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Building a college list

 1,500 private colleges in the US 

out of 2,100 not-for-profit 4 year.

 They range in size from a few 

hundred undergraduate students to 

20,000 students.

 Some admit almost all qualified 

students who apply and a few 

admit less than 5% of applicants.

 There are private colleges to meet 

all needs – where should you start? 

 Key to a successful college search 

is a balanced college list.

 Begin by identifying what is 

important to you – location, major, 

size of campus, etc.

 Resources to help identify colleges 

include BigFuture.org and 

SuperMatch on Naviance.

 Research colleges carefully – utilize 

robust online resources. 



How colleges decide

 Private colleges typically do a 
comprehensive review where 
everything is evaluated in context.

 A student’s academic record – the 
courses they chose to take and the 
grades obtained – is very important.

 Standardized testing has also been 
part of the review at many schools, 
but for 2020-21 it has been made 
optional or won’t be considered at 
all (test blind).

 Should I try to test? If I have scores, 
should I submit them?

 Colleges are also looking to build a 
community and look at a student’s 
record of involvement at school, at 
home, and in the community at large 
to get a sense of what a student will 
bring to campus. 

 Essays and letters of 
recommendation give colleges a 
sense of who a student is as a person 
and helps differentiate them from 
others who look similar in terms of 
numbers.



Forms – financial and application

 Learn how financial aid works and 
the difference between need-based 
aid and merit aid

 The FAFSA, Free Application for 
Federal Student Aid, is used by all 
colleges. Some also use the Profile. 
You can determine your Expected 
Family Contribution or EFC on the 
FAFSA for Fall 2021 starting on 
October 1 at fafsa.gov

 Don’t be frightened by college 
sticker prices – use the Net Price 
Calculator to get an estimate of what 
your cost might be for the first year 
of college at each school.

 Most private colleges use the 
Common Application good at over 
900 colleges. Students should set up 
their account if they haven’t already. 
Juniors can sign up now and their 
accounts will “roll over” next August.

 Essay of 650 words max from choice 
of 7 prompts, and short descriptions 
of out-of-classroom involvement.  
Prompts may change from year to 
year. A good essay is well written and 
given the reader insights into who 
the student is beyond the surface.

 Individual schools may require 
additional essays.



Recommendations and demonstrated interest

 Letters of recommendation are 
usually an important part of a 
private college application.

 The Common App provides an way 
for your counselor to submit a 
letter and transcript and for 
teachers (usually two) to submit a 
letter of recommendation.

 Choose teachers carefully.

 Interviews may be offered by some 
schools. This year they are being 
done virtually.

 Interviews are a chance to get 
questions answered and to show 
interest in the school.

 Some schools consider 
“demonstrated interested” when 
making admissions decisions. Ways 
to demonstrate interest.

 Keep alert for opportunities to 
interview if you are comfortable 
with the idea.



Deadlines, deadlines

 Deadlines vary widely from college 

to college. It is important to keep 

on top of them.

 Early Decision, Early Action, Rolling 

Decision, Regular Decision (oh my!)



Top Tips

 Start early

 Read all communication from your counselor so you don’t miss important 
information, including virtual visits from schools, deadlines, etc

 Use one e-mail address consistently for college related matters and check it often. 
Keep college-related user names and passwords in a safe place.’

 Be on the alert for interview opportunities if offered.

 Many scholarships from colleges do not require separate applications but some do. 
There may also be earlier application deadlines to be eligible for scholarships at a 
school.

 Apply ED only if you have a clear first choice and have used the Net Price 
Calculator to determine cost.

 If you apply ED and are admitted and can afford the college with the aid offered, 
you should withdraw all other applications and get excited about attending!



More tips

 If you apply RD, you will usually hear from colleges in February or March. In 

general, the more selective the school the later you will hear. 

 You will have to make your final decision about which school to attend by May 

1 (this year some schools moved their date to June 1 because of the 

pandemic, but it is likely to remain May1 for 2021.

 Families have asked if it will be harder to get into college for 2021 because so 

many students who were admitted for 2020 have deferred starting to the 

following year. Colleges have generally said that will not affect their 

admissions process for 2021. In any event, this is not something you can 

control.

 You can control where you apply and the effort you put into your applications. 

Be sure your college list is balanced and good luck! 


