College Visits
Before You Leave Home

Although you must leave room in your planning for spontaneity and just plain being yourself, it is wise to prepare a brief plan of goals and objectives for each institutional visit. This plan has two major parts: First, what do you wish to learn about the institution while you are there and, second, what would you like to have the institution know about you as a result of your visit? The first area is essential to your understanding of the institution and what it can offer you. The second is the beginning of the important process by which colleges assess your character traits. These impressions will later become a part of your college application. In the weeks and months ahead, you and the colleges will be making important decisions about each other. For those decisions to be accurate and well-considered, it is essential that you get to know as much about one another as possible. Only in that way will good decisions be made by each party.

To maximize your impressions (the one the school makes on you, as well as the one you make on the school) learn as much as you can before your trip. This means visiting the school’s web site and reading all the printed material sent to you in advance.

What Does a Successful College Visit Include?

Most importantly, a productive visit depends upon being able to schedule enough time to absorb something of each campus, especially if you are traveling a great distance and going to much expense. Here are some basics:
· Visit the student center. What sorts of activity postings do you see? Do they sound like fun? Are your interests represented?

· Tour the athletic facilities. How modern is the equipment? How available are the facilities to the general student population?

· Tour the computer center. How crowded is it? How many PCs do you see? How up-to-date are they? Or, do most students bring their own computer? What kind of Internet connections does the school have? T-1 lines? ISDN? Or pre-historic modems?

· Visit the library. Are there quiet, comfortable areas in which to study? Open stacks? Closed stacks? A snack bar? Newspaper from your hometown (for when you start to feel homesick)?

· Visit facilities of special interest, for example, the art museum, dance studio, campus theater, or music hall. Are there exhibits or performances of interest? Is there a well-equipped science lab? Do undergrads get to use it?
· Attend at least one class in an academic area of interest. Was it interesting? Challenging? Do the students look interested? Can you picture yourself in this class? Studying with these students?

· Speak with a professor in that area. Is he or she friendly? Encouraging? Intimidating?

· Eat at least one meal in the campus dining hall. How was the food? Are there many choices? Is there a snack bar or coffee house you can frequent instead? Do you want to eat this food for four years?
· Spend the night in a dormitory. Are they single sex or coed? How many students per room? How large are the rooms? How convenient (and clean) are the bathrooms?

· Visit the Student Health Center. Is it open 24-hours a day? If not, what happens to students who get sick “after hours”? Is the staff knowledgeable?

· Visit the Career Center. Is it professionally staffed? How extensive are the job postings? What companies recruit on campus.

· Visit the college bookstore. Does it sell used textbooks? What kinds of books would you be required to read for your possible major?

· Read a recent copy of the student paper. Are the issues it tackles of interest? What can you gather about student/faculty/administration relationships?

· Listen to the college radio station. Do the programs reflect your tastes?

· Stroll the campus and environs and observe all ongoing activities. Do the students seem friendly? Can you picture yourself making friends with them? On this campus? In this community?

Not all these ingredients will be possible for each visit. For example, classes are not usually held on Saturdays and some institutions frown on strangers spending the night in the dorms. Many colleges, however will offer incentives (for example, free meal tickets and an overnight host program) to make certain that prospective applicants do visit and make the most of their opportunity. Again, ask specifically about such programs in your telephone call to the admission office appointment secretary.

Following Up on the Campus Visit

There are two things I recommend all students do upon completing a campus visit. First, write down your impressions of the institution. Second, write thank-you letters to your interviewer and tour guide.


If you visit a lot of colleges (more than five), you will discover all their “unique” features gradually melt together in your memory. This is why you should keep a diary of all of your visits. Immediately after you leave a campus, you should scribble down all your impressions from the visit. What features did you like? What areas did you see as weaknesses? Establish a rating scale and use it to rank the colleges you visit. Continually revise their order as you gather more information and visit other campuses.


No doubt, additional questions about each college will come to mind after you leave. It is a good idea to write these down and send them to your college interviewer as part of your thank-you note. Thank-you letters should be typed on plain paper, or neatly handwritten on tasteful stationery. Your interviewer will remember those who follow-up with a note and will take whatever time is necessary to answer the additional questions you have posed in your follow-up letter.


Some families bring a camera and take pictures to help make each campus memorable many weeks after the visit. You should pose in some of the pictures so when the time comes to decide where you ultimately want to see yourself, you will remember just how you looked on each campus.

If possible, make a follow-up trip to the one or two colleges at the top of your list, especially if you are successful in gaining admission. Colleges change from season to season as will your own thoughts and concerns.
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