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CHAPTER 3 
What’s Out There? Researching the Colleges 

How can you learn about all of America’s colleges? How do you find the best match—the best 
college for you? Big or small, preprofessional or liberal arts, conservative or liberal, private or 
public, East or West—there are many things to consider. Looking at categories such as size, 
program offerings, philosophical or religious orientation, or location can be helpful, but 
categories and perceptions can at times be deceiving. In this chapter we’ll look at ways to 
broaden categories and widen perceptions so you can find the best school for you.  
Research skills are essential for making a good college decision. That means collecting data from 
a broad range of sources, looking at the data, and not being judgmental before you learn for 
yourself about the college. It’s easy to go on what others say （“Someone told me that Colorado 
College is too small, someone told me that Michigan is too big, someone told me that Rice is too 
hot, that Carleton is too cold, someone told me...”）. Every college has something for someone. 
Every college is wonderful for someone. There is no college that is wonderful for everyone. Not 
even Ivy! Just because you have heard the name of a college does not mean it will be a good 
place for you. Just because you have not heard the name of a college does not mean that you will 
not like it. Knowing you as you know yourself, there are many colleges where you will be happy 
（fit in with the other students, find the level of education you need and want, be productive, feel 
good on campus）. Researching the colleges means finding several colleges where you really 
want to go. Of course you will want to go to some colleges more than others, but your research 
will open your eyes to new possibilities and options.  

So, how can you learn about the colleges? To get into a particular college, you will have to 
know that school well enough to express in your application why you are the best match for that 
campus culture. You are going to learn to research colleges from a great variety of sources. 
Living so far away from the U. S., most of you will learn about the colleges from college guides, 
students you know who are there, and online through its website. Colleges have details about 
their program, their student life, and their admissions requirements online. Many of you will also 
have the opportunity to learn about colleges at college fairs in your school or city, and others will 
meet graduates of colleges who work or travel in Korea and a few of you will visit the colleges 
in the summer before you apply. Having someone tell you where to go to college or giving you a 
college list is not researching the college. That is giving you names of colleges for you to 
research. Anyone can give you names of colleges for you to look up. The more colleges on your 
list to research, the better you will know what’s there for you to consider, and where will be the 
best place for you to study and learn. A major factor in the success of your college selection 
process is how well you learn how to trust your own research. When you read or hear something 
about a college, notice who said it. Was it the college? What’s their bias? Was it a student? 
What’s his bias? Was it a college guide? Who wrote the guide: an educator, a student, an 
entrepreneur? If so, consider what’s in it for them? Why do they have a particular view of the 
college?  
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You’ve been in science classes, at least two or three with lab work, right? You’ve taken 
social science, at least history, is that right? Our model for learning about the colleges will be as 
a scientist—a social scientist, an anthropologist to be exact. An anthropologist studies human 
societies—different cultures, their daily behavior, ceremonies, language, food, families, 
relationships. All of these things come together and are called ethnography.  

You are going to be an ethnographer in the field of anthropology and use the scientific 
collection of data to learn all you can about all of the campus cultures on your final college list. 
You have learned in science that you don’t know the answer before you collect the data. You 
don’t know the conclusion until you’ve done your lab work. Sometimes you work in teams, 
sometimes you take field trips. I take my high school class on a field trip where they learn to 
“see” the college campus, the campus culture. Even if you can not visit a college, you must 
research the opportunities and find out what colleges are in the USA and what they are like. You 
can learn about the many of the top colleges using Korean Guide to American Colleges and 
Universities. It won’t take you long to read the descriptions. As soon as you have a list of about 
twenty colleges that sound good to you, then start looking at each one of them online. When one 
college sounds possible for you in that it sounds like a place you would like to be with the kinds 
of students you want to be with, then be sure and read the descriptions of the other three colleges 
listed at the end of each description. Just like you, my students have already heard the names of 
these well-known, brand-named colleges. Because you have heard of it does not make it better. 
Because you have heard of it does not mean you will like it. Try hard to keep an open mind as 
you explore the colleges in the book. Try to put what other people have told you aside, as you go 
from one website to the other to collect the data. Keep your answers and observations in a 
notebook—no one can possibly remember collected data for twenty different campus cultures. 
Keep in mind that until you collect the data for your entire list, you are going to try not to judge 
the colleges. It’s from your collected data that you will decide which ten or twelve colleges will 
be the best environment for you.  

Research Questions 
We start with four research questions: What’s it like? Can I get in? How much does it cost? What 
will become of me? Let’s look at each one of those questions now.  

1. What’s it like?  

Here are the questions that you are going to be concerned with, the data that you are going to 
collect in order to decide where you are going to apply to college. This is the anthropologist 
part—the questions to help you measure the campus culture. You will look at size, location, 
number of students, percent of Asian-American students, percent of international students, 
percent of residential students, self-contained campus, beauty of campus, types of programs 
offered, athletic division, who you know there. You will try to figure out type of campus culture 
you want. Do you think you’d fit in better if it’s a collegiate campus culture （big sports, 
fraternities, students talk about sports between classes and in the dorms）— such as Wisconsin, 
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Indiana, Duke, Northwestern, Vanderbilt, also smaller and preppy such as Colgate, Connecticut 
College, Davidson, and Denison; intellectual campus culture （students talk about books they’ve 
read, class discussions, and argue and debate between classes and in the dorms）—such as 
UC:Berkeley, Chicago, Grinnell, Pomona, Swarthmore, and Wesleyan）; artistic campus culture 
and performing arts majors （students talk about the arts, practice sessions, upcoming 
performances talk between classes and in the dorms） —such as conservatories, Julliard, Oberlin 
Conservatory of Music, Rhode Island School of Design, Savannah School of Arts and Design; 
enterprising campus culture （students talk about the stock market, start-up companies, business 
section of newspapers outside of the classroom and in the dorms） —such as Babson, Bentley, 
Wharton at the University of Pennsylvania, Case Western, and state universities in their college 
of business）; preprofessional campus culture, a research university （students talk about GPAs, 
MCATs, GREs, LSATs, and graduate schools and internships between classes and in the 
dorms） —such as Cornell, Purdue, Rochester, Syracuse, and Worcester Polytechnic Institute. 
You will check out how large the freshman classes are, and who teaches freshmen. How 
accessible are the colleges’ libraries, labs, and computers? Is math or foreign language required 
to graduate? Is there a core curriculum? Is there a freshman seminar? What are the distribution 
requirements? Is there an internship program? How many freshmen stay for sophomore year 
（retention rate）? What percentage of the freshmen will graduate? What’s the percent of 
students in sororities and fraternities on this campus? Is there an advisor for international 
students?  

2. Can I get in?  
How selective is the college? Is my course load more demanding than most of the freshmen 
accepted? Is my record as good or better than most accepted? What score is required for the 
IELTS or TOEFL? What is the SAT range of accepted students? Has anyone from my high 
school been accepted at the college? If so, what was their academic record like? Never email and 
ask the dean of admissions what SATs are needed to get in—it’s the number one question that 
they hate. Instead, ask the dean if your SAT scores are in the range of scores that they accept.  

3. How much does it cost?  

Most private colleges in America cost about US $55,000. Most students get a portion of that 
money in financial aid. You won’t know what it will cost your family until you have been 
accepted and they send you your financial aid package if you have applied for aid. If it’s a state 
university, it will cost about half of the private universities. Talk to your parents and find out the 
amount of money they will have to spend. What are your parents willing to spend? If your 
parents cannot afford the university, read Chapter 11 to learn more about merit scholarships and 
financial aid.  

4. What will become of me?  
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If you meet a college rep who comes to your school in Korea or at a college fair or in an alumni 
group in Korea, ask about their graduates. It’s a perfect question for the admissions rep. Most 
students are so intent on getting in that they never ask what will become of them if they attend a 
particular college, especially one they can’t wait to go to. College deans love this question—it 
shows a lot of confidence on your part. You’ve gotten beyond the level of “Can I get in?”  

Here are some more questions—you will think of others—to get you started in exploring 
what will become of you after graduation: What do the graduates do? How many go on to 
graduate school? Which graduate schools do they go to? What kinds of jobs do the students get 
when they graduate? How many companies recruit on campus? How many graduates go into 
start-up companies? What percentages of graduates go to med school, business school, law 
school, schools of education or into Ph.D. programs? Where do they go and what are their fields 
of specialization? How many Korean students go back to their own countries for graduate school 
and jobs? How many stay in America or go to other countries for jobs? 

What about the music and arts colleges? If you are looking for a professional career in the 
arts—say theatre, music, film, photography, or visual arts, then there are special considerations 
such as the audition, CDs of your work, and portfolios （often accounting for 80% of your 
chances for getting in). Curriculum, grades, and SATs, even with the top letters of 
recommendation, can’t begin to provide the assessment of students with special talents. Students 
with extensive musical training who are looking to major in music have two basic categories 
from which to choose: music conservatories and schools of music at 4-year universities. Music 
conservatories tend to be small （200-900）, students major in performance or composition 
only, the faculty for each instrument often defines the institution, and the student will earn a 
Bachelor of Music Degree （as opposed to B. A. or B. F. A. The conservatory admission is 
highly selective according to the opening each year by instrument, the audition is the primary 
criterion for admission, SATs are usually not required, and scholarships are based on merit rather 
than on financial need. The Schools of Music in a university have a wide range of university 
sizes, a great variety of music majors available such as jazz, sound engineering, musical theatre, 
and music education. Students study the liberal arts as well as music, and they can have a 
traditional collegiate experience. Admissions to the university school of music is based on both 
music and academics. A website to get you started on your options for art schools is found at 
www.artschools.com. 

Keep Your Options Open  
Big or small, East or West, hot or cold—where in America are you going to begin to look for a 
college? Look and learn about all the best places that fit the description of the college where you 
want to go. Forget the geography. If you think that you want only to go to Harvey Mudd on the 
West coast and you want a major in engineering, then look everywhere! Look at MIT, Cornell 
and RPI in the Northeast, Rice in Texas, Columbia in New York City, Swarthmore, Union, and 
Brown in the East that all have engineering schools, Case Western in Ohio, and Carnegie Mellon 
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in Pittsburgh. Don’t limit your research by geography after you have decided to go that far from 
home to go to college.  

Thinking about size, don’t cut your initial possibilities too quickly by size. Numbers don’t 
always tell the truth. Many juniors come in and say, “I want a medium-sized college, one with 
around five or six thousand students.” Look through the guides and you will see that the majority 
of American colleges are small liberal arts colleges or big state universities. Stereotypes can be 
very deceiving. Big Indiana, Texas, and UNC at Chapel Hill students are not all numbers! The 
students on those campuses relate to each other and to their professors, and quickly break into 
small manageable friendship groups through living and learning groups and their special 
interests. A big university soon breaks down into friends from the international students club, 
music and theater groups, dorm-floor pals, suite-mates, sink-mates, political science class, lab 
partner or freshman seminar, so that you are not dealing with the whole university at once. The 
size of your high school has less to do with the ideal size of your college than your personality 
and what adventures you are ready for. Sure, you may have to take more initiative with that 
student-to-faculty relationship at a large school, but loads of eighteen-year-olds are ready for and 
capable of that! If a “family” community is important to you, think two thousand students and 
under. If diversity, high energy, big-time sports, fraternities, both very difficult and very easy 
courses offered, and big-time fun are important to you, think over fifteen thousand.  

If you want to check out majors by computer programs, you will miss the colleges who send 
the most students to business, law, and medical schools. The Ivys and most selective colleges 
don’t have majors called premed and prelaw. In fact, graduate school deans get tired of reading 
all of those applications from chemistry and biology majors. They love to see an English major 
or an art history major who has taken enough chemistry to do well on the MCATs to be a shoo-in 
for competitive medical school programs, or a Spanish or religion major who takes the LSATs 
and pops out of a pool of government, political science, or history majors for the best law 
schools. Besides, choosing a college by program is often misguided; students leave college 
because they don’t fit in, which has nothing to do with program. Most important, “If the college 
does a good job with your education,” says Theodore O’Neill, former Dean of Admissions at the 
University of Chicago, “you will change your mind three times freshman year about what you 
want to study!” Let’s take a closer look at all of the places you can research to learn more about 
what’s out there.  

Researching Campus Cultures 
You will gather general data from outside the college before you turn to learning more specifics 
from the particular college sources.  

College Guides Online 
The Internet sells all of the U. S. college guides. Begin your search with the best. Here they are: 
Korean Guide to American Colleges and Universities by Joyce Slayton Mitchell （publisher, 
Korea, 2010）. You already have this guide whether you bought it, borrowed it, or found it in 
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your school office or library. It is designed specially for Korean students in national schools, 
who often do not have access to meeting the U.S. college representatives. This guide describes 
the college admissions process so that you can be in full control because you will learn how it 
works. It also describes top U.S. colleges to include the collegiate, intellectual, preprofessional, 
arts, and enterprising kind of campus cultures found in America. It will tell you how many 
students are on campus, how many are Asian American, and how many are international. It will 
also tell you about visas, financial aid and merit scholarships especially for Korean students. The 
website and email address for the admissions office is included in every college description. It is 
the only guide written especially for Korean students in high school in the 21st Century! 

The Fiske Guide to Colleges by Edward Fiske （Random House, latest edition）. This 
essay-style guide does not describe the process for getting in, but it is the best guide providing 
interesting information and evaluations for about 350 of the most selective and most interesting 
undergraduate colleges. The essay about the campus culture is the important information in this 
guide. You’ll start to get an idea of differences in campus environments as soon as you read 
about several colleges. It’s a great place to get an idea of what’s out there while you are 
collecting data. The 350 plus selective colleges in this guide represent the top 10 percent of 
America’s colleges. They are all exceptional, and you’ll see that you have a lot to choose from in 
terms of campus culture and selectivity.  

The College Handbook （The College Board, latest edition）. This is one of the most 
accurate and up-to-date “big” college guides available. The College Board collects the data each 
year. Every college in the country is in this guide. Mitchell and Fiske describe the most selective 
and interesting colleges in America. The College Handbook will tell you some information about 
all of the rest of the colleges in the USA. If you can’t find a college in the other college guides, 
you will find it in this one. When you read the College Handbook, be sure and read the Student 
Life section; check out the percentage of students living in the dorms, the percentage of 
international students, and the percentage belonging to fraternities, and the athletic division.  

View Books, College Catalogs, and the Web 
The first thing you receive from a college is their view book when you make an inquiry, visit 

their campus, and sign a card at a fair.  

View Books 
Please keep in mind when you read view books, watch videos, and go online to college Websites 
that you are seeing through the marketing eye of the college and university. Don’t even think of 
choosing your college because some college sent you a brochure and personal letter inviting you 
to apply! Go ahead and read them. Just remember this: Always question where your sources 
come from and what’s in it for them. Some homepages on the web are not produced through 
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admissions, and often the student newspaper is on the college website. So explore those 
homepages to see what students say, and what they are doing and thinking about on campus.  

College Catalogs 
The catalogs are often online. They provide you with the list of courses and faculty at each 
college without pictures. A college catalog helps to answer the application question, “Why do 
you want to come to Bard College? Or University of Georgia? Or Pitzer?” It’s to your advantage 
to know the college in depth and to be able to explain to the dean why it’s such a great match.  

When I meet with my students to talk about researching the colleges, I take the first three 
college catalogs in sight and run through one department with my group. Let’s do it. Imagine 
this: You’re sitting there in a seminar room; we’re all around a conference table. A couple of you 
are seated on the windowsills. In front of me are three catalogs: Gettysburg, Goucher, and 
Grinnell. Chances are that you may not have heard of any of these colleges, if so, good! That’s 
the point: to get you to see many of America’s outstanding colleges that you’ve never heard of. 
Let’s say you are interested in theater arts. You know about the musical theater program at 
Syracuse, the acting program that takes only twenty students a year at Carnegie Mellon, and you 
have a friend at the Tisch School of New York University who says, “Come here!” O.K. First we 
look at Goucher and we learn that it offers a theater major with six concentrations: general 
theater, performance, design and production, dramaturgy, directing and stage management, and 
arts administration. Next we learn that there are two professors doing all of that. Read through 
the course list and you will learn that there are twenty-four different courses offered in the 
department. Let’s take a look at Grinnell’s theater program, which is in the humanities division. 
There are six professors, although two are away on leave according to the catalog. Theater is an 
interdisciplinary major offering twenty-two courses including dance. Third, our last “G” catalog 
is Gettysburg’s, where its theatre arts curriculum includes acting, directing, stage design, and the 
history of theatre. Reading through the catalog you can also learn how many courses are offered 
and check out related courses in business. Do you see what’s in the catalogs?  

There is no better resource for writing why you want to go to that college than the college 
catalog of a particular college. You don’t need to know what your major is going to be to profit 
from the catalogs. Take the school subjects that you like best and look at the course offerings in 
Asian studies, environmental studies, and global development studies. What’s that? Global 
development studies? Oh yeah, I see, at Grinnell they combine anthropology （We’ve heard of 
that before!, English, French, history of South Africa, political science, religion, Spanish, and 
economics. WOW, I’d like that. Go ahead and tap the most underused, remarkably helpful 
resource in your college research: the college catalogs.  

Online 
And now the website online. You’ll find everything on the internet from registering for college 
tests to searching databases for a college list to scholarships to online college tours and 
international applications. Let’s begin with a tour of a general list of colleges. Start with these 
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two websites to look at many colleges that you can choose for your short list of applications: 1. 
www.campustours.com, and 2. www.youniversitytv.com. If you don’t have the website of the 
college you want to research and the college is not listed in Korean Guide to American Colleges 
and Universities, then first try Google. Simply write in the name of the college and you will 
quickly get the homepage for the college. Once you have the homepage, check out undergraduate 
students. Many websites have an international students navigation choice on their homepage, and 
others have international students under the admissions category. Check out the international 
students and admissions for undergraduates first. As you well know, one thing leads to another 
and you can learn a lot from the college homepage on its website. Most often there will be an 
email address for the admissions office. Think before you email! Read the website carefully 
before you ask your question. Don’t let your anxiety about getting into college take over and 
drive the admissions officers crazy before you even apply! I have met so many Korean students 
who are so eager to get in that they send too many emails to the admissions office and that kills 
their chances for getting in before they even apply! If you don’t have the college website 
address, a good bet is this address: www.nameofcollege.edu. You’ll come up with all kinds of 
information to get your search started. If your college is not listed in this way, try one of the 
college search groups and see what you get.  

High school students like the Princeton Review site. Just Google Princeton Review and 
choose “Best Fit School Search.” You can enter your preference, courses, grades, SATs, and the 
college search will come up with a college list for you. Here are some: The Princeton Review 
（www.review.com） has the easiest online application via Apply! Division; it also offers 
information about each college on your list. Check out U.S. News & World Report 
（www.usnews.com） for the latest ratings and message boards. The biggest and most up-to-
date is the College Board （www.collegeboard.com）, which has all the general information 
you want to know, online applications, and college searches.  

College Rep Visits: College Representatives Who Visit Your High School or City 
Each year American college representatives travel to Korea and a few will visit your high 
schools and have college fairs in your city. They come to talk about their colleges and to talk to 
you. Go to those meetings if you have access to them. One Korean student wrote to me from my 
21st Century college column and said that the American college reps came to his school but only 
a few students were allowed to meet them. His question was, “How can I meet the college reps if 
my school doesn’t choose me?” My answer to him and to all of you is this: If you hear that the 
rep from Tufts or George Washington University is coming to your school and you are not 
selected to meet those reps, then email the university and ask if anyone is coming to your city 
from their college to meet with students. Ask for the email of the person coming. Email that 
person and ask if you can meet her outside of school as you are very interested in Tufts or 
George Washington or any other colleges that you know are coming to your high school. You 
will see that they are very eager to meet you. They spend a lot of money to meet students, and 
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they can only go to a few places. You can be sure they will be happy to find a time to meet with 
you outside of your high school.  

College Visits  
A few of you will be fortunate enough to visit colleges in America during your summer and 
winter vacations. You don’t need to see all of the colleges on your list, as seeing a few different 
types and sizes of colleges will give you an idea for searching further. Third year, however, is 
too late for your college visits. Colleges usually have students on campus the last week of 
August and the first week of September, a perfect time to see colleges with students there if your 
school hasn’t yet started.  

In the next chapter, we’ll focus our attention on how to visit a college campus. 
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