Choosing a College 

One of the first steps in the college-preparation process is choosing the right college for you. The following information will guide you through seven steps for selecting a school. For additional information, check out Timely Tips about Choosing a College, located in the upper right corner of this page.

Step 1: Identify Your Criteria
First, visit Identify Your Criteria to learn about types of schools, costs, and other things to consider. 

As you start the college-search process, gather information about jobs in your field of study. The Occupational Outlook Handbook describes a wide array of professions and trades, their working conditions, training and education needs, earnings, and employment prospects. 

Step 2: Estimate Future College Costs
Before searching for colleges, estimate your college costs with our College Cost Calculator. 

Step 3: Search for Schools
Now that you have considered several factors for selecting a school, you can begin comparing schools.

· If you already have developed a list of prospective colleges, research schools with our College Search service. You will find schools by name and state.

· If you aren't sure which school you want to attend but have certain criteria in mind, use our Advanced Search to find schools that meet your requirements.

Step 4: Seek Advice
The campus financial-aid office can be an excellent source of information. Contact the Financial Aid Office will help you learn more about this on-campus resource. 

Step 5: Narrow Your Choices
Many students begin their college search with a list of as many as 10 to 20 schools. To help you narrow your list to a manageable number, take a look at Tips to Narrow Your List, as well as pointers to help you when Visiting Schools. You can download our School Visit Checklist to help you in preparing for your campus visit. 

Step 6: Learn the Process
Ready to start the college-application process? Before you fill out your first admissions application, check out the information in Learning the Process. 

Step 7: Apply to College
For more advice, visit the Filling out Applications section. And download our handy Application Checklist to assist you when you are completing school applications. 

Identify Your Criteria 
	The first step in selecting a school is to know what's important to you. Keep in mind that your specific educational requirements for the career you're considering will play an important role in your decision.

This section offers help in sorting your priorities, learning about the different types of schools, and specialized information for returning adults and minority students. 

· Types of Schools 

· Things to Consider 

· Minority Students 


Colleges & Universities
Colleges 
Colleges offer four-year Bachelor of Arts (BA) or Bachelor of Science (BS) degrees. Some also offer a two-year Associate of Arts (AA) degree. Colleges can be specialized (for example, in nursing) or they can offer a broad curriculum, like the liberal arts which focus on the humanities, social sciences, and sciences. 

Universities 
Universities can be quite large and usually include a liberal arts college, some professional colleges, and graduate programs. This means they can offer the two-year and four-year degrees as well as graduate degrees in advanced studies beyond four years. 

Universities offer a huge course selection and may have extensive resources. Class size varies, depending on the size of the university, the subject area, and the course level. University professors are usually involved in research. Graduate students, rather than professors, teach some of the classes. (These graduate students are called Teaching Assistants or TAs.) 

Note: Public colleges and universities are subsidized by the state in which the school is located and are generally less expensive than private colleges. The lowest rates go to residents of that state and out-of-state students tend to pay higher fees.

Community Colleges 
Community or junior colleges offer two-year liberal arts programs or specific career training programs. After completing their studies, students receive a certificate or an associate degree. Many students then transfer to a four-year college or university to continue their education. 
Learn more >
Vocational, Technical, Professional, or Trade Schools
These institutions are for students who know exactly what they want to do and have chosen certain specialized occupations. Study programs at these schools prepare students for specific careers and may last weeks, months, or years, depending on career requirements. At these schools, students usually receive a license, a certificate, or an associate degree. 

Distance Learning 
These programs allow students to take courses over the Internet, using a mix of multi-media, online bulletin boards, and e-mail. Distance learning can help fit education into a busy life. It can be a fast and efficient way to a degree provided you are self-disciplined and have access to the right equipment. 
Learn more >
Study Abroad 
Living and studying overseas can offer academic and cultural opportunities for high school and college students. Study abroad is becoming increasingly popular as most colleges and universities have established programs and will accept any major. 

Things to Consider 
	While everyone's priorities may differ, there are some characteristics all students should consider. If an item on the following list is important to you, include it with your own criteria.

· Curriculum
· Quality of education
· Size
· Admission requirements
· Facilities
· Campus life
· Campus security
· Athletics
· Location
· Housing and resources
· Retention and graduation rates
· Cost
· Other
Curriculum: What do you want to study? Do you have a specific subject in mind, like art or music, or do you want a more general education? Do you want a range of potential majors and study programs? Are you interested in a career that requires professional certification, and does the school provide the necessary training? Do you want to take advantage of special programs, like study abroad and internships?

Quality of education: How much contact do you want with your professors? How much does it matter to you whether professors or graduate students teach your courses? How involved do you want to be in research and in learning outside of the classroom? 

Size: How large or small a school do you want? Do you prefer large lectures with hundreds of students or small classes with lots of student participation? Do you want to be on a big campus with many majors, an impressive library, and lots to do? Or would you prefer a small college where you know everyone's name?

Admission requirements: What does the school require for admission? What does the school look for in prospective students? And what are your chances of being accepted? 

Facilities: What would you like to see on or near your college campus? Are restaurants, shops, and health clubs important to you? What about laundry rooms? The computer lab? The library and research facilities? What about transportation on and around the campus? 

Campus life: How is life outside the classroom? What special interest groups, activities, fraternities/sororities do you want to be involved in? Are they active in campus life? 

Campus security: What measures are taken to ensure your safety? What's the local community like? How safe is the campus and its surrounding neighborhoods? 

Athletics: Does the school offer intramural and varsity sports? How are the sports facilities and coaches? 

Location: Which part of the country would you like to experience? Do you want an urban or small-town setting? Do you want to stay close to home so you can visit frequently? 

Housing and resources: If you plan to live on-campus, make sure you check out the quality of dorm life. Find out if housing is guaranteed for returning students. And don't forget to check on the meal plan—can the school provide for special diet needs? 

Retention and graduation rates: Retention rate is the percentage of students who stay for four years. Graduation rate is the percentage who graduate within four years. Both rates tell you whether students are satisfied with their experience at the school and get the support they need.

Cost: How much can you afford? What types of financial aid are available? 

Other: In addition to these and others you come up with, you might also want to consider: 

· Percentage of applicants accepted 

· Average test scores of the students

· Job placement services




Narrow Your Choices and Decide Where to Apply 
Learn Decision Strategies 
	Narrowing your list of schools to a manageable number may be your hardest job yet. You might benefit from a few tips and decision strategies: 

· Compare the pros and cons of each school on your list: Get your files and review your notes to compare schools. If you haven't done it already, you might want to make a list of pros and cons for each school to help organize your thinking. 

· Group school choices by your chance of being admitted: Once you go through the pros and cons, sort your files into three groups: 

· Reach schools—represent an admission challenge either by cost, admission requirements, or both. 

· Mid-range schools—where you're likely to get accepted, but you're not sure. 

· Safety schools—where you're sure to be admitted and know you can afford.

· Make your final list: Include schools from each category on your list and rank them by preference. Most counselors suggest including a number of reach and mid-range schools, as well as one or two safety schools. Give careful thought to your choices. 

Applying early: If you are sure about your school choice, you might want to consider early admissions at that school. 

Pick up some pointers on making the most of school visits. 


Campus Visits 
	

	It's important that you visit schools you might want to attend. Visiting a school gives you a close-up look; a chance to focus on the details and actually experience the college before you make a commitment. 

The number of schools you visit depends on your time and money. You probably won't be able to visit every school you're considering, but try to at least visit schools that'll provide a variety of experiences. 

For example, check out a large and a small school, or go to one urban and one small-town campus. For those you can't visit, do the best you can with research and word-of-mouth. 

After you visit a college, remember to send thank you notes to everyone you met with. It's a little courtesy that will help get you noticed. 

Use these pointers to make the most of your visits: 

· Do some prep work: Before your visit, decide what you want to learn about the school and put together a list of questions. Use the same list for every school so you can make fair comparisons. You might also want to run a few practice interviews with family or friends so you're comfortable speaking about your high school achievements and your future plans. 

· Visit while classes are in session: This is the best time to visit schools. Most counselors suggest you schedule visits from March through late April of your junior year in high school or in the fall of your senior year. 

· Schedule your visit at least two weeks in advance: Call the admissions office to arrange your visit. Ask if you could sit in on classes, eat with the students, spend the night in a dorm, and use the campus facilities. Find out if you can get a campus tour. 

· Schedule interviews with faculty and admissions staff: When scheduling your visit, try to arrange to meet with faculty members and admissions staff. Meet with professors who teach in your area of interest. You'll get to know a staff member and hear an inside opinion of the school. Meet with admissions staff to find out about the school, to verify admission requirements, and to discuss costs and financial aid. 

· Take the campus tour: If the school offers an escorted tour, take advantage of it. You'll get access to more of the campus, and your escort can be a great source of candid information. 

· Attend information sessions, if offered: Schedule your interviews after the information session and the campus tour, if you can. You'll speak more knowledgeably and come up with better questions. 

· Ask lots of questions: This is your chance to discover things you'll learn no other way. Ask questions of the students, the faculty, the admissions staff. Ask students what they like best and least; what they'd change; what the campus is like on weekends; which professors are best. 

· Trust your instincts and take notes: Pay attention to how you feel, especially your first impressions. Is this where you want to live and go to school for four years? Drive through surrounding neighborhoods and get a feel for the community. Make notes to jog your memory when decision time comes and when something catches your interest follow up with a phone call or e-mail. 

Want to find out more about a school? Learn who to talk to for the best information. 
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