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	Preface

The book you’re holding in your hands—Students’ Guide to Colleges—is a fresh and exciting tool that will be invaluable as you attempt to select the school that’s right for you.
From 1995 to 2000, I was a senior admissions officer at Harvard. Since then, I’ve worked as an educational consultant, helping families plan for college. In both capacities, I’ve read nearly ten thousand applications and worked with hundreds of parents and students who were hoping to find, and get into, the “best” college possible.
However, all too often parents and students have a distorted view of what the “best” college is. They listen to the marketing hype, they pay too much attention to rankings and prestige, and students commit themselves to spending four years at schools that aren’t right for them. When making such an important decision as where to go to college, students need to figure out which schools fit. They need to discern the stories behind the rankings, to get answers to probing questions about a school’s professors, its classes, its atmosphere, and its social life, to find the place they’ll enjoy living and learning the most.
Families aren’t going to get answers to these questions from biased and blindingly glossy admissions pamphlets, where schools pretend to be all things to all people. They won’t get answers from college guidebooks written by journalists and administrators who imagine, but don’t know, what it’s like on the ground. They will get answers by talking to current college students—the only ones who know the truth. And they will, I’m convinced, get answers from Students’ Guide to Colleges.
Students’ Guide is a new kind of guidebook, created, written, and edited entirely by current college students. Inside, one hundred of the best colleges in America are reviewed. For every school, three students weigh in, each from a different academic and social area of campus, each with a different voice, a different perspective, and different experiences. Together, these students offer detailed, nuanced, personal, and honest portraits of their schools. They give you the stories behind the statistics. They also give you funny and irreverent reviews that are fun to read—the next best thing to spending a week on campus.
Students’ Guide to Colleges was started by Jordan Goldman and Colleen Buyers when they were eighteen-year-old college freshman. Goldman and Buyers, from their dorm rooms, created a Web site and an online survey covering every aspect of college life (including questions only true insiders would think to ask, like: What wouldn’t a prospective student see on a campus tour? What goes on in the dorms at 3 a.m. on a Wednesday night, and how does that differ from school to school?).
In a few months, more than thirty thousand students, all across America, logged on to their Web site. Students’ Guide quickly became a virtual grassroots movement, spurred on by the power of the Internet, the power of student networks, and students’ desires to tell the truth about their schools—both the good and the bad. Friends told friends about Students’ Guide. News of the survey spread from school to school. Students weren’t paid to give Students’ Guide in-depth reports—freshman, sophomores, juniors, and seniors logged on because they wanted to get out the truth and let people know what their schools were really like. In the end, Students’ Guide to Colleges was completely student-created, written and edited—no one involved was any older than twenty-one.
Other college guidebooks offer statistics, sound bites, and out-of-context quotes. They pretend they can give a single, accurate account of what every school is like for every type of person. Students’ Guide tells you the truth, from three different perspectives, from the actual students. You then have the necessary information to figure out whether each school is right for you.
When students at the top one hundred colleges graduate at the age of twenty-two, they’ll be courted by America’s top companies for their ability to speak for themselves. But until now, at the ages eighteen, nineteen, twenty, and twenty-one, these students have always been spoken for: by politicians, by advertisers, by college guidebooks written by journalists and administrators. In Students’ Guide to Colleges, the brightest young minds in America have come together and taken their voices back. They’re telling you what it’s really like at America’s top one hundred schools, so you can end up at the college that’s right for you. They have extremely valuable things to say. I hope you’ll listen.
—Chuck Hughes
 
 
 

Chuck Hughes was the senior admissions officer at Harvard College from 1995 to 2000, and is the cofounder of Road to College, a leading college and graduate school educational consulting company. For more information on Road to College, please visit www.roadtocollege.com.


Letter from the Editors

Dearest Reader,
You’ve got a crazy year ahead of you (or two, if you’re a junior). We know—it wasn’t long ago that we were in the middle of this process ourselves. The countless college tours, the caffeinated blitz to finish applications before the post office closes on December 31, the agonizing wait for that thin or thick envelope while everyone asks, “So do you know where you’re going yet?” Yeah, we know what you’re up against. This book is our attempt to help you out.
Students’ Guide to Colleges was dreamed up in our dorm rooms during freshman year, just after we’d finished the whole process. During one late-night conversation about the ups and downs of our own college searches, we agreed that conventional college guides’ two-page summaries were not nearly as informative as talking to actual students at each school we’d visited. There had to be a better way to write college guidebooks.
So we thought we’d give it a try. We decided to create a guidebook written entirely by actual college students, to hear directly from them what it’s really like to go to America’s top one hundred schools. And as college students ourselves, we realized that everyone experiences each school differently. A single school will be different for a Nebraskan and a New Yorker, an actor and an athlete. When Joe Bloggs finally gets to college, his experiences won’t be the same as his roommate’s, his hall mates’ or his lab partner’s. So Students’ Guide doesn’t pretend that we can give you a single objective summary of each institution. Instead, we give you at least three students’ contrasting, complementary, and sometimes conflicting perspectives of each college.
This guidebook is designed for critical thinkers. It’s designed to help you consider the source of the information you’re reading, to consider what your experience of each institution might be. How are you similar to and different from each school’s student-reviewers? What would you think about attending the classes and parties they describe? What else would you like to know?
The college search only starts here: take whatever you learn from this book to college campuses. Stay overnight, make a pest of yourself in the info sessions, ask lots of questions based on who you are and what you’re interested in, and then ask some more. Each college truly does have its own multifaceted personality, and while we hope we’ve given you a sense of each, only you can decide where you’ll most enjoy living and learning.
By the time this is printed, we’ll both be college graduates. But Students’ Guide is more than just us—we’re among tens of thousands of college students who worked together because we believed you might be interested in hearing what we had to say, and because it was time we finally spoke for ourselves about what it’s like to attend America’s top colleges. We’re delighted Penguin Books agreed with us—and we hope you will, too.
Best of luck in your college search. It’s a difficult process. But we’ve just heard from thousands of students who have successfully gone through the craziness, and they resoundingly agree that it does actually end—and that there’s something pretty amazing waiting for you on the other side.
—Jordan and Colleen


Frequently Asked Questions

Are the schools included in Students’ Guide to Colleges the best one hundred schools in America?
There are many excellent schools in America. Students’ Guide reviews the one hundred schools that we feel have achieved a particular level of excellence. We didn’t come to our decision lightly—schools were selected for inclusion only after six full months of research, during which we considered more than three hundred schools, spoke with admissions officers, college counselors, and current college students, and evaluated multiple ranking systems. In the end you’ll find a broad range of the best schools in the nation, including big schools and small schools, state schools and private schools, expensive schools and less expensive schools, schools located all over America, schools ranked highly by U.S. News and World Report, and some lesser-known gems that we think deserve your attention. We couldn’t include every school in America in Students’ Guide—but we think there’s something special about each of the schools we did include. We hope you agree.
 
Did students write absolutely everything in Students’ Guide ? Or were there a few journalists or administrators involved?
Every single school review in Students’ Guide to Colleges was written by a current college student—more than thirty thousand students participated, and nearly one thousand students are quoted by name.
 
How did you get so many students to tell you about their schools? Were they paid?
No students were paid to contribute to Students’ Guide to Colleges—these are real students speaking their minds simply because they wanted to get out the truth.
The content of Students’ Guide is based on an open-ended survey we developed over a two-year period, drawing on what we cared about as prospective students and what we experienced daily as college students. We took care to structure the survey in a way that would prompt smart, funny, opinionated, and lively descriptions of each school. There were critical questions like “What wouldn’t a prospective student see on a campus tour?” creative questions like “On a sunny day, there are four distinct groups of people sitting outside; describe them” and more standard questions like “Do you receive much personal attention from professors?” You can see the full survey now at www.studentsguide.com. Each school’s review is three students responding to the survey.
Then we got on the phone, contacted friends of friends, created flyers and banners for each school to let students know about our survey, had articles run in multiple school newspapers, and contacted student government associations and student group leaders on every campus using student networks extensively. Finally, we put our survey online at www.studentsguidetocolleges.com. And it was a phenomenal success. In one month, more than thirty thousand students logged on.
 
Once you received filled-in surveys, how did you choose which students to publish?
It wasn’t easy. Before we could decide which students to publish, we had to understand each school. So a year earlier, we spent six months researching each of the schools included in Students’ Guide.
When the surveys flooded in, we read every single one of them and took notes on what was being said over and over again, what fantastic programs, important descriptions, and significant grievances were being continually brought up. We contacted students at every school to ensure our research thus far was accurate.
We selected students whose writing reflected each school, who voiced issues that were being repeatedly brought up by their peers, and who had their own unique voices and things to say. We also looked to select students who had different perspectives on each school, because we recognize that a white, conservative biology major from South Dakota is going to experience a school differently from a black activist English major from New York. We tried to illustrate the myriad of experiences to be had on each campus, while still painting a coherent and accurate picture of each school as a whole.
 
Did you sanitize these reviews? How were they edited?
Each student’s survey was edited for space and redundancy.
Initially, we told students to fill out our survey off the top of their heads, in no more than an hour—and they did (often while procrastinating at 3:00 a.m. on a Wednesday night). So we also cleaned up some punctuation and grammar. Then we contacted individual students when their writing was being considered and again when they were chosen for publication, giving them the chance to edit and add to their entry.
 
Did you publish students’ real names alongside their reviews?
Every student was given the option of using their real name or a pseudonym and if they used a pseudonym, of changing any identifying characteristics. Some students elected to use their real name. Others changed their names because they have a work-study job in the office of admissions but wanted to be critical of their school, because they discussed their involvement in queer organizations but they’re in the closet back home, or just because a pen name seemed cool. We fully supported both choices, and respected the fact that some students felt the need to protect their identity so they could speak freely.
 
A note about facts and statistics quoted by students in reviews:
All statistics on the first page of each school’s review were compiled by us, and were, accordingly, rigorously fact-checked. On the other hand, some students cite facts and statistics in their reviews ranging from the male/female ratio of a school to the precentage of students who marry fellow alums. These facts and figures are often part of the campus discourse, passed on from student to student. Their accuracy is not guaranteed. However, we believe the facts and statistics students repeat and hold to be true regarding their institution are often as significant as the numbers the institution itself issues. Consequently, we didn’t change or fact-check the numbers students quoted within reviews. Instead, we took them (with a grain of salt) as indicative of what students believe and have seen to be true about their school.
 
“A student referenced something, and I don’t know what they’re talking about….”
This happens. Students at different colleges often create their own vernacular. But we tried to keep undecipherable references to a minimum. A lot of acronyms have been spelled out, and a lot of college-specific references have been explained. We also trust that you’re pretty smart and will quickly catch on that “prereqs” is an abbreviation for prerequisites, “gen-eds” are courses meeting general education requirements, RAs are resident assistants (upperclassmen who live in first-year dorms); and LGBT students are students who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender. These terms are often used in context, and it should be fairly easy to figure out what they mean.
Technicalities
 
How did you determine each school’s selectivity rating on the first page of its review?
While every school profiled in Students’ Guide is selective, we thought it would be worthwhile to break schools down into three categories—Most Selective, Very Selective, and Selective. When you’re applying to schools, these categories may help you decide which schools are reach schools, which schools are target schools, and which schools are safety schools.
	Schools were designated Most Selective if they accepted 0–33 percent of their applicants.
	Schools were designated Very Selective if they accepted 34–48 percent of their applications.
	Schools were designated Selective if they accepted 49 percent or more of their applicants.

Selectivity was determined based on acceptance rates for the class of 2007.
 
How did you determine each school’s notable programs or majors on the first page of its review?
We asked students at every school which programs or majors were particularly strong, prestigious, popular, or noteworthy. Notable programs and majors features the most frequent responses received.
 
How did you determine the answers to the bubble grid on the first page of each review?
Size and diversity were determined based on published data. Schools with fewer than 2,500 undergraduates were rated small, schools with 2,501–7,499 undergraduates were rated medium, and schools with more than 7,500 undergraduates were rated big. Similarly, if less than 20 percent of students at a school were ethnic minorities, its diversity was rated low. If 20–29 percent of students at a school were minorities, its diversity statistic was rated moderate. If 30 percent and above of students at a school were minorities, its diversity statistic was rated high. All other evaluations were determined based on students’ survey responses.
 
How did you select each school’s Five Words from Students on the first page of its review?
We asked students at every school for five words that they felt summed up their college experience. We then selected collections of five words that we thought were particularly representative based on our research.
 
How did you select each school’s From the School section on the first page of its review?
“From the School” is our attempt to show you each school’s official view of itself. We spent hours reading every school’s Web site, and, for each school, we selected one or two online paragraphs that we felt were particularly representative and included them in Students’ Guide.
 
How did you select the other schools Students May Also Be Interested In on the first page of each school’s review?
We asked students at every school what other colleges they looked into when they were in high school. We included the four to six schools that were mentioned with the most frequency.
 
Finally, are you guys really students? You did all this while you were in college?
Yup. We came up with the idea when we were eighteen and spent the next four years working on the book in your hands. We created and edited Students’ Guide while simultaneously going to classes, doing our homework, studying for tests, writing theses, and, of course, subsisting on Easy Mac.


I Wish I Knew Then…
(Selecting, and Getting into, the School of Your Dreams)

Students’ Guide asked thousands of current college students “What about the admissions process do you wish you’d known when you were still in high school?” This is their advice to you.
Starting Out
I wish I’d been able to enter the college research and selection and application process with more perspective. The whole thing is frantic—especially if you’re like me, studying nonstop and doing ten billion extracurriculars senior year on top of worrying about the whole college thing.
So here’s my advice: take a day or two out of your life (yes, an entire day, not just a bit of time here and there) and really think about what you want in a college. Think about your academic interests and determine what gets you legitimately excited, and what just gets you good grades. Think about your extracurriculars and decide which are passions and which are pastimes. Look at yourself and determine what kind of a person you are, and what kind of college environment would make you happiest. Once you figure these things out, try to find colleges where students get excited about the same things you do.
Then visit the schools that interest you and at each one try to find a student (or two) who looks like the kind of person you’d want to be in a couple of years. Buy them lunch or something—talk to them. Seriously. Most students—at least at my school—wouldn’t mind at all if you stopped them in the middle of the street and asked them a few questions. And the answers you’ll get might make all the difference in deciding where you’ll eventually go to college.
One last thing: it’s easy to go through high school without learning who you really are—there are plenty of pre-established paths/ruts that students tend to fall into based on their academic/athletic/artistic abilities. Before you decide where to spend the next four years of your life, stop and think about whether you’re following your own path, or just a rut left behind by someone else.
—Craig, Middlebury College
 
I wish I’d known how much learning about colleges—and actually seeing colleges in person—would motivate me to work harder my junior and senior years, and to get excited about the whole process. It’s easy to put off a process that seems daunting—but once I visited schools, I started finding the process inspiring. Seeing the places I’d previously only read about, I really wanted to work hard to get there. Before, I wanted to do well because good grades were good grades, but after seeing and breathing my future I wanted to do well so I could actually live it.
—Jessica, Williams College
 
I wish I’d understood that a prospective student should be impressed by a school. I was so concerned with impressing schools that I didn’t realize they were selling themselves to me, too.
—Kate, Tulane University
 
Let me clue you in on a secret well-kept by the college admissions industry: You won’t know whether a college is really right for you until you’ve enrolled and tried it out. No amount of agonizing can change that. And in the end, whether you originally came to get smart or get wasted, every college will mold you, to some extent, in its own image.
When you graduate from college, you’ll come to judge all educations by the standards of the education you ended up getting. You will judge college social scenes by the standards of your college’s social scene. And anyway, by your senior year of college, the school that was your twelfth-grade dream come true may be a grand disappointment. Alternatively, the school that you only reluctantly decided to apply to may become the site of some of the giddiest—if not the happiest—times of your life. Where you are right now, applying to colleges, you just can’t know which school would actually be perfect for you. It’s impossible.
But don’t let this freak you out. Probably, if you actually want to go to college, any college you seriously think of applying to will be just fine.
So, for right now, if you think you want to go to college, the best thing to do is visit a college, talk to some people, sit in on some classes, try to get the gist of the place. Even then, the gist you get may be wrong, totally different from what your experience at that school will end up being—there’s just no way of knowing. So don’t sweat it.
And books reviewing colleges? They’re not that useful. In fact, I’d recommend against them. Remember that somebody stands to make a lot of money off the nervousness of college-bound high school students. Anything you could learn in one of these expensive college books you could learn ten times better from talking to students at the schools themselves. For free. So if you haven’t bought this book yet, put it down, leave the store, and go find a real student to talk to.
P.S. If you’re going to college because it’s expected and you can’t think of anything else to do…for the love of God, snap out of it! Take a year off. Take three years off. Volunteer at a prison. Work as a janitor. Visit Norway, or better yet, the Third World. You don’t need college to be happy. If you don’t actually want to be there, college is a very expensive place to spend four years being listless and confused.
—Mike, Carleton College
Questions and Considerations
It’s really easy to get caught up in asking anything that could help differentiate one school from another. The meal plan is better at School A than School B, but School B has the better gym, and School C is comparable except it has more Nobel laureates—that kind of stuff. But really, are you actually going to choose a college because of its food? Is the difference in gym quality that much of a big deal? If you don’t plan on taking classes in the department where the laureates teach, what does it matter? Figure out the things that really matter, that would make you significantly happy or unhappy. Then base your questions on that.
—Gayle, University of Michigan
 
When I visited colleges in high school, I focused on, and asked, all the wrong questions. Now I know things like a college’s ranking and its student/faculty ratio are kind of important, but they don’t give you much insight into the character of an institution, which is really important. Wherever you go you’ll find good students. But beyond just being a good student—what are the types of good students you want to spend the next four years of your life with—and what’s the type of good student you eventually want to become?
—Nicholas, Washington and Lee University
 
Before asking yourself the “Can I pay for it?”–style practical questions, sit down, smoke whatever it is you high school kids are smoking these days, and ask yourself the more ethereal questions: What kind of school will fit you best? Are you an intellectual? Are you a city person? How far from home do you really want to be? Do you learn best in tiny classes, where the teacher is right up in your face, or in large lecture halls, where you can hide from the professor if you want to? Really, you need to know who you are and what you want. Then you can start looking into the financials. (And, you never know, at even the most expensive school you could end up with more financial aid than you’d anticipated.)
—Sean, Columbia University
 
I really wish someone had told me more about the varied personalities of students at different schools. You hear about all the great things each school offers, but very rarely do you hear about the types of students that predominantly flock to each college. And I think this is key to know, to be sure you’ll learn and live with that type of student all four years.
—Jaime-Alexis, Vassar College
GEOGRAPHIC PROXIMITY
I had great friends in high school, and we didn’t want to risk not being part of one another’s lives. We all went to schools close to home, and close to each other. So far it’s been great to watch them grow up, to visit their new environments on weekends, and to hang out when we each need the comfort of being around people whom you’ve known and who have loved you forever.
—Cory, Amherst College
 
Let’s be brutally honest for a second, okay? College is hard. It gets to you. And sometimes you break down, you can’t stand the piles of laundry stinking up your room, you can’t stand the shitty cafeteria food, you can’t stand looking at your ugly roommate with his pimply face and the pile of textbooks on your desk. And sometimes you just miss your mom and dad, your brothers and sisters. Those are the times when it’s amazing to be close to home. I live a couple hours away, and it’s so nice to hop in my car and, not too long afterward, be smothered with love and free food. Sometimes I just need that. After all, I’m only nineteen.
—Josh, Evergreen State College
 
I thought if I had to fly to school, it wouldn’t matter where I went—wrong. There’s a difference, in both time and cost, between a two-hour flight and two three-hour flights (and if the nearest major airport is a hundred-dollar cab ride away, that makes a difference, too)…. But above all, I wish I’d known how hard it is to be far away sometimes, to have to choose between seeing family and road-tripping with friends on those few precious vacations; to have to meticulously pack two suitcases weighing no more than FAA regulations of seventy pounds each, instead of just throwing a laundry basket in the backseat of my car and heading off; to missing small holidays, and my little brother’s birthday, because it’s too expensive to fly home for a weekend…. Plus, another part of the country can be a huge culture shock! People on this coast can be so rude, and Northeastern winters are long and gray. Sometimes, I just miss home.
—Liza, Dartmouth University
 
I’m very close to my family. Accordingly, I thought a lot about whether I wanted to stray far from South Dakota and being part of my little siblings’ lives. And what have I learned? I’ve learned that college is an opportunity to become an adult, to be on your own, to branch out and explore personally, emotionally, spiritually…and geographically. Going to school so far from home taught me to truly be myself, to survive on my own. And it gave me the courage to go even farther: right now I’m writing this while studying abroad in Africa, speaking another language, discovering a new world, a new culture, a new wealth of wonderful people. I think going to school so far from home gave me the courage to go even farther.
—Andrea, Harvard University
 
I finally realized in November of senior year—thanks to much prodding on the part of my guidance counselor—that there were great schools outside of the Northeast, where I grew up. Now I study under palm trees in January at the fourth-ranked liberal arts college in the country—who knew breaking out of the bubble could be so rewarding?
—Colleen, Pomona College
 
I wish I’d understood that it doesn’t matter if you’re a hundred or a thousand miles away: you won’t be going home often. College life is much more independent than high school life, wherever you go. You do not have to go across the country to live—and feel—on your own. I probably would have considered schools on the West Coast, in the Midwest, and in the South if I knew I’d only be coming home once a semester anyway.
—Meredith, Brandeis University
SIZE
It’s important to ask yourself whether you want a big school, a medium school, or a small school. At a big school you’ll have limitless class options, tons of extracurriculars on offer, rowdy parties, and there’ll always be new people to meet. You’ll also have classes with three hundred plus kids, you might feel lost, and you might not get to know your professors. At a small school, you’ll have fewer classes to choose from, a low-key party scene, and people you don’t know knowing your business—but you’ll make incredibly close friends, have classes with only six other kids, and your teacher will have won a Nobel Prize and will invite you to their house for dinner, where you’ll discuss applications of Marx’s economic theories on modern-day Southeast Asian markets. A middle-size school would offer some combination of the pros and cons of both experiences. Think about all three experiences, and figure out which one is right for you.
—Scott, Princeton University
I always thought the big school/small school question was easy. I hate having professors look over my shoulder, I love being able to miss a class if I have to with no repercussions, I love meeting new people, I hate everyone knowing my business, I love to party. Big school for me! My best friend from high school loves working one-on-one with professors, loves the pressure of never being able to cut class (because the professor will know), and loves being able to say hi to everyone she sees, because she knows everyone on campus. I go to UT Austin. She goes to Macalester. Both of us couldn’t be happier.
—Shelby, UT Austin
LOCATION
First thing I asked myself was, do I want go to college in a big city, or don’t I? If I didn’t want to be in a city—did I want to be near a city, or did I want to be isolated? If I went to school in a city (like NYU) I’d have countless internship and job opportunities, constant excitement. I’d also have to spend lots of money all the time, and I’d lose out on the tight-knit college feel. If I wasn’t in a city but near one (for example, a school like Princeton), I’d get the best of both worlds—I could escape to the city when I wanted to. But I’d also get the worst of both worlds—I’d often find myself so overworked I wouldn’t actually leave campus, and maybe the campus wouldn’t be that close-knit because people were always running off when they wanted to have fun. And finally, I could go to an isolated school in the middle of nowhere (somewhere like Williams), where I would know everyone on campus and see all my friends at parties. But then I might feel claustrophobic after a while, and there’s really nowhere to go to escape.
—Scott, Princeton University
ACADEMIC CURRICULUM
I was looking at schools with large core curriculums, and schools with no core curriculums at all. I eventually chose a school with a large core curriculum, and I couldn’t be happier. It turned me into someone who’s truly well-rounded. It diversified my interests. It taught me a bit of everything. And it was good for me. I mean, let’s be honest—does any eighteen-year-old know what’s good to learn? If I’d been given the liberty to choose my classes all along, I might have focused too much on one subject, or missed lots of interesting classes because I heard they were hard and didn’t want to bother, or I would have chosen classes so randomly that my education on the whole would have had no coherence. Instead, when I graduate I’ll be truly educated: the core here covers every area under the sun, and I’ll be comfortable conversing on such a wide range of topics that even Rhodes scholars better watch out, because I’m sure I could take them on intellectual punch for intellectual punch.
—Jeremy, University of Chicago
 
I chose a school with no core requirements because I wanted to be somewhere where I could make my own academic decisions. Really, if you’re smart enough to get into Amherst, you’re smart enough to shape your own education. What are you interested in? Now’s the time to pursue it. If certain classes aren’t your thing, why should you be wasting your time with them? And having no core means that, in every class, all of your classmates want to be there—they’re students who chose each class from hundreds of options because they were honestly engaged and energized by the topic. That makes such a difference. Then, four years later when you graduate, you’ll be able to look back and realize you learned exactly what you wanted to learn in college, not what some faceless bureaucrat said you should be learning.
—Ying, Amherst College
ACADEMIC DEPARTMENTS
I wish I’d known that some schools with great general reputations have some departments that are positively poor. If there’s a possibility your interests will change in college (and really, for whom is that not a possibility?), don’t find yourself caught somewhere with strong departments that only match your exinterests. Make a list of five areas you might want to major in, and apply to schools with more than a couple good professors in each area.
—Hu, Johns Hopkins University
 
It’s sometimes helpful to look at colleges with specific majors in mind. If you want to be an English major, see how big or small the English department is at different schools. Are the majors close with each other and the faculty? Are there superstar professors, and how easy is it to take classes with them? Find out about individual departments in individual schools, because even schools with great overall reputations can have poor departments, and if those poor departments are in the areas you’d like to specialize in, you may find yourself one disappointed duck.
—Claire, Kenyon College
 
Know this: going to a top-notch school doesn’t benefit you if you’re not planning to major in one of its top-notch programs.
—Lila, Dartmouth College
 
I wish I’d known how little top-tier schools differ in the quality of education they offer. Except for maybe science majors (who require resources for laboratory research) and preprofessionals (who require resources for competitive job placement), a liberal arts education is a liberal arts education, and most departments are of comparable quality. Don’t waste your time trying to decide whether one sociology department is better than the next.
—Thane, Lewis & Clark College
POLITICAL CLIMATE
My school is frighteningly apathetic. No one gets worked up over issues. I don’t know if people are Democrat or Republican—I don’t think they know if they’re Democrat or Republican. They don’t care enough. I can’t stand it. If you’re into politics, don’t go to an apolitical school or you’ll go mad when no one’s protesting over major issues.
—Jim, Wake Forest University
 
I wanted a political climate in college where I’d be challenged instead of a climate where everyone would be just like me. I’m pretty far left, so I thought I’d attend a conservative school where I’d meet lots of smart Republicans who could attack my liberal views in a meaningful way. But somehow I wound up falling in love with Bard College, a haven for raging lefties. Here, I’ve found something surprising: just because everyone’s liberal (or conservative) at a school doesn’t mean they all agree with each other. To the contrary—coming to a school where everyone agrees on the basics, you get to explore the normally hidden nuances of “left” or “right.” I’ve now had the opportunity to spend four years refining my liberal thoughts, to be deeply and thoughtfully questioned about the minute elements of my opinion in a way that I may never be again. I now realize I’ll spend the rest of my life arguing with Republicans; but for now, I’m happy in a liberal utopia.
—Rayanne, Bard College
 
I’m a conservative at a liberal school, and people here think I’m unintelligent, uninteresting, misinformed, and won’t listen to me for more than thirty seconds before drowning me out because I voted for Bush. You know what I’ve found? I’ve found sometimes “liberal” really just means “close-minded to anyone who doesn’t think exactly like me.”
—Leora, Sarah Lawrence College
 
I think American schools are fundamentally less educational when they’re bastions of liberalism or conservatism. Critical thinking ceases in such a climate. It’s better to have both sides represented, so ideas can actually be challenged, and so you can study, and be taught, in an environment somewhat like the real world you’re about to enter.
—Lawrence, Tufts University
RACE
Just last night I had a conversation with a friend from another school about how deceptive events for prospective students of color can be. Both he and I visited our respective universities during a time specifically set aside for students of color, and we were both left with misleading perceptions of what the student body actually looked like. If I have any advice for high school seniors, it’s this: keep in mind that the amount of people of color one sees, even the events that are hosted, are specific to particular times, and may not accurately reflect what your experience at any given university would be. Don’t always believe the hype.
As far as general advice for students of color: find a school with a strong student of color community. When considering “community,” you have to look past the sheer number of students of color. Is there cohesion among them? A sense of collective identity? Or is the population fractured irreconcilably into different cultural groups and social cliques?
You can usually get a sense of all this by asking students milling around campus, both white students and other students of color. If not, phone an admissions office and ask to talk to a student of color. Most will understand your plight, some will have been through it, and most will be willing to give you an honest answer.
—Zaahira, Wesleyan University
RELIGION
I wish I had looked at religious life on campus more to make sure it was a good fit. I didn’t realize it would be so important to have friends who share my faith and beliefs. I felt misled when I arrived here, because I’d heard 30 percent of Haverford is Jewish, but the reality behind that figure is that most Jewish students aren’t involved in Jewish life on campus. I wish I’d spoken to an actual student about this. This goes for students of every religion—know that a large percentage of (Jewish/Christian/Muslim/etc.) kids at a school does not equal an active (Jewish/Christian/Muslim/etc.) community.
—Rachel, Haverford College
CLASS
During the interview and visitation process, I wish I’d known to ask about class in regard to “diversity” statistics. Many schools boast having 15 percent African American students and 15 percent Latino American students, but it turns out these students are mostly recruited from wealthy private schools. I wish I’d known to ask how many nonwhite students came from non-upper-middle and upper-class backgrounds. And, generally, I wish I’d known how many kids were wealthy, and how many weren’t, to get more of a feel for how I’d fit in, and for how the student body on the whole operated.
—Doris, Pomona College
SEXUALITY
When it comes to the LGBT scene, not all colleges were created equal. Few colleges are outright homophobic, and not many are gay meccas—but our little rainbow can be so many shades of gray at the schools in between. Want to know how gay a school is? Talk to queer students who go there. It’s scary at first, but you can get in contact with queer students: surf the school’s Web site for the gay organization(s), then phone or e-mail whoever they provide as the contact. People running these organizations are always happy to talk with fellow homos, including high-school-aged homos—they were in your shoes not so long ago. If that doesn’t work, ask admissions!! Those offices have been notoriously unhelpful to Our Kind in the past (why is it so hard to understand that sometimes when we visit with our parents, we can’t ask in front of them what we’d really like to know?!), but you can always call the office afterward (they don’t file notes from your conversations in the application—and if you’re concerned about whether it’s confidential, just ask). People in the office will usually tell you the truth. Or after the tour’s over, ask your (seemingly) straight tour guide.
—Michael, Carleton College
GENDER IDENTITY
If you’re a trans student wanting to find out more info on trans-life on campus, see if there are folks (not necessarily found through admissions) who will give you advice and clue you in on the climate. Health Services is a good place to start. Queer organizations can be helpful. Google search “trans” and the name of the school and see what comes up. Queer studies professors can often let you know what it will be like. Take a look at the forms the school has people fill in—is the space for gender blank, or do you have to check male/female? That’s a sign. Is there gender neutral housing? That’s a sign, too. If gender neutral isn’t an option, you might want to find out how much more expensive a single room would be, and if the college will waive the difference because of trans concerns. A lot of schools have nondiscrimination clauses—check and see if trans is included—if it is, that school is required to accommodate you—don’t be bashful about asking whether they actually will.
It’s also important to figure out the level of trans awareness on campus. Are there people on campus already educating students about trans stuff? How much work would you have to do yourself, and how much work are you willing to do? Do you want to pass, and do you stand a good chance of doing so, given physical stuff and university housing/name change/etc. issues? These are all good questions to ask. I know this isn’t totally comprehensive, but at least it’s a place to start.
—Paige, Wesleyan University
RANKINGS
I was caught up in economizing colleges: calculating the costs, comparing statistics on class sizes, factoring in every ranking and ratio I could find. In the end, I found that—although some of the above can be important—focusing on it too much makes you forget about the crucial, personal side of each school. By that I mean a school’s environment, its students, its social scene, everything that simply can’t be quantified. What do I wish I’d known back when I was in high school? That choosing a college shouldn’t be a business decision. It should be a personal decision. That’s key.
—Hilda, Haverford College
 
I used college rankings a lot—they introduced me to really good schools that I hadn’t heard of before. They’re also a pretty accurate barometer of a school’s reputation, which matters to future employers and grad schools. And honestly? To people like me, I’d love to say a higher-ranked college doesn’t impress me anymore than a lower-ranked one, but that’s just not true.
—Laura, Haverford College
 
I wish I had understood that “rankings,” those annoying numerical strata magazines publish every year, mean very little. I remember all my high school friends fawning over a girl who went to Harvard (the same friends who rode me for wanting to attend Penn State). It turns out Ms. Harvard and I are now going to very comparable law schools, even though I went to a lesser-ranked school as an undergraduate.
—Sara, Penn State University
 
Do you think there’s really a difference in the quality of education you’d get at a number three-ranked vs. number twenty-three-ranked school—especially when this year’s number three-ranked school will be next year’s number seven-ranked school? Are these numbers saying anything about how much you’ll fit in at these schools, whether you’ll like most of the people there, whether its strong departments will actually interest you?
—Claudio, Yale University
 
I wish I’d known that despite the rankings, there are amazing amounts of fools at every university. And incredibly intelligent people everywhere, too. Honestly, throw away your rankings!
—Noam, NYU
Research Tools and Techniques
College guides are just one type of resource for looking into schools. Here are a few other resources students found helpful:

1. Read college brochures. But realize these are going to be half truth and half lies. Brochures are trying to sell a product to you. Keep that in mind.
—Frank, Wabash College
	Realize brochures never tell the whole story. But don’t abandon them. They’re useful for the truths they do contain, and for what they imply about every school. How exactly is each school trying to sell itself? What types of students is it looking to attract? What information has each school included—and what has it not included—in its materials?


2. When it’s time to search for colleges, the Internet is your friend!
—Molly, Swarthmore College
	Fish around on each college’s Web site. They list the classes you could take, the sorts of resources available to students, events going on every week. They also have useful links to the student newspaper and to student group Web sites.
	Search for the university’s name using Google and see what comes up. Does one school’s research constantly make headlines? Is another one associated with a lot of activist groups?


3. It turns out most college Web sites have a student activities page listing different clubs and e-mail contact information for those clubs. Find this page, find a few clubs you might be interested in joining, and contact the club leaders. Don’t ask them for a dissertation on their club and their school—college kids are busy!—but do ask a couple questions they can answer quickly. That’ll give you a better idea of what that school is like for people with your interests.
—Kyle, Davidson College
	Kyle said it all!


4. Feel free to contact individual professors, coaches, religious leaders, etc., at the schools you’re interested in, and talk to them on the phone or through e-mail. Sometimes they won’t mind chatting with prospective students, and they can really help you get to know a school better.
—Jessica, Hamilton College
	If you have interest in a particular area of academic or campus life, ask about it! You can find contact information for faculty, coaches, chaplains, etc., online, or you can phone the admissions office and ask for it directly. Yes, these are all busy people—but Jessica’s right: they often don’t mind taking a few minutes to answer your questions. Just make it easy for them: avoid “what’s the biology department like?” questions that would take them two hours to answer. Instead, ask quick questions that are well thought out and incisive: “Does your lab do research with undergraduates?” Be considerate of their time, and they’ll often try to be helpful to you.


5.…And finally, we heard a constant chorus of:
I wish someone had told me that you can’t learn a thing about a college without speaking to current college students. I chose where to apply based solely on a book and some Web pages. After I was accepted at a few schools, I began visiting them and talking to the students who go there, trying to figure out where I’d eventually wind up. Only then did I get the real information; only then did I find out that a lot of my preconceptions about each school were entirely incorrect.
—Eben, Reed College
 
I wish I’d talked to more students because they’re the only ones who really know what each school is like on a day-to-day basis.
—Sarah, Johns Hopkins University
 
Always seek out answers from students because they won’t sugarcoat anything.
—Danielle, Mount Holyoke College
 
You can research a school’s policies, etc., as much as you want before you apply but you will never find everything. It’s best to just go to campus and talk to some random students and see what they say.
—Karin, Pennsylvania State University
Visiting Campuses
From a current college student to you, here’s some advice—it’s more important to visit the schools you’re interested in than it is to maintain a good high school attendance record. The college decision will shape four years of your life, and getting an actual experience at the colleges you’re considering will really affect your choice. So get out there and visit schools, even if you have to take a few days off from high school to do it.
—Electra, Grinnell College
PLANNING A VISIT
	Some schools require that you sign up in advance for tours and information sessions.
	Some schools offer overnight visits. Slots often fill up fast, so schedule these early.
	Visit while schools are in session: a campus might look nice in the summertime, but will feel very different when students are actually there.
	Plan to visit no more than two schools in a day, and make sure even that expectation is realistic. College tours often run longer than their officially scheduled hour, and you’ll be processing a lot of information at once.

WALKING AROUND ON CAMPUS
Pay attention to posters, because they’ll tell you both what you can do on campus that night and whether the school has interests that suit your own. If you’re obsessed with drumming and you only see two music posters on five different bulletin boards, you might want to think twice about whether you’d be happy at that particular school.
—Solomon, Caltech
 
The best thing you can do on a campus visit is sit and watch people. How do students interact with each other? Do they seem excited about what they’re discussing? Are kids carrying a lot of books? Are professors and kids mingling? Is everyone in a hurry? What do the posters say? What does the chalk on the sidewalk say? Can you see yourself talking to that kid on the bike? Can you picture yourself as the kid over in the corner, whistling and reading a magazine? Just sit. Watch. Listen.
—Meghan, Colorado College
 
I wish I had had more flexible impressions of college students. I know it sounds strange, but I expected good students to be carrying stacks of intimidating-looking books while shuffling off to the library for seven hours or so at a time. Now that I’m here, I realize that the most intellectually stimulating and interesting people are the ones that I wouldn’t have thought of as smart when I was still in high school. Sometimes the smartest kids are the hippie stoners, or the gorgeous jocks. Observe as much as you can, but keep an open mind.
—Lauren-Anne, Kenyon College
 
Extracurriculars tend to reflect where students’ interests lie—and they’re a really big part of campus life. Find out which are the most popular student groups—are they politically charged, artistically oriented? What kind of climate does that create? Are you going to be able to find students who share your interests? And if your interests change, are there a variety of other activities available? Some student bodies spend as many hours protesting and performing as they do studying or partying—how many activities do most students do at once, and what would your ideal be?
—Farrah, Pitzer College
TAKING A TOUR
If you have the option, try splitting up from your parents on tours. You go on one tour, make them go on another. That way they can ask all the embarrassing questions they want, without your wanting to shrivel up and die. And you have the hour to yourself to walk around campus and envision whether you could live there independently.
—Zhaoxuan, Evergreen State College
 
Hi. I give tours at Antioch. A bit of advice from a tour guide to you: Sometimes parents seem to think that just because I give tours, I have an “in” with all the admissions officers. Please tell your Dad: I don’t!!! I’m not going to run upstairs after the tour, pull out your kid’s file, and mark somewhere in the margins “Excellent. Father asks good questions. Kid must be admitted.”
—Quinn, Antioch College
 
Don’t worry: if your tour guide is bad, there are plenty of other ways to get information about a school. It’s scary at first, but you should really just try approaching students (use common sense: people who look like they’re hanging out are probably a better bet than those who are rushing around late for a class). Students used to be high school seniors themselves, can totally empathize with you, and will usually give you a lot more helpful information than your tour guide ever would. To pass that miserable “this building was built in 1831!” tour, though, make your sister come on the tour with you and spend the entire hour speculating about what kind of tail everyone on your tour would have, if humans had animal tails. It’s fun.
—Adrien, Wellesley College
ATTENDING AN INFO SESSION
When visiting lots of schools, go to each school’s info session and ask the same question. If the question is carefully constructed, the different answers can illuminate a lot about the differences between schools.
—Herman, Duke University
 
Go to info sessions only if your parents make you. The official, manufactured perspective of a school is never what the school is really like. Think about it. Would you go ask a Philip Morris PR guy if you wanted to learn about the effects of smoking?
—Yaw, Harvard University
STAYING OVERNIGHT
Did you know you can visit colleges and stay overnight for free? I wish I did! You’ll get a much better feel for how students actually live if you get to spend a day with them than you would just parading around the prettiest area of campus on a narrated tour. And it’s really only through hanging out with students that you can tell whether you’d fit in. Just be sure, when you’re there, to put in extra effort to be as easygoing and outgoing as possible.
—Daniel, Case Western Reserve University
 
When I visited Rice as a prospective, I looked at my host as the Ultimate Answerer of All Questions Pertaining to Rice. While she was a very considerate and thoughtful host, relying only on her limited perspective caused me to misunderstand some important aspects of Rice, and only showed me a partial portrait of the school. So keep that in mind. Even what you see on an overnight isn’t definitive or wholly representative.
—Crystal, Rice University
TAKING IT ALL IN
Whether you’re doing a single whirlwind tour or stretching your visits out over the course of a summer, remember to write down what you liked (and disliked) most about each college after you visit, both so you can differentiate between schools later and so you won’t forget the small details.
—Megan, Bates College
The Application, Briefly
We received thousands of pieces of advice about how to put together your college application. Briefly, here’s what students who have done it before wanted to tell you:
CRAFTING YOUR APPLICATION
Honestly, I was too timid when trying to sell myself. There’s this idea that admissions officers will be able to read between the lines—but they only know what you tell them. If you’re an amazing person, now’s not the time to be modest about it. It’s not bragging. It’s letting them know exactly who you are.
—Kaylan, Furman University
 
Back in high school, I wish I’d known
	If you’re accepted to a school early decision, you must attend.
	In applying early, you’re telling the school there’s nowhere else you’d rather go; they consider your application accordingly.
	If you get into a school ED, you’ll know where you’re going to college by early December.

	If you get in early, you miss out on five potentially introspective months, during which you might have changed and discovered a school potentially better suited to your needs.
	You won’t be able to evaluate one school’s financial aid package against another’s. (Financial aid packages can vary widely.)

	Same as early decision, but with a later set of deadlines.
	If you don’t get into a school EDI, you can apply to another school EDII.

	Same as early decision, but not binding.

	Schools accept applicants as soon as applications filter in.
	The sooner you apply, the more spots there are—apply as early as possible.

	Apply to a few reach schools (schools that could well reject you, but you have a shot). It’s worth paying the extra application fees—it’s an unpredictable process, and kids with low SAT scores do get into Ivies.
	Apply to a few target schools (schools where you have a reasonable chance).
	And apply to a few safety schools (schools that regularly accept students less impressive than yourself).
	Apply to too many schools, and you’ll drown in paperwork. Apply to too few, and you run the risk of being forced to go to somewhere less than enthralling. Most students said they applied to seven to ten schools.

	If you’re financially strapped, you can get waivers so you don’t have to pay fees for your applications and SATs. Look into this through the College Board.
	Using the Common Application often saves a lot of time—but don’t forget the supplements required by many Common App. schools.
	Applying online also saves time—but always save and print your work as you go!
	Make and keep copies of everything you submit to colleges. Schools deal with hundreds of thousands of pieces of paper, and sometimes things get lost. This makes it easy to resend lost information.
	A month after applying, phone admissions offices to ensure they’ve received everything.
	College admissions officers annually visit most major cities. Phone a college’s admissions office and find out whether they’re planning to send someone to your area. Make a point of attending their event and speaking with them afterward.
	Admissions officers are people too. And they often honestly care about your future and whether their school would be right for you. Don’t be intimidated by them.

	Schedule your tests early. That way you’ll have time to take every test—and if you don’t like you scores, to take every test one more time.
	Study hard and study early.
	Prep courses help enforce disciplined studying, but you can save yourself hundreds of dollars by buying and studying a (much cheaper) prep book that covers the same material.

	Don’t do extracurricular activities in high school because you think colleges want you to do them—do things because you want to do them. Admissions officers are good at discerning honest passions from résumé fillers.
	Some colleges seek well-rounded individuals; others look for students who do individual things extremely well. Don’t stress about which you should be. It’s a cliché, but it’s true: the best thing you can be on a college application is yourself.

	Use your essay to tell admissions officers about you as a person. This is your chance to show them how you think, to stress all the human qualities that didn’t come through in your transcript and SATs.
	Start your essay in advance so you can work on it, leave it alone for a few weeks, then come back to it with fresh eyes.
	Get input on your essay from a teacher or an adult whose opinion you trust and respect, and who won’t sugarcoat his feedback. Go through multiple revisions.
	It’s usually possible to just write one essay and slightly tweak it for every school.

	If you send more letters of recommendation than colleges ask for, colleges may not read them.
	Some colleges would rather hear from a teacher who knows you worked hard for a B than a teacher who knows you got an A on natural smarts alone.
	Give your teachers plenty of time and ask them in a way that allows them a chance to say no.
	Provide teachers with all the materials they’ll need: stamped, pre-addressed envelopes, an updated summary of the achievements and personal qualities you hope your application will convey to college admissions officers, and why you’re interested in each school.

	Schedule interviews early; if you can’t make it to campus, alumni often do off-campus interviews that hold just as much weight.
	Interviewers make notes, and admissions officers read those notes when evaluating your application. What do you want those notes to say? Keep in mind if you spend your interview regurgitating what’s already in your application, those notes won’t say anything new to help your case.
	Interviews are the time for schools to get to know you—and for you to get to know each school. Don’t be shy about asking lots and lots of questions. This is usually a sign of interest, not ignorance.
	Just be yourself. There are no “right” answers, and being uptight will only keep your real personality from shining through.
	There is no such thing as the Perfect Interview Outfit.
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