
 

 
Choosing a college is a two-part research project. Students should first think about themselves—their strengths, weaknesses, hopes, and goals—to determine 
the most important elements in a college environment. This honest assessment is often the most difficult step, but if done effectively, will make looking at 
specific colleges and universities much more efficient and enjoyable. It is also great practice for writing college essays.  

Who Are You? 
A first step is completing the Winter Break Junior Questionnaire. Collectively the questions initiate a student’s thoughtful self-appraisal: critical in the college 
application process. Autobiographical reflection can flesh out the person behind the statistics, and we encourage students to continue this process when they 
complete their second survey at the end of Junior summer. 
 
Below are some additional prompts to initiate the self-reflection process.  
 
“Quick Takes” (instinctive, informal, fun) about you: 

● Your favorite(s): place, book, movie, music, food, role model, etc. 

● Three to five adjectives which describe you.  

● A favorite family tradition - why is it meaningful? 

● What do you like to do on weekends? 

● If you could meet anyone, who would it be? 

● What circumstances, experiences, or people have influenced you? 

● Describe a value you have learned from parents/guardians. 

● What are you most anxious about as you start the college process? 

 
About your education: 

● Which academic courses have interested you the most, and why?  

● Describe an intellectual experience and how it influenced you. 

● What areas of knowledge or skill would you like to strengthen? 

● Have you considered options other than going to college next year? 

● What/who has helped to shape your perspective on college? Do you have colleges that interest you now? Note why. 

 
Also consider the following as you begin meetings with your counselor: 

● What factors matter most in choosing your college? 

● Are you attracted to a large university, a smaller liberal arts college, or a professional institution? 

● Are you looking for a specific major or program?  

Starting the Search 



● What financial parameters (student debt?) must you consider? 

● Would you prefer a specific geography: close to Seattle, a new location, different climate, rural or urban, or in another country? 

● What degree of academic challenge is best? How well do you respond to academic competition?  

● Do you require special learning accommodations? Does the college offer tutoring, audio-taped texts, options for adjusted course loads? Can students 

take extended–time exams? 

● Do you want a residence hall, or accessible off-campus housing?  

● Are you interested in fraternities or sororities?  

● Is there a certain sport, outdoor program, art, or community service program that you want to continue or begin?  

● Do you have plans for graduate study that might affect your choice of undergraduate college?  

 
 
 

Researching the Options 
Many juniors have friends, siblings, or relatives who have recently navigated the college process, and may receive mail following the PSAT. In addition, juniors 
may meet with college representatives and gather information at the National Association for College Admission Counseling’s National College Fair, the Pacific 
Northwest Association for College Admission Counseling’s College Fair or the NACAC Performing Arts College Fair. 

 

Aspects of Colleges: General categories to consider  

● Size. Large universities offer a variety of programs and professional training, but often have large survey classes. Liberal arts colleges may stress 
individual contact with professors, but usually offer a more generalized education. Professional institutes prepare students for specific careers. 
Remember that most students matriculate at college for four years. It is important to anticipate enough “growing room” for a student’s personal and 
intellectual development. 

● Location. Colleges or universities connected to urban centers offer access to a range of opportunities—museums, night life, concerts, sporting events —
but sometimes at the cost of diminishing the “community” feeling of a campus in a more isolated setting. However, given academic workload, a student 
might not have time to take full advantage of on-campus extracurricular or social events that even a small campus offers. Conversely, despite a heavy 
schedule, access to a city might inspire a student to explore it.  

 
● Program or Major. Think about whether a college, university, or professional-institute setting would offer desirable strength in a particular program. A 

potential engineer could look at M.I.T. or Rensselaer, dedicated primarily to technology, or might consider an institution with a broad array of programs 
that also has an engineering department. Many students change direction after discovering a new, interesting path in a college’s resource-rich 
environment. Will the institution allow varied opportunities through the depth and breadth of its offerings? 

 
● Cost. Most private colleges and universities have full-pay tuition, and room and board charges in excess of $55,000 per year. Add the cost of travel, 

books, and incidentals, and a year can approach $70,000. Public universities’ fees can also be very high for out-of-state students, but in-state students 
who attend a Washington State university (e.g., UW, Washington State University, Western/ Central/Eastern Washington, etc.) will pay less than half 
that amount. Students and parents/guardians should have an early conversation about affordability. Which options will provide excellence for the 



motivated student while not putting an undue burden on family finances?  Many private colleges offer robust financial aid, and for some students, this 
may make them even more affordable than in-state public universities. 

 
● Calendar: On a semester schedule, classes change less frequently and a student may end up with one less class per year than at a college on trimesters. 

Some colleges are on the quarter system, and students able to attend year round can finish their degree more quickly than the standard four years. On a 
4-1-4 schedule, students take four classes each fall and spring, and one class in the interim, which may include experiential components. Investigate 
dates. Is there a long winter break? When do first-semester exams fall?  

 
 

Where to Find Information 

 
The College Counseling Office: Bliss 305  
The office is open during the school day to everyone at Lakeside. Ari Worthman - Director, Tiffany Fujioka - Senior Associate Director, Sam Freccia - Assistant 
Director, Catharine Jacobsen - Associate Director, Mark Kranwinkle - College Counselor, and Lisa Nelson - College Counseling Associate can answer questions 
about the college process.  
 

Lakeside’s College Counseling Website  
Families will find accessible resources at www.lakesideschool.org/collegecounseling  
 

Naviance-Family Connection 
This tool enables students and counselors to manage important information regarding the admissions process and the counseling team uses it to submit 
information such as Secondary School Reports, transcripts, teacher and counselor recommendations and School Profile directly to colleges. Naviance partners 
with Docufide to deliver electronic transcripts and admissions forms to more than 1600 colleges—including every Common Application member institution. 
https://connection.Naviance.com/lakeside. 
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STEP 1: The List 

If you don’t have a college list yet, or if you want to look for more schools to add, try using a college search engine first.  You can input your preferences about 

size, major, location, and other factors, and recommendations will be generated for you. 

Popular search engines include: 

● Family Connection 

● College Navigator: http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/  

● College Board: https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/college-search  

● Princeton Review: http://www.princetonreview.com/SchoolSearch.aspx  

 

STEP 2: Start with the Big Picture 

Use college guide books to learn about each school’s history, surrounding community, campus environment, academic climate, student body and social life.  The 

descriptions of colleges in the guidebooks are compiled from student surveys and provide an inside view into each school. 

Popular college guide books include: 

● The College Finder 

● The Princeton Review 

● The FISKE Guide (they also have a great iPad app) 

● The Insider’s Guide to the Colleges 

 

Other books present points of view and approaches that might be new to students and parents/guardians. Examples include books by Loren Pope—Looking 
Beyond the Ivy League and Colleges That Change Lives—and Mitchell L. Steven’s Creating A Class. Students are welcome to borrow from our collection and most 
branch libraries also have a section on college books.  
 

You can also use some features on colleges’ websites.  But take everything with a grain of salt: remember that websites are marketing tools and will paint 

everything in the best light. 

● Freshman Class Profile and other admissions statistics 

● Videos of student testimonials, faculty, student life, campus, etc.  
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● Virtual tours can be a great way to learn more about each college, especially if you haven’t or won’t be able to visit.  One great example is Loyola 

Marymount’s virtual tour: http://admission.lmu.edu/visit/virtualtour/  

 

STEP 3: Dig Deeper 

Once you have a general feel for each school, start to take a closer look at what they have to offer such as majors and minors, research, career services, and 

student life.  Your goal is to imagine being a student on each campus.  Every college generally has sections on their websites for Academics, Research, Student 

Life, Athletics, Career Services (and often more!).  Dive deep into those pages for a more comprehensive view of what the college offers and whether or not that 

resonates with what you want in your college experience. 

Popular questions to ask while you are researching college websites include: 

● Academics 

○ Majors and Minors: Do they offer what you want? Is it competitive to get into the major? What do students with this major do after they graduate? 

○ Curriculum: Does the college have a core curriculum or distribution requirements? How flexible is it and how much choice will I have? Will I be able 

to double major or minor or study abroad? 

○ Calendar: Is the college on a quarter or semester system? How does that pace fit with my learning style? Are there special sessions like Jan Term or 

Winterim that allow me to explore fields outside of my major without pressure for a grade? 

○ Academic Departments: How many faculty are in the department?  Who are they and what are their teaching and research areas?  Does the 

department offer a lot of classes? 

○ Course registers and course descriptions: Do the classes sound interesting? Are you getting excited reading about them? 

○ Advising systems: Who will guide me through course selection?  When do advisors get assigned? Will I have one before I choose my major or after? 

○ Research: What major research centers and initiatives are taking place on campus? What opportunities are available to undergraduates?  Are they 

during the school year as well as the summer?  Are their paid opportunities? 

● Student Life 

○ Environment: What is the philosophical bent of the college? (Traditional or innovative?)  What issues matter and how are student voices 

represented in the campus newspaper? 

○ Housing: What are my options? Is housing guaranteed? What percentage of the student body lives on campus?  What are the rooms like? What 

options are available for off-campus housing? How expensive is it? How does the college create community with their residential system?  

○ Dining: How many locations are there?  Do they offer enough options in terms of my dietary needs and wants? 

○ Diversity: What is the composition of the student body? Is there enough racial, ethnic, religious, geographic, and socio-economic diversity at the 

school - amongst students, faculty, and staff - to make me feel comfortable? 

○ Clubs and Organizations: How many are there?  Are there established clubs for the activities I am already passionate about?  Are there clubs and 

activities that I’ve never heard of that sound really interesting? 

○ Greek Life: Is it available?  What percentage of the student body participates?  Where are the houses located – on campus or off?  

○ Religious Affiliation: Does the college have a religious affiliation?  How  

● Athletics 

○ Division and teams: What division does the school play in?  What sports are offered?  Where does the school excel?  Do students have school spirit? 

http://admission.lmu.edu/visit/virtualtour/


○ Intramural and Club sports: How competitive are their teams?  What sports are offered?  What is the time commitment like? 

○ Recreational: Does the college have a gym and other recreational facilities?  Is it free or is there a cost associated with it?  What types of activities or 

classes can I participate in? 

● Outcomes 

○ Internships: What role does the school play in helping students to find internships?  Do employers come to campus to recruit?  What support 

services or educational programming is done to support underclassmen?  Are there opportunities for career exploration? 

○ Alumni Network: How involved are alumni in helping students find internships and full-time employment?  What about mentoring and job 

shadowing opportunities? 

○ Graduate School Support: Does the school help students apply to graduate school? Prepare for graduate school entrance examinations? What are 

the success rates of graduates in obtaining admissions to medical, law, business, or other graduate programs in comparison to the national average? 

○ Employment outcomes: What do alumni do for work? How many seniors have cemented post-graduate plans - work or graduate school - by the time 

they graduate? What are the average starting salaries by degree program or major? What types of industries and careers do alums go into? What 

percentage of the senior class goes into the workforce versus to graduate school? 

● Financial Aid 

○ What percentage of students receives financial aid? What is the average debt load? Is Merit Aid available? Who qualifies, and what is the average 

award for students? How does the college treat outside scholarships? 

 

 

STEP 4: Unfiltered Marketing - Student Reviews 

In addition to learning about what the college says about itself, it is also important to hear how students feel about their own personal experiences at each 

college.  In addition to browsing through the student review websites below, consider reaching out to Lakeside alums who attend the colleges you are looking at 

(list available on Family Connection).  We also recommend looking at the college’s newspaper online.  College newspapers tend to be run independently of the 

school, so they aren’t censored.  Get a sense of what students care about, what types of events are happening on campus, and what issues students are taking 

up with the administration. 

Popular websites for student reviews include: 

● Unigo: https://www.unigo.com/  

● Niche (formerly College Prowler): https://colleges.niche.com/  

Popular questions to try to answer: 

● How easy is it to meet with faculty?  How rigorous are the classes?  Are the students competitive or collaborative?  What is the social life like?  Are the dorm 

rooms comfortable?  What is the surrounding neighborhood really like?  How easy is it to double major? What is the work/life balance at the school?   

 

STEP 5: Write it all down! 

In order to keep yourself organized and remember what distinguishes one school from another, it is extremely important to write your thoughts down!  

https://www.unigo.com/
https://colleges.niche.com/


Whether that is in a word document, in a spreadsheet, or on paper is up to you – do what works best for your style but make sure you write it down.  When you 

meet with your counselor you need to be able to quickly and easily discuss what you did and did not like about each school, and writing your thoughts down will 

make that process much easier. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


