
College Search: Finding Your Fit

Washington, DC

There are thousands of colleges and universities in the United States, and not all of them will be a good “fit” for 
your mentee. When we talk about a college “fit”, we mean a college where your mentee’s social, academic, and 
financial needs are met—somewhere that your mentee can thrive. There are lots of factors of “fit,” and during 
this activity we are going to focus on the basics: type of degree, type of institution, size, location, and diversity.

Review the following questions. Your mentee will be taking this questionnaire to start them thinking about what 
factors of fit are important to them in a college. As your mentee goes through the questionnaire, you should ask 
questions about their thoughts and the reasoning behind their selections. Make sure that they have a reason 
for each of their answers and ask them to write it down under the ‘why?’ question. 

Here are some considerations that you should urge your mentee to think about as you complete the question-
naire together. Circle each answer option that applies to your own alma mater, and prepare to share your own 
experience with your student. If there are any other pros, cons, or considerations that you can think of for each 
question, note them down as well.

Q: What size campus would you like to attend? 
Small (2,500)             Mid-Size (up to 15,000)             Large (more than 30,000)

The size of a campus can have a large impact on how socially connected students feel, and how many op-
portunities students have. A campus with tens of thousands of students might have more events, more ac-
ademic and athletic programs, and a higher likelihood that students can find their social niche. Then again, 
a smaller college might offer more intimate class sizes, greater individualized attention from professors and 
administrators, and a sense of community that develops from seeing the same faces on campus every day.

Q: What kind of campus setting are you looking for?
Rural             Suburban             Urban

The location of a college also plays a role in how students feel on campus—rural colleges can foster tight-
knit communities as students spend a majority of their time on campus, while urban colleges can help stu-
dents take advantage of a city’s cultural resources. Rural colleges tend to be smaller and less diverse than 
their urban counterparts, although this is not always the case. Trips home at holidays might be cheaper 
and more convenient from a college in an urban transport hub, although some rural schools offer shuttles 
to offset these logistical difficulties. Rural colleges might have fewer housing opportunities—students may 
have no choice but to live on campus all four years—but housing can be expensive for urban schools, and 
the other costs of living in a city can add up.

Q: Where would you like to live while taking classes?
On-campus             Off-campus             At home

Many colleges will require that students live on campus for at least some of their undergraduate experience. 
There are obvious benefits to on-campus housing: being surrounded by your classmates and being sup-
ported by an RA (Residential Advisor) might ease the social transition and help students build relationships 
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and a sense of belonging in those first few months of college. Living close to college buildings and dining 
halls means a short commute to and from class and meals. However, undergraduate housing on campus 
can be expensive, even more so if students are not receiving much financial aid, and some students will 
struggle to share space with a roommate. Finding off-campus housing and dealing with a non-university 
landlord might be even more difficult, especially in your mentee’s first year of college. Living at home is 
likely the cheapest option for students, if they attend college in the same city where their family lives. Com-
muter students might feel as though they are missing out on key social experiences, however, and many 
students value the independence that comes with moving away for college.

Q: How far from home would you want to be?
Very close             Within a 4-hour drive             More than a 4-hour drive

If your mentee plans to live at home to save money, then they will likely apply to colleges that are very close 
by. Even if students live on campus, being relatively close to family can provide a support network during 
the transition to college life. Students attending a college closer to home can also save themselves the 
time and cost of long trips during breaks—and it should be noted that some colleges do not allow students 
to stay in dorms when school is not in session. Again, however, there is a certain level of independence 
that comes with moving further away for college, and students may be excited to explore a new part of the 
country and experience a different environment.

Q: Would you want the college to be affiliated with a specific religion?
Yes             No             No preference

If your mentee is religious and would like to attend an institution that centers their faith, then there may be 
colleges that are affiliated with their religion. It is important to note that religious affiliated schools can vary 
widely: some schools were founded by religious leaders but maintain very little connection to those origins, 
and some schools have mandatory faith-related services, programs, and events. Public schools are not 
legally allowed to be religiously affiliated, so this question applies to private colleges in particular.

Q: How important is diversity to you?
Very important             Somewhat important             Not important

Different colleges vary in their level of diversity, and there are lots of metrics to measure diversity as well. 
Your mentee might want look up the racial diversity of a college they are interested in, or they might re-
search the percentage of students who are Pell-eligible (students who are from a lower-income household) 
or first-generation-to-college. Statistics about the number of out-of-state or international students should 
also be available online. Ask your mentee what kind of diversity is important to them. Is it important for 
them to be surrounded by a significant number of students and professors with whom they share demo-
graphic traits such as race, gender, and socioeconomic status? Are they hoping to meet lots of students 
and professors from entirely different backgrounds? Beyond the diversity of the student body, your mentee 
can research what institutional support exists for minority students. Are there centers for students of color, 
for women, and for LGBTQ+ students? Are there mentorship programs? Is there a counselling center with a 
diverse staff that offers support groups and free or low-cost therapy?

Q: Are you interested in attending a Historically Black College or University (HBCU), a Hispanic-serv-
ing Institution (HIS), or a PWI (Predominantly White Institution)?

HBCU             HIS             PWI             No preference
There are over 100 Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), including Howard University, 
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Spelman College, Morehouse College, North Carolina A&T State College, Norfolk State University, Morgan 
State University, and dozens of others. These schools were designed to serve African-American students, 
but students of all races can apply to and attend an HBCU. About half of HBCU colleges are private, and 
half are public. A Hispanic-serving Institution (HSI) has an enrollment of at least 25% Hispanic students. 
There are hundreds of these colleges across the country; a local example is Trinity Washington University. 
Most universities in the United States are Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs), where white students 
make up over 50% of the student body. Ask your mentee if they have heard of HBCUs and HSIs, and if they 
seem interested, you can easily look up a full list of the schools online. What might be the advantages and 
challenges of HBCUs, HSIs, and PWIs?

Q: Would you like to go to a private or public school?
Private             Public             No preference

Public colleges and universities are funded primarily by the government, while private colleges and univer-
sities are funded by tuition, donations, and their endowment funds. While public colleges tend to be larger, 
more demographically diverse, and cheaper than private colleges, this clearly is not true in every case. 
There are many factors that go into the price of a college, and your student will not know the actual sticker 
price of any given school until they have applied, been accepted, and received their award letter. However, 
your mentee should keep certain facts in mind when compiling their list of colleges to apply to. While tuition 
tends to be cheaper at public colleges, particularly for in-state students, public colleges have limited institu-
tional financial aid to offer students, while private colleges may be able to offer more general aid based on 
merit and/or financial need. Federal financial aid (such as Pell Grants and work study) can be used at both 
public and private institutions. If your student’s family resides in DC, they may be eligible for a yearly DC 
TAG tuition grant of $10,000 to attend a public college—or $2,500 a year to attend a private college. For all 
of these reasons, it may make sense for your mentee to apply to a mix of private and public colleges.

Q: Are you interested in getting a two-year or four-year degree?
Two-year             Four-year             No preference

A Bachelor’s degree is a four-year undergraduate degree, usually awarded by a college or university. An 
Associate Degree is a two-year degree, usually awarded by a community college or vocational school; stu-
dents can also transfer to a four-year institution after completing an Associate Degree and use those credits 
toward their Bachelor’s degree. Popular community colleges in the DC area include Montgomery County 
Community College, Northern Virginia Community College, and UDC Community College. Community col-
leges tend to be lower-cost than both public and private four-year institutions, but because they are usually 
not residential, they may offer less of a campus feel or a typical undergraduate experience, and if students 
want to receive a Bachelor’s degree, they will have to transfer after one or two years at community college.

Q: Are there other factors of fit that you care about? (e.g. extracurriculars, majors)
Your mentee may have other factors of fit that are deal-breakers or must-haves. If they are intent on playing 
a sport to a high level in college, the teams and coaches at different schools will play a large role in their 
choice. Some schools offer specialized majors or internship programs or study abroad opportunities that 
might be especially appealing to your student.
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There are thousands of colleges and universities in the United States, and not all of them will be a good “fit” for 
you. When we talk about a college “fit”, we mean a college where you can thrive—socially, academically, and 
financially.

Take the following questionnaire about factors of fit. For each question, try to think of the pros and cons for 
each of the options. For each question, ask your mentor what the college they attended was like.

Q: What size campus would you like to attend?
Small (2,500)             Mid-Size (up to 15,000)             Large (more than 30,000)

WHY?

Q: What kind of campus setting are you looking for?
Urban             Rural             Suburban 

WHY?

Q: Where would you like to live while taking classes?
On-campus             Off-campus             At home

WHY?

Q: How far from home would you want to be?
Very close             Within a 4-hour drive             More than a 4-hour drive

WHY?

Q: Would you want the college to be affiliated with a specific religion?
Yes             No             No preference

WHY?

Q: How important is diversity to you?
Very important             Somewhat important             Not important

WHY?

Q: Are you interested in attending a Historically Black College or University (HBCU), a Hispanic-serv-
ing Institution (HIS), or a PWI (Predominantly White Institution)?

HBCUs were designed to serve African-American students, but students of all races can apply to and at-
tend an HBCU. There are over 100 Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), including Howard 
University, Spelman College, Morehouse College, North Carolina A&T State College, Norfolk State Univer-
sity, Morgan State University, and dozens of others. These schools A Hispanic-serving Institution (HSI) has 
an enrollment of at least 25% Hispanic students. There are hundreds of these colleges across the country; 
a local example is Trinity Washington University. Most universities in the United States are Predominantly 
White Institutions (PWIs), where white students make up over 50% of the student body. 

HBCU             HIS             PWI             No preference
WHY?
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Q: Would you like to go to a private or public school?
Private             Public             No preference

WHY?

Q: Are you interested in getting a two-year or four-year degree?
Two-year             Four-year             No preference

WHY?

Q: Are there other factors of fit that you care about? (e.g. extracurriculars, majors)
Factors:
WHY?

Consider creating an account with College Board BigFuture or College Greenlight. Create a profile and input 
your factors of fit from the questionnaire above. 

Find five schools that fit all or most of your factors of fit. Ask your mentor to find five schools that fit your prefer-
ences as well.

List the five schools you found and the five schools your mentor has found here:

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 

Ge organized by creating a spreadsheet. Continue adding to this college list all year. 

Congratulations! Your college search is off to a great start.
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