PAGE  

IDENTIFYING EDUCATIONAL QUALITY: 

COLLEGE-CHOICE GUIDELINES FOR 
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Part I.  

KEY TARGET AREAS OF COLLEGE QUALITY &  
KEY QUESTIONS TO ASK COLLEGE REPRESENTATIVES
COLLEGE MISSION 
        A number of scholars in American higher education have argued that the mission or institutional purpose of many universities lacks clarity and consistency, i.e., institutions are not sure what their mission is, or they may say they are one thing in print and do something else in practice. (For example, beware of viewbooks claiming that the college is devoted to providing high-quality teaching from faculty who are also nationally preeminent researchers.). Criticism has been directed at institutions claiming multiple missions that may not be mutually compatible (e.g., teaching and research; undergraduate and graduate education). Over the years, some colleges and universities have “drifted” away from their original mission as teaching institutions and now have expanded their mission to include more emphasis on research or graduate education. Pursuit of additional missions may suggest that the institution is “spreading itself too thin” and trying to be “all things to all people.” As a result, your primary concern as college consumer—which is the quality of undergraduate teaching and learning—may be compromised by competing institutional interests and priorities.

    Research indicates that colleges with a focused mission that is clearly and consistently communicated in its institutional publications and public announcements are colleges that: 

(a) more effectively promote student involvement in the college experience, (b) have a stronger sense of college “community,” and (c) have higher rates of student retention (i.e., higher graduation rates).

Key Questions to Ask About College Mission:

1. What is the stated mission of the college--i.e.: What is its institutional purpose or primary  goal?

    (Look for mission statements that are student-centered with an emphasis on undergraduate teaching and learning, and beware of responses which suggest multiple purposes, some of which may have little to do with the quality of undergraduate education.)

2. Is the college mission communicated clearly and consistently in print (e.g., institutional

    publications) and in person (e.g., by admissions representatives)?

3. What specific programs or practices has the college designed to put its avowed mission and

     philosophy (the rhetoric) into action (the reality)?

4. Are the college's policies and practices "mission-driven," i.e.: Do the derive from, and are they

    consistent with the college's stated purpose?

5. Does the institution have a unique or distinctive mission--i.e., Can it be distinguished from    

    other colleges and universities?

TEACHING & FACULTY BEHAVIOR
        Surveys of both college administrators and college students indicate that satisfaction with faculty and the quality of their teaching is the #1 reason why students stay at a college and go on to complete their degree. A number of "prestigious" colleges and universities (such as Stanford, Harvard, Michigan, Dartmouth, and the University of California, Berkeley) have issued reports calling for more attention to the quality of teaching and undergraduate education. 

Key Questions to Ask About Teaching & Faculty Behavior:

1. What percentage of the faculty are part-timers?

2. Do faculty mostly lecture at students, or do they attempt to actively involve students in class?

3. Do the faculty know the names of students in most of their classes?

4. Do students receive written feedback from teachers on exams?

5. How many office hours do faculty usually keep per week?

6. Is it common for faculty give their home phone number or home e-mail address to students in

    their classes?

7.  Is it common for faculty members to contact students outside of class (e.g., by phone) to

     provide assistance or support?

8. Is there much informal student-faculty contact outside of the classroom (e.g., students and

     faculty having lunch or dinner together; playing sports together; doing research together)?

9. How are instructors evaluated?  

    For example:

    (a) How much weight is given to teaching effectiveness (relative to research and publication)

          in decisions about faculty promotion and tenure? 

    (b) If faculty are expected to publish, is research relating to teaching effectiveness,
         student learning or student development strongly encouraged and rewarded?

10. Is there a new-faculty orientation program provided for recently-hired faculty?

11. Is there an instructional development program for faculty at the college?

12. Are faculty rewarded in any way for outstanding teaching?

13. Does the college actively encourage, recognize, and reward faculty for out-of-class   

      involvement with students?

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

ACADEMIC ADVISING
       Survey research indicates that this is the #1 area of student dissatisfaction with the college experience (other than parking and cafeteria food!). Also, advising has been the #1 target area of college administrators who are attempting to improve student retention at their college.    Effective advising can prevent critical errors that can be costly to students. For example, neglecting to inform a student of a newly required course or prerequisite may result in delayed graduation, which can be costly to the student in terms of extra tuition and lost income.

     Moreover, research indicates that college students are very confused about what they should major in and what careers are associated with different college majors. For example, about 50% of all entering college freshmen are “undecided” about their college major and one-half of the other 50% who've allegedly “decided” on a major when they first enter college eventually go on to change their mind by the time they reach their junior year. In fact, recent studies suggest that most college students change their mind about their major at least three times before graduation. (Note: This major-changing phenomenon takes place among students at highly selective, “prestigious” colleges as well).

     Thus, it appears that the vast majority of college students need effective, personal academic advising and career counseling because final decisions about majors and related careers are typically made during the college experience, not before it. For any institution to be considered "high quality," it must provide students with the essential advisement needed for linking their present academic experiences with their future life plans.

Key Questions to Ask About Academic Advising:

1. Is each student matched with a personally assigned advisor, or is advising conducted by a

    general “advisement center?” (Or, worse still, can the student register for courses without ever

    speaking with an advisor and getting an advisor's signature?)

2. How frequent is the contact between advisors and students? (For example: How often do they

    typically meet during the semester?)

3. Does the student have an opportunity to select or change his/her advisor?

4. Do advisors receive special training and development?

5. Does the college have trained peer advisors available to assist students in the advising 

    process?

6. Are advisors, and the advising program, regularly evaluated by the college?

7. Are outstanding advisors recognized or rewarded in any way?

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

SUPPORT FOR FIRST-YEAR STUDENTS
       Research clearly indicates that the transition from high school to college is not an easy one. The freshman year is a critical transition period when students are most likely to receive their lowest grades, experience the most stress, and are most likely to dropout of college. (This is particularly true of the first semester of the freshman year.) Thus, special attention and effective support for freshmen would be one important characteristic to look for in a high-quality college.

Key Questions to Ask About Support for First-Year Students:

1. What is the average class size for introductory, general-education classes taken by freshmen

     and sophomores?

2. What is the average class size for important skill-development courses, such as writing

    (composition) and oral communication (public speaking)?

3. Who teaches freshmen? For example, what percentage of introductory courses are taught by:

    (a) faculty (as opposed to graduate teaching assistants)?

    (b) full-time faculty (as opposed to part-time or adjunct faculty)?

    (c) experienced faculty (as opposed to newly-hired faculty)?

4. How much writing is done by freshmen (e.g., essay exams; reaction papers; journals; term

    papers)?

5. Does the college guarantee on-campus housing for all first-year students?

6. Does the college offer a freshman-orientation program before classes begin? 

    If yes: 

    (a) Is the program required or optional?

    (b) If the program is optional, what percentage of entering students participate in the

          program?

    (c) How long is the program? 

    (d) Do new students actually meet and interact with other students and faculty during 

          freshman orientation? (As opposed to the traditional nuts-‘n’-bolts "campus tour"--which 

          tends to orient freshmen to college buildings rather than to real people?)

    (e) Does the program have a component designed for the parents or family of new students?

7. Is there a new-student convocation or introductory ceremony at which time the college

    formally welcomes beginning students into its “community” of learners?

8.   Is there a freshman orientation course (student-success course) offered during the first

      semester to help beginning students make the transition from high school to college and to

      apprise them of how to get the most out of their college experience?

9.   Are the college-entry skills of incoming freshmen assessed in order to diagnose academic

      preparedness and to place then in courses or programs that are commensurate with their

      present levels of skill development?

10. How many courses (if any) taken by students during the first year of college will have a class 

      size less than 20?  

11. Does the college have an early-warning or early-alert system whereby first-semester 

      students receive feedback about their progress during the semester (e.g., at midterm) before 

      they receive their final course grades?

12. Does the college have peer mentors or peer counselors who are trained to assist freshmen?

13. Does the college deliver its freshman-support services “intrusively?” For example:

      (a) Are students personally contacted by mail or phone? 

      (b) Are support services brought to students on their “turf?” (e.g., delivered in the dorms? in

            the student union?)

      (c) Are support services brought to students in the classroom (e.g., service professionals as

            guest speakers in class; peer tutors in class)?

      (d) Are students explicitly encouraged or required to take advantage of support services

            (e.g.,  as a course assignment or as a condition for registration or graduation)?

14. For first-year transfer students:

      (a) Does the college offer a transfer-student orientation program to help new transfer

           students become familiar with, and adjust to the college?

      (b) Does the college allow junior transfers the opportunity to live on campus in student

           residences with juniors and seniors, or are they forced to live in freshman dorms or off-

           campus apartments?

      (c) Does the college allow transfer students the opportunity to apply for campus housing and

           register for classes at the same time as its regular students, or are transfer students

           automatically placed last on the list, forcing them to take only what's left after all other

           students have completed the process?

      (d) Is there a person in charge of coordinating orientation and support programs for transfer

           students?

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
THE COLLEGE CURRICULUM
        The curriculum of many American colleges and universities has been repeatedly criticized for being fragmented, disjointed and lacking coherence primarily because faculty, who decide what is to be included in the curriculum, have either tended to teach what they want to teach (i.e., overly narrow, hyper-specialized courses in their disciplines) or, for territorial reasons, have insisted that their particular area of expertise be included as a piece of the general-education pie. This can result in a dizzying array of "distribution requirements" which are taken "smorgasbord style" (a little of this and a little of that) with little sense of connection among general-education courses (breadth requirements) or between general-education courses and specific courses in the student's major (depth requirements). At some colleges and universities, general-education requirements may actually be fulfilled by taking a variety of very narrowly-focused, esoteric courses which represent the specialized research interests of the faculty rather than true general education—i.e., courses that every educated college graduate should experience because of their relevance to all humans and all careers.

Key Questions to Ask About the College Curriculum:

1. Is there a rationale given for the college's general-education curriculum, i.e., the courses

    required of all students regardless of their particular major?(For example:  Is it clear why these

    courses are required or how they will benefit students, either personally or professionally?

2. Does the college curriculum start with a meaningful beginning that provides first-year 

    students with some introduction to the wide array of required general-education courses they 

    will encounter during their first two years in college? (For instance: Does the college offer a

    freshman seminar which introduces new students to the meaning and value of liberal arts

    curriculum and general education?)

3. Have college faculty from different academic disciplines collaborated to develop a

    curriculum that has a focus, theme or program which serves to integrate or connect the variety

    of general-education courses that students are required to take?

4. Does the college have a “core curriculum,” i.e., a specific set of courses which all students are

    required to take regardless of their major? 

5. Does the college allow groups of students take the same courses during the same 

    term/semester so that they can develop “learning communities?”

6. Are courses in academic majors organized in such a fashion that there is a purposeful

    beginning (introduction), middle, and end (closure) to the program?

7. Does the curriculum contain any major fields of study which are well recognized or

    distinctive in terms of their being innovative and especially relevant for today’s world?

8. Does the curriculum include a meaningful and coherent honors program for academically

    well-qualified students?

9. Does the curriculum include a study-abroad option designed to enrich the academic 

    experience and provide it with an international component that is relevant for today's 

    globally-Interdependent world?

10. Does the college expand its curriculum and allow students the opportunity to increase their

      course-selection options by "cross-registering" for courses offered at other colleges nearby,

      or through "inter-campus student exchanges?"

11. For transfer student(s): Will the college accept all, or most your previously-taken courses and

      will it accept previously-taken  general education courses for general education credit—not

      merely for elective credit? 

12. Is the curriculum scheduled on the semester system (e.g., two 15-16 week periods per year),

      or on a quarter system (e.g., four 8-week periods per year). Note: There is some evidence

      that more students prefer the semester system because it is less “rushed,” allowing more time

      to “digest” course material and more time to respond to instructor feedback. In addition,

      research indicates that student retention (degree completion) is higher on the semester 

      system than the quarter system.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

THE CO-CURRICULUM: OUT-OF-CLASS OPPORTUNITIES FOR CAMPUS
                                                INVOLVEMENT & EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING
       Research indicates that students' involvement in campus activities and student life outside the classroom contribute significantly to their satisfaction with the college experience, their persistence to graduation, and their leadership ability after graduation. Furthermore, alumni often report that their most meaningful and memorable college-learning experiences occurred outside the classroom. 

    The quality of such out-of-class student experiences involve much more than "fun & games" and an active “social life.” Quality colleges attempt to carefully engineer out-of-class activities in a way that provides students with powerful experiential learning opportunities.

Key Questions to Ask About the Co-Curriculum:

1. Does the college attempt to integrate or coordinate students' in-class (academic) and out-of-

    class (co-curricular) learning experiences?

2. How common is informal, out-of-class interaction between students and faculty?

3. What leadership opportunities are available for students at the college?

4. Does the college recognize students who make contributions to student life and community life
    outside the classroom?

5.   Does the college have a "co-curricular (student development) transcript" which documents

      students' contributions to campus and community life, and which can be sent to prospective

      graduate schools or future employers?

6.   What internship (work experience related to the student’s major) or volunteer (community

       service) opportunities are available for students at the college? Are these “hands-on”

       experiential learning built into the curriculum as an integral part of general-education and 

       the academic major?

7.   Does the college provide meaningful work-study (on-campus employment) opportunities to

      help students pay for their tuition and explore possible careers?

8.   Can student life on campus be characterized as collaborative and having a sense or feeling of

      community? (If no, why not?)(If yes, how is collaboration and community spirit 

      demonstrated?)

9.   Are college residences (dormitories) designed to do more than house and feed students? 

      Instead, do they offer educational programs that provide a “living-learning environment”—

      for example: tutoring in the dorms; workshops or classes occasionally held in student

      residences; academic advising offered in the dorms;  faculty offices or faculty living in 

      student residences?

10. What are the dormitory rules and regulations regarding alcohol use? 

      (For example: Are some or all dormitories designated required to be alcohol-free?

      Can students change rooms or residences if a roommate is abusing alcohol or other drugs)

11. Does the college offer coeducational housing in addition to single-sex dorms? 

      Note: Research suggests that coed housing has positive effects on promoting opposite-sex

      friendships, and reducing sex stereotyping, self-consciousness, and social anxiety (Pascarella

      & Terenzini, 1991).

12. For commuter students: Does the college display sensitivity to non-residential students in its

      selection and scheduling of campus events and co-curricular experiences?

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 SUPPORT FOR SENIORS DURING THEIR FINAL YEAR OF COLLEGE
        Quality colleges are sensitive to key student transitions, including not only the transition into college (the freshman year experience), but also the transition out of college (the senior year experience). The question, “What does the college do for its seniors?” is one which is receiving increasing national attention (Gardner, Van der Veer & Associates, 1998). In particular, colleges and universities are being challenged to do more for their graduating students in terms of providing a meaningful ending to their college experience and facilitating a more effective beginning of their lives after college. The senior year represents the institution’s last chance to do something positive for its students and, when coupled with comprehensive freshman-year support, the institution can effectively provide a meaningful introduction and conclusion to the college experience, anchoring it with student support at its two most critical transition points.

Key Questions to Ask About Support for Seniors During the Final Year of College:

1. Does the college offer a “capstone” course for seniors that is designed to "tie together" the

    college experience and facilitate the transition from college to post-college life?

2. Are there courses offered in the final year which are designed to provide a meaningful 

    synthesis of, or conclusion to the senior’s academic major and connects the major with 

    potential careers?

3. Does the college offer leadership development programs targeted for seniors in order to help

    them prepare for leadership roles they are likely to assume after college?

4. Does the college offer courses or co-curricular programs specifically designed to facilitate the

    college-to-career transition (e.g., resume and portfolio development, locating and 

    interviewing for positions, preparing for and reducing “job shock”)?

5. What specifically does the college do to facilitate seniors’ job placement or career entry?

6. Does the college offer courses or co-curricular programs designed to enhance seniors’

    preparation for, and acceptance at graduate or professional schools?

7. Does the college offer senior courses or programs designed to promote effective life planning

    and decision making with respect to practical life issues they are likely to encounter in adult

    life after college (e.g., relocation, financial planning, family planning)?

8. What does the college do to encourage a sense of unity and community among the senior class
     which may serve as a foundation for later alumni networking?
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
INSTITUTIONAL ASSESSMENT 
        Historically, individual colleges and universities have done very little research on the actual impact or effect they’ve had on students’ learning and development—i.e., how students change from the time they enter the college to the time they graduate. There is now a national movement in higher education toward more assessment of institutional effectiveness and more accountability to the public. For any educational institution to be deemed “high quality,” it should attempt to assess its impact on students, and use these results as feedback for improving its programs and services—as part of an ongoing effort to enhance college quality by continually striving for institutional excellence.

Key Questions to Ask About Institutional Assessment:

1. What is the college's retention rate--what percentage of students who start at the college,

    actually finish and receive their degree from the college? 

       Note: Colleges which are very selective or prestigious--accepting students with outstanding

       high school records—often have high retention rates simply because these schools tend to

       attract highly able and motivated students and because students may be more willing to stay

       at a “name” college (even if they're dissatisfied with the school) because they feel that a

       diploma from such an elite college will open doors for them after graduation. (Research

       indicates that this assumption isn’t necessarily true). You may want to pay special attention 

       to colleges which are not very selective yet still have high retention rates (e.g., 80% or 

       higher)—this may indicate that students are very satisfied with the educational experience 

       the college is providing.

2. How long does it usually take for full-time students to complete a degree at the college?

    For instance, one way to get an idea of how difficult it is for students to get the courses they

    need is by asking some students on campus the following question(s): “Do you usually get all

    your courses when you register?” “Most of them (e.g., 4 out of 5)?” “Less than half of them?”.

        Note: It is increasingly common for students to take longer than the usual four years to

        graduate. This is due to a variety of factors, one being that colleges are not offering enough

        sections of courses which students need to complete their degree or are not offering them

        frequently enough.. Often, this represents a cost-cutting measure that is growing more

        common as colleges try to save money during the present economic crisis. (Because of this

        practice, some colleges are now using the  recruitment strategy of offering a “four-year

        guarantee”—assuring prospective students that if they remain continuously enrolled as full-

        time students in good academic standing, they will graduate in four years—or their money

        back.)

3. Are student-opinion or student-satisfaction surveys conducted at the college to assess how

    students feel about their experience? If so, what do students say are the college's strengths and

    weaknesses? Has the college attempted to remedy its perceived weaknesses?

4. Are exit interviews conducted with students who decide to leave the college before 

    graduating? Have the results of these student interviews been used to make changes in the 

    college’s programs or policies?

5. Does the college attempt to “track” its students from entry to graduation to assess their

    learning and development?

6. Does the college follow-up on its graduates (alumni) to find out what they do after

    graduation and to assess their views of how effective the college has prepared them for life

    after college (e.g., for graduate school and the work world)? Has the college used these results

    to improve its curricular or co-curricular programs?

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Part II.

THE CAMPUS VISIT: 

KEY THINGS TO LOOK FOR, KEY QUESTIONS TO ASK
    The importance of the campus visit is underscored by research indicating that students frequently cite this experience as being the most important factor in their college-selection process (Kealy & Rockel, 1987) and as being much more revealing than reading about the college in its publications or in college-guide books (Bates, 1994). However, campus visits are used less by high school seniors than college publications or college guidebooks (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 1986). In one study, many college students warned that "the guides ought to be a supplement to, rather than a substitute for the campus visit or gathering information directly from colleges." As one school-choice guide put it: “On paper, most colleges seem like a dime a dozen” (Nicholson, 1991, p. 29). In fact, some college promotional material is produced primarily by commercial corporations that focus on persuasive marketing and advertising techniques, rather than carefully matching the college's “PR” with its actual practices.

TEACHING & FACULTY BEHAVIOR
1. Stand outside the door of several classes and observe the class size and the level of student

    involvement in the classroom.     

        For example: Are students asking questions and actively participating in class discussions?

    Or, does the instructor “lecture” continually for long periods of time, with students doing

    nothing more than remaining silent, heads down, copying notes—without any active

    involvement with their instructor, with their classmates, or with the material being presented?  

        In his book, How to Get an Ivy League Education at a State University, Martin Nemko

    offers this “insider’s secret”:

         How much can you learn in a brief look? Plenty! For example, if you’ve peeked into ten

         classrooms and have seen nine animated discussions, you've learned something important

         about that college. You’ve learned something else if you've seen nine classes filled with

         students reading the campus newspaper or with a professor who sounds like a high-

         schooler reciting the Pledge of Allegiance (1988, p. 38).

2. Sit in on a class or two.
       For example, sit in on an introductory course that you would be taking as a general-education requirement and an upper-division course in a field that you might major as a major, and observe the following:

    (a) Does the professor vary the instructional format (e.g., allowing opportunity for student

          input by means of questioning or small-group discussions; or by using audio-visual aids to

          illustrate lecture material?) 

    (b) Does the instructor know and use students' names? 

    (c) Is the instructor available and willing to talk with students before class, and does s/he      

         stick around awhile after class to answer questions and chat informally with students? 

    (d) Before the class begins or after it ends, ask some student(s) what they think of the college,

         and what they think of the quality of teaching and advising at the college in general and in

         the particular department which you think you might want to major. 

         Note: Students will often be very interested in sharing their opinions of the college with                  

            you because you’ve shown an interest in hearing what they have to say—this may be the 

            very first time anybody has ever bothered to ask them about what their experience has 

            been like at the college! Better yet, ask your high school counselor for names of any 

            students who graduated from your high school and are now attending the college you 

            intend to visit. If you could get some “inside scoop” from them, you would be getting the 

            scoop from students who are presently making the exact same high school-to-college 

            transition that you may make in the near future. These students could represent an 

            invaluable source of advanced information on whether or not you should come, and what 

            to expect if you do come. Another option is to ask the college you're considering for a list 

            of any present students or recent alumni who may be living in your geographical area. 

            You might then be able to contact these students or alumni and ask them some of the key 

            questions listed in this handout. As one college freshman put it, when asked what was the 

            greatest help in finding a college: “Talk to someone who attends the colleges you are 

            looking at—don’t trust one opinion, get many” (Bates, 1989, p. 89).

3. Take a stroll through the corridors where faculty offices are located and check the posted office hours of faculty. How many office hours do they have per week? Are faculty actually in their offices during their posted office hours?

4. How much student-faculty interaction do you see in faculty offices and other places on campus (e.g., in the cafeteria)? Do faculty seem to greet students on campus and know their names?

   Also, consider visiting the department in which you may intend to major and take an

especially close look at the quantity and quality of student-faculty interaction. Is there much

student-faculty interaction in the offices or in the hallways? Is there a departmental "lounge" 

or meeting area where students and faculty can, and do congregate? Does there seem to be an

“esprit de corps” among faculty and students in the department?

5. Visit the department chairperson in the academic area that you’re considering as a major 

and ask him/her how students feel about the department. In particular, consider asking the

following questions: 

   (a) What is the department’s educational philosophy regarding the major and how it should be

         taught?

   (b) Have any student-opinion surveys been administered to students majoring in the

        department? 

   (c) What percentage of students who begin with a major in the department eventually go on to

         complete the major? 

   (d) Do more students switch to the major offered by the department's than switch out of the

        department into another major? 

   Note: The courses offered and teaching strategies used in the same academic major can vary

       widely from college to college;  for example, they may vary in terms of the degree to which

       they emphasize theory/research vs. application/practice, and classroom learning vs. real-

       world or hands-on experience. In addition to carefully reviewing the college catalogue for

       information about courses in your intended major, you may ask to schedule a meeting with

       the department chair when you call the college to set up your campus visit. If you come to

       this meeting with specific and thoughtful questions, you not only will learn a lot more about

       the major department at the college you’re considering, you may also be increasing your

       chances of being accepted at that college. (Also, whether or not the department chair is

       willing to schedule a meeting with you may in itself say something about the quality and

       student-centeredness of the department.)

6. Ask the registrar for the schedule of classes and see how many courses are listed as being

     taught by “staff.” 

         This doesn’t mean that the instructor is “Dr. Staff”; instead, it indicates that the instructor

     probably is a yet-to-be-identified part-timer or inexperienced graduate student.

7. During your campus visit, take a look at the information on the bulletin boards, and pick up a

    copy of the student newspaper (and any other student publications) to get a feel for campus

    issues and student interests.

8. Ask a college representative if you could review the school's most recent accreditation report. 

        This document is a summary of the college’s strengths and weaknesses; it includes an

    institutional self-study and an institutional assessment conducted by a visiting team of outside

    evaluators. This document should be quite comprehensive and, therefore, quite large. So, it

    may be best just to review the sections which relate most directly to students (e.g., teaching,

    curriculum, student-support services).

9. If you are a transfer student, bring a copy of all courses you intend to transfer from your

    previous college and ask for a “transcript analysis”—to determine how many of your courses

    will be accepted for credit—and how many will be accepted as “solid” general-education or 

    pre-major credits rather than merely “elective” credits.

          Note: By requesting a transcript analysis before enrolling at the college, admissions

          representatives see that one major factor you're considering in your decision to attend that

          school is how many of your previous courses will be accepted for transfer credit. Thus, the

          school may be more willing to accept your courses because it may not want to lose you as              

          a prospective student. In contrast, the usual practice is to have a transcript analysis done

          after the student has enrolled—and has already become a tuition-paying customer—which

          puts the college in the “driver’s seat,” and can result in the college arriving at some very

          arbitrary decisions about denying transfer credit that may be made on the basis of 

          “territoriality” (e.g., we want you to take our course from us and nobody else) or economic

          self-interest (i.e., the fewer courses accepted for transfer means more courses you take at

          the transfer college, which translates into longer enrollment and more tuition revenue

          collected from you).
CAMPUS LIFE AND STUDENT BEHAVIOR
1. Is there much student activity on campus?
       For example: Do students seem to stay on campus when they're not in class? If they do,

    where do most of them seem to be spending their time (e.g., in the library or the student

    lounge) and what do they seem to be talking about (e.g., meaningful topics or their latest

    hangovers)?

       Note: If you're an out-of-state student, you might be especially interested in finding out if

           many students leave the dorms to go home on the weekends, thus leaving you without

           much peer contact or social life on Friday and Saturday nights..

2. Visit, or spend a night in the dormitories. 

        What is the atmosphere like? Is it loud or conducive to intimate conversations and studying? Are many students partying on a weekday night? Are the hallways and doors decorated in a manner that suggests this is a good place to live and learn?

3. Check out the flyers and advertisements posted on campus. 

        For example: Do most of them refer to learning opportunities or beer blasts?

4. Visit the career center and ask about what happens to students after they graduate. 

        Specific questions you could ask are: (a) How many graduating seniors go on to graduate

    school or professional school? (b) How many go directly into the work force after graduation?

    Also, if you're thinking of majoring in a certain field, ask what most graduates in your    

    intended major go on to do after they graduate.

       A quality college will have answers to these questions because it is interested in its students

    --even after they've graduated and are no longer tuition-paying customers. Good colleges are

    also interested in using this alumni follow-up information as feedback to improve its

    programs and strengthen its services.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

FINAL NOTE

      If the college you’re considering has a “visitor’s weekend,” try to take advantage of it and make the weekend visit; however, you still need to see the college during a typical class day in order to get a true feel for the school. Though visitor's weekends are useful, they may be designed principally to showcase or “market” the college, so instead of getting the “real scoop” from the “horse's mouth”—from ordinary, everyday students), you might get an idealized version -from specially-selected students whose function is to serve as ambassadors or sales representatives of the college. This may turn your potentially realistic campus visit into nothing more than an idealistic excursion with Mary Poppins.
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