a few 

minutes to look at each piece.  The fact 

that you received it indicates that the 

college which sent it is interested in 

students with your general characteristics.  

In addition, the more you familiarize 

yourself with the ways in which colleges 

sell themselves (there is no small college 

that doesn't feature personal attention), the 

better a consumer you'll be.  If you receive 

mail from a college that looks interesting, 

even one you've never heard of, send back 

the reply card and learn more about it.

 

 

Requesting Information  from Colleges 

 If you don't receive unsolicited mail 

from a college in which you are interested, 

you should contact the college for 

information.  Every college and university 

is anxious and willing to send you 

literature (you generally will not be placed 

on a college's mailing list before the spring 

of your junior year), and requesting info is 

simple.  You may request info by visiting 

the college home page, by mail, or by 

phone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 What should you request?  The most 

valuable piece of literature you can get is a  

viewbook (sometimes known as a 

prospectus or candidate's guide).  The 

viewbook is the fancy promotional 

brochure with all the color pictures, but it 

will provide you with the basic information 

you need as well as a feel for what the 

college thinks makes it distinctive. 

 

  You may also want to ask for a 

catalogue (because of the cost of printing 

catalogues, many colleges make the 

catalogue available only on-line), the 

official college or university listing of 

course offerings and regulations.  

Depending on your individual interests, 

you may also request information on 

financial aid, athletics, or specific 

academic programs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Sample Inquiry letter  
 

 

          Your Address 

          Hometown, VA 

          Date 

 

Office of Admissions 

College of Hard Knocks 

City, State   Zip 

 

Dear Sirs: 

 

I am a junior at <insert high school name> and am interested in receiving information about 

<insert collegeôs name>.  Would you please place me on your mailing list and send me a 

catalogue, viewbook, application and information about financial aid? 

 

Thank you for your help. 

 

Sincerely yours, 

 

Your name 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

College Representatives Visiting Your High School 

 Each fall admission representatives from numerous colleges and universities will likely 

visit your high school to meet with interested students.  Juniors are encouraged to sit in on a 

couple of meetings, while seniors should meet with the representative from any college they 

are considering.  Meeting with a member of the admission staff one-on-one or in a small 

group is not only a great opportunity to learn more about the college, but it may also prove 

beneficial in the admission process, as admission officers often have a significant role in 

evaluating applications from schools they visit. 

 

College Nights 

 Each year representatives from many in-state and out-of-state colleges will attend local 

ñCollege Nightsò or ñCollege Fairs.ò These programs provide an opportunity for students to 

collect information about a variety of college options and talk with representatives from 

schools to which they plan to apply. 

 

Friends 

 Your friends, particularly those who are already in college, can be good sources of 

information about colleges.  As with other sources of information, weigh the opinions of your 

friends and acquaintances against the other information you have.  What is right for you may 

be very different from what is right for your friends.  Don't rule out colleges based on 

information from friends you wouldn't trust to buy you lunch. 

 

 

 



On-Line Resources 

 The web is rapidly becoming the best source of information about colleges.  Almost 

every college has its own home page, and the information available from the home pages 

ranges from virtual campus tours to evaluations of courses and professors to e-mail addresses 

for students and faculty members to applications that can be downloaded.  It takes some time, 

but surfing the web is the best way to research colleges other than visiting.  In addition, there 

are a number of sites devoted to college admissions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Guidance Office Tools 
 The guidance office in your high school should be a strong resource for your college 

search. Many times it will contain a full library of college reference materials for your use in 

researching colleges.  These will vary from school to school, but often include: 

 

Family Connection from Naviance  ï This online database will be available to assist students 

and parents through the college search and application process.  At this secure site, you may 

research colleges, view the schedule of colleges visiting your school, and access many 

valuable college counseling resources 

 

College Catalogues - The guidance office will likely contain catalogues from many colleges 

and universities.  The bookshelf where the catalogues are kept should also contain viewbooks 

from many colleges. 

 

College Files - In the guidance office you may also find a file cabinet with files on many 

colleges and universities.  Typically, the files for each college will include applications, 

profiles, and other brochures. 

 

College Guidebooks - The guidance office likely seeks to maintain a complete library of 

reference books related to college admission.  The collection includes a variety of both 

 



objective and subjective college guides as well as books about the admission process, campus 

visits and application preparation, SAT preparation, and scholarship and financial aid. 

 

Comprehensive College Guidebooks ï Any of these books contains listings with facts and 

figures on most colleges and universities.  They are helpful if you are looking for basic 

information, but donôt put the information in any kind of context.  Most of them can, 

however, also be used for weight training. 

 

 The College Handbook 

 Peterson's Guide to Four-Year Colleges 

 Barron's Profiles of American Colleges 

 

Subjective Guidebooks and College Ratings ï These books select a group of schools (usually 

300-400) and do a several page write-up on each that attempts to reflect the flavor or 

personality of the school.  They are based on a limited number of student opinions rather than 

comprehensive research, so you should treat these as a source of information but not as a 

definitive source of information.  One author says he never visits campuses, but can tell 

exactly what a school is like if he gets two student questionnaires back.  Another author calls 

college residence halls and asks the person who answers the phone what the collegeôs best 

majors are.  A third book relies heavily on quotations from students, and students have 

learned that the more outrageous the quote, the more likely it is to appear in print. 

 

 The Fiske Guide to Colleges 

 The Insider's Guide to the Colleges 

 The Best 310 Colleges 

 Cool Colleges 

 Rugg's Recommendations on the Colleges 

 Profiles of American Colleges 

 

 

Recommended Reading about College Admission (compiled by Mr. Scott Mayer of St. 

Christopherôs School, Richmond, VA) 

 

The College Admission Mystique by Bill Mayher 

Mayher is a former preparatory school counselor and has written a series of essays 

with a sensible approach to issues such as how to talk to your child about college and the 

importance of visiting colleges without thinking about how easy or hard they might be from 

an admission perspective.  He also has essays on using the college counselor to the best 

advantage, finding financial aid, and managing the emotional issues involved with the college 

transition.  

   

The Gatekeepers: Inside the Admissions Process of a Premier College by Jacques Steinberg 

We think that this is the best of all of the books that ñtake you behind the scenes of the 

admission process.ò  The book is based upon a series of articles that Steinberg wrote for the 

New York Times in which the author was permitted to be with the admission committee of 

Wesleyan University (CT) throughout the application process.  The book provides a good 

description of how selective admission works and the details involved in the selection 

process.  Its weakness lies in its ñbuy-inò to the myth that attending a prestigious college is 

http://search.barnesandnoble.com/booksearch/results.asp?userid=ER6iETvBSf&ath=Jacques+Steinberg


the sole path to success in life and its focus on the personal friendship between one admission 

officer and one high school counselor as part of the dramatic narrative. 

 

The Chosen: The Hidden History of Admission and Exclusion at Harvard, Yale, and 

Princeton by Jerome Karabel 

 This book provides historical context for how college admission has evolved into a 

selection process that incorporates multiple objective and subjective criteria.  While the book 

focuses on the ñBig Three,ò the example is representative in varying degrees to admission at 

any college with a selective process.  Yes, it is over 600 pages of text, but it is a fascinating 

read with tremendous insight into why and how the admission process has changed over time 

and operates today. 

 

Crafting a Class: College Admissions and Financial Aid, 1955-1994 by Elizabeth A. Duffy 

and Idana Goldberg 

Like The Chosen, this book is likely more of an academic study about the admission 

process than most students and parents want to read.  Weôve listed it because its basic premise 

helps to break what we think is one of the most commonly held myths about college 

admission: namely, colleges just seek to admit ñwell-rounded students.ò  The reality is that 

colleges want a ñwell-rounded classò that is composed of both well-rounded students and 

those that are a bit pointy.  Meeting the needs of the institutionôs overall goals while selecting 

a class that rounds out those priorities is what guides admission decisions. 

 

Colleges that Change Lives: 40 Schools You Should Know about Even if You're Not a 

Straight-A Student and Looking Beyond the Ivy League: Finding the College thatôs Richt for 

You by Loren Pope  

Popeôs belief is that the small liberal arts college provides the most significant benefits 

for undergraduate education. He also emphasizes that the college search should be about 

finding the ñright fitò and not selecting a school because of its name, perceived reputation or 

rank.  Both books provide information about several different colleges and advice on how to 

find what the right fit for you will be.  While some of the general information about the 

college admission marketplace and some of the specific school descriptions are a bit out-of-

date (the books were written and revised in the 1990ôs), the main themes and college 

suggestions are still very meaningful in helping students conduct a successful college search. 

 

College Rankings Exposed: The Art of Getting Quality Education in the 21st Century by Paul 

Boyer 

Boyer provides insights into really understanding what information rankings provide 

and why rankings are not necessarily a good measure in evaluating colleges.  More 

importantly, this book helps students discover criteria other than rankings as they look to find 

the right fit in their college search.  His chapters, What Students Really Need to Learn, The 

Five Criteria to a Quality Education and Measures of a Quality Education are not only 

helpful in the college search, Mr. Mayer has recommended these chapters to college freshmen 

as they make the high school to college transition and to help them get the most out of their 

college experience. 

 

Playing the Game: Inside Athletic Recruiting in the Ivy League by Chris Lincoln 

This book provides great insight into athletic recruiting at selective schools.  The focus 

in the book is on the Ivy League and NESCAC (Div. III), but the information is representative 



of athletics and the admission process at many selective and highly selective colleges and 

universities. 

 

Letting Go: A Parents' Guide to Understanding the College Years  by Karen Levin Coburn 

and Madge Lawrence Treeger  

This book, now in its fourth addition, is regarded as one of the best resources in helping 

parents with children that are making the transition from high school to college.  The authors 

are administrators in student affairs and student counseling at Washington University in St. 

Louis, MO. 

 

Making the Most of College: Students Speak Their Minds by Richard Light 

Over the past couple of years, many colleges have recommended or required all 

incoming students to read this book.  Lightôs advice is based upon his experiences and 

research as an academic advisor and professor at Harvard University.  While the research is 

based upon the experiences of Harvard students over a ten-year period, most of the findings 

and advice is useful to all soon-to-be college students. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Visiting Colleges 
 

Of all the ways you can gather 

information about colleges, the best by far 

is visiting campuses.  Visiting colleges is 

important for several reasons.  Actually 

being on a campus will tell you things you 

couldn't possibly learn with any amount of 

reading, and you are likely to react very 

differently in person to schools that look 

identical on paper.  Several years ago a 

senior planned to major in music until he 

went to visit his first choice school.  

Within ten minutes he realized that 

everyone at the school was much more 

serious about music than he was.  The trip 

itself was expensive, but in the long run 

saved him and his family both time and 

money.  A second senior had a very 

different reaction.  Every time he visited a 

campus, he found himself thinking more 

about the school he ultimately attended. 

 

More importantly, the more 

colleges you visit, the better you will know 

what you want - and don't want - in a 

college.  The more you visit, the better you 

get at it, and after several visits you will 

find yourself looking for specific things.  

Under no circumstances should you choose 

to attend a school you haven't visited.

 

 

Visits:  How Many and When? 

There is little agreement among 

experts regarding when is the best time to 

visit.  Some believe that you should never 

visit during the summer, as you don't see a 

campus in all its ambiance, and yet others 

believe that summer is an ideal time to 

visit, because you can visit a number of 

schools in a short period of time. 

 

In truth, there is not one ñbestò time 

to visit.  It is generally preferable to visit 

when school is in session, but it can be 

hard to find the time.  Colleges generally 

don't encourage juniors to visit before the 

spring, as members of the admission staff 

are busy reading seniors' applications.  A 

number of parents have commented that 

spring break is a good time to arrange 

visits, and many colleges complete their 

academic years by early May.  The 

demands of fall during the senior year, 

particularly for those participating in 

varsity athletics, do not leave much time 

for college visits.  We recommend that 

every student visit at least 4-5 colleges 

before the beginning of the senior year in 

order to have several points of comparison. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What you get out of a campus visit 

depends on where you are in your own 

decision-making process.  During the 

junior year, a campus visit focuses on 

college characteristics, while during the 

senior year you are doing comparison 

shopping, focusing on the culture or 

personality of the school.  What this means 

is that visits done before the junior year are 

of little value, other than as a way of 

comparing different types of colleges 

(small vs. large, urban vs. rural, etc).  It 

also means that you should take the time to 

do a formal visit even if you think you 

know a college well (i.e., you have been to 

football games since before you can 

remember or your sister went there or you 

live down the street).  And it means that 

 


