
INVESTIGATING 
 

Evaluating College Characteristics 
 
You may be asking yourself, how do I start making a decision about which college to attend?  
Research, research, research!  There are two things to consider. First, there won’t be one magic choice – 
one perfect college you’ll be happy at. You’ll likely be happy at several different places. Second, the 
only bad college choice is an uninformed one. So, begin by looking at some of these factors. 
 

Which college is right for you? 
 
There are several types of colleges. Choosing one will depend on how your goals, interests, strengths, 
and background fit with the college's philosophy, atmosphere and expectations. 
 
Some general questions to consider are: 

• Type of school – Do you want a public or private school?  Liberal arts, university, business, 
technical college, military school, or specific professional school?  Do you want a two or four-
year school? 

a. A two-year college is usually referred to as a "junior college" or "community 
college."  Some of the programs may be contained within the two year period, while 
others are designed to be completed at a four-year college. 
b. A four-year school is a college or university. It requires an accumulation of four 
years of college level credits in order to receive a degree. A university is often a large 
school containing more than one college and offers graduate degrees. The degree 
could be a B.A. (Bachelor of Arts) or a B.S. (Bachelor of Science). 

 
• Geographic location – Where in the world do you want to be? Near family and friends?  Near 

a beach?  Hot or cold climate?  Where do you want to spend the next four years of your life?  
Do you have residency in a particular state? 

 
• Setting – Do you find cities exciting or scary?  Do you find rural areas as opportunities for 

outdoor fun or do you consider them boring?  What sort of things do you want access to (e.g. 
movie theaters, shopping centers, coffee shops)?  Will you have transportation?  Is an attractive 
campus important to you?   

 
• Size – Ranging from 500 to 50,000, what size appeals to you?  Do you want a large university 

or a smaller liberal arts college?  How important is class size to you?  How well to you want to 
know your professors?  Are you the kind of person who can succeed in competition with lots of 
others good students in a larger school or would you do your best work in the more relaxed, 
informal environment found in most smaller colleges? 

 
• Academic programs – Does the college have the major you want?  Double majors?  Study 

abroad?  Student-designed majors?  What career are you pursuing?  Are you looking for a 
broad education in the liberal arts? 

 
• Activities – Are you interested in varsity sports?  Intramurals?  Music?  Art?  

Drama?  Want to join a fraternity or sorority?  Interested in community 
service?  

 
• Admissions requirements – Do you have the same profile as other a

that have been accepted?  Are your grades and SAT scores up to their standard? 
pplicants 



 
• Cost – Is cost a factor? Do you have specific plans for financing your college education?  Can 

your parents afford to send you to college?  How much can they contribute? Are you willing to 
work?   

 
• Religious affiliation - Do you want to attend a college which is administered by a particular 

denomination? 
 

Making a List 
 

Now that you've developed an idea of what characteristics are important, 
make a list of schools you would like to investigate. The internet is an easy 
way to look at different schools (see “Valuable Internet Sites” on the 
guidance website). After careful research, you should be able to reduce the 
list to 5-6 colleges and universities.  

 
My "Long List"  to Research    
1. 6. 
2. 7. 
3. 8. 
4. 9. 
5. 10. 
 
As a general rule, your final application group should include 5-6 colleges which vary in terms of 
selectivity, but which have the most important characteristics you've determined as important. For your 
"short list," choose some you know you'll get in to ("Safety Schools"), ones you're fairly confident will 
accept you ("Realistic Schools"), and ones that are more challenging to get in to ("Reach Schools"). 
From this list you will begin requesting additional information and applications. 
 
To divide the colleges into these categories, compare your exam/test scores and grades with those of 
students recently admitted to each college or university being considered. These statistics are available 
in The College Handbook under "Freshman Class Profile" heading for each school. Use the following 
as guidelines: 

• "Reach Schools" – Your top 1-2 schools will fall into this category. The average class rank, 
grades and/or test scores or other admissions criteria of entering freshmen will be significantly 
higher than yours and you will need to "stretch" to be admitted. 

• "Realistic Schools" – You should have 2-3 schools where you are a truly viable candidate with 
a 50% chance of admission. Here the average class rank, grades and/or test scores will be 
similar to yours. 

• "Safety Schools" – You need to have 1-2 schools where admission is a virtual certainty and 
where you will be happy and productive. The average class rank, grades and/or test scores will 
be lower than yours. 

 
We urge you to give careful consideration to providing for diversity of admissions standards in your 
final list of colleges. No student should apply exclusively to schools that have a reputation for being 
highly selective. These schools have more qualified candidates than they can accept. Just because you 
are qualified does not mean you will get in. Please be sure that you choose a safety school that you will 

be happy with if that's where you go. 
 
CAUTION:  Many students spend hours deciding on their few "reach schools" and 
only a few minutes on selecting more probable choices. You are strongly advised to 
spend as much time and careful consideration in choosing your "safety schools" as 
you do in selecting your "reach schools." 



 
 
My "Short List"      
College/University "Safety Schools" 
1.             
 
2.             
 
3.             
 
"Realistic Schools" 
1.             
 
2.             
 
3.             
 
"Reach Schools" 
1.             
 
2.             
 
3.             
 
 
 

Applying  
 

Completing the Application 
 

Dalat students must complete and submit their applications to college by December 
1st of their senior year. The school counselor is happy to assist you in researching 
and applying to college, but it is your responsibility to follow up that all the 
necessary documents have been completed and submitted. Below is a list of the 
various components of a college application that you may need to submit. 
 

1.  Application Form  
 Use the application worksheet listed on the guidance website. Make sure it is completed and 

proofread before it submitted. Keep a record of the date it was submitted and any confirmation 
numbers that the college gives you.   

  
2. Application Fee 
 Most colleges require a processing fee for applying. This is normally paid at the time the 

application is submitted.  
 
3.  Personal Essay 
 Essay questions on the application may be the deciding factor in the admissions committee's 

decision. Write honestly. Present new material that is not listed elsewhere in the application. Don’t 
forget to edit!  

  



4. Letters of Recommendation 
 Be sure to fill out the top portion of all recommendation forms and sign them! The school reference 

form should be completed by the school counselor. Teacher recommendations are also required. 
Decide now and ask teachers at least three weeks ahead of time for recommendations. 

 
6. Entrance Examinations (e.g. SAT, ACT, TOEFL) 
 Most colleges require that entrance exam results be forwarded to them directly from the testing 

company. Check the appropriate websites for procedures. 
 
7. Transcripts 
 Fill out a Transcript Request form (available on the guidance website). Depending on the college, 

they may require you to submit a Mid-Year Report form. If you are required to submit this form, 
turn it in to the guidance office by the middle of December. It will be sent with your grades as soon 
as they are available.  

 
8. Financial Statements/Certification 
 International students will need to submit a declaration of finance form to each school that they are 

applying to. Some universities have specific forms that they require; others require a letter from 
your sponsor and bank statements.  

 
Dalat International School Application Process 

 
Dalat International School has an internal application deadline of December 1st.  Throughout first 
semester, your school counselor is available to help you with all the details relating to your college 
applications. In order to keep accurate records and ensure that all documents are processed properly, 
please adhere to the following procedure: 
 

1. Collect all materials relating to your application. These can be downloaded and printed from 
the specific university websites. Your actual application should be completed online, but you 
will need to download recommendation forms, transcript forms, financial certifications, etc.  

2. Request recommendations and follow up to make sure they have been completed. If 
recommendations need to be submitted with your transcript, please notify the teacher that they 
need to give the recommendation to the school counselor. If you would like the person writing 
your recommendation to mail the recommendation in separately, don’t forget to give them an 
addressed envelope with appropriate postage. Make sure you thank them for writing your 
recommendation!  

3. Fill out a Transcript Request form and submit it to the guidance office. If there are additional 
forms (recommendations, financial certifications, etc.) that need to be submitted along with 
your transcript, you must notify the school counselor in writing at the time of the transcript 
request.  

4. Request all your standardized test scores to be sent directly from the test provider.  
5. Turn in any Midyear Report forms to the guidance office before the end of first semester.  
6. Requests for transcripts and school recommendations are processed in the order that they are 

received. The busiest time of year is during November and December, so please make sure you 
have requested the necessary forms at least a week in advance of the deadline.  

7. Take responsibility. It is your job to make sure your application is complete and that all the 
documents have reached the colleges by the deadlines. 

8. Notify your school counselor of your acceptances.  



 
 

Writing the College Essay 

 
 
Most colleges require an essay or personal statement as part of their application. The essay represents 
the most time-consuming, difficult, yet important part of your application. This is your opportunity to 
speak for yourself and you should take full advantage of it. You will have a group guidance session on 
writing college essays during the first few months of first semester and will be given the chance to look 
at different types of essay questions.  
 
Here are some suggestions to help you as you begin to write your essays: 
 

• Leave yourself plenty of time to write your essays.  
• Ask a teacher whose judgment you trust to read through your essay and offer suggestions. Don't 

expect the teacher to correct your grammar, but make general suggestions for improvement. 
• Use real-life stories that makes your essay come alive. You need to capture the reader's 

attention right away because he or she may be reading over 50 essays a day. 
• Don't reiterate in your essay what you've already clearly spelled out in some other part of your 

application. 
• Don’t take anything for granted. Clearly explain programs you've been involved in or 

volunteer work you've done. 
• Be enthusiastic and positive about yourself. No need to be arrogant, but by all means "toot 

your own horn." 
• Be specific and concrete. Have a clear conclusion to your essay. Answer the question that 

was asked. Stay away from clichés! 
 

Essays that Colleges Look For 
 
Successful essays share two features; 1) fluent writing, and 2) an honest portrayal of yourself. Colleges 
are concerned about your writing proficiency and you can strengthen your application by demonstrating 
good writing skills and technical control of language. In portraying yourself, you should reveal a 
thoughtful description of your values, accomplishments, and goals. You can highlight your strengths, 
uniqueness in your background or experiences, and contributions you can bring to college. This is your 
chance to show your versatility and depth of commitment. 
 
In a workshop for college counselors, college admissions directors from two highly selective 
institutions mentioned the following criteria as important in a student's college application essay: 

• needs to be specific and articulate 
• demonstrates a match between the student's writing and the college 
• shows passion, is poignant and creative 
• takes the challenge and has fun with it 

 
Finally, keep in mind that the essay is only one piece of the puzzle in your application 
process. College admissions officers try to read four applications an hour. You need t
find a way to stand out in the pile of paper. Don't try to 'sound American,' celebrate 
your heritage. Colleges want diversity, and chances are, they'll want you. 

o 

 



Letters of Recommendation 
 
At Dalat International School, recommendations are confidential. The reason for that is confidential 
letters carry more weight. The admissions committee knows the writer has written candidly about you. 
If your application form includes a Waiver of Access, we recommend you waive your right of access. 
 
Here are some suggestions in securing personal letters of recommendation: 
 

• Choose these people carefully. Ask people who know your academic and/or personal 
qualities. 

 
• Give them at least three weeks to do the job. You do yourself an injustice if you do not 

allow them time to write a thoroughly thoughtful letter. 
 

• To each person who is to write you a recommendation, give 
a. The form from the college or a Request for Recommendation 

form available on the guidance website.  
b. The deadline date. 
d. The name of the college or university, and any scholarships you 

are applying for. 
e. A brief description as to the type of information that is desired. 
 

• Follow-up to make sure that the letter was written and given to the guidance office for 
mailing. A few days before the deadline, contact the persons and thank them for having 
written the letters or completed the recommendation forms for you. If by chance one of 
them has forgotten, this will act as a gentle reminder. 

 
 
 

Entrance Examinations 
 
Standardized tests are required by nearly all colleges. Since tests are a specific requirement of the 
college admissions process, be sure that you take the appropriate one for the college of your choice.  
 
The CEEB/ACT School Code for Dalat International School is 686360. Please put this code on your 
registration form for all SAT's and ACT's. If you don't, we will not receive official reports of your 
scores and will not be able to help you if you have a "missing scores" problem. 

 
SAT I: Reasoning Test Scholastic Aptitude Test 
The purpose of the SAT I is to predict how well you are likely to do in college. This 
test is given internationally on six selected Saturdays during the school year. You 
should take this test in the second semester of your junior year or in the first semester 
of your senior year. Taking it more than once gives you an opportunity to raise your 
scores if you didn't do as well as you would have liked the first time. 
 

Dalat offers five administrations of the SAT I (October, November, December, January, and May). 
Registration should be completed online at www.collegeboard.com.   
 
SAT II: Subject Tests  
The purpose of the SAT II is to measure your knowledge or skills in a particular subject. There are 
several different achievement tests. The subject tests are multiple choice and take one hour each. These 
subject tests are offered in over 20 areas, including history and social studies, mathematics, sciences 
and foreign languages. Typically, the college will require one of the math tests (IC or IIC) and another 
one usually of your choice.  

http://www.collegeboard.com/


 
Dalat offers five administrations of the SAT II (October, November, December, January, and June). 
Time does not permit you to take the SAT I and SAT II on the same day. The Language with listening 
exams are only offered in November, so make sure you are aware of the registration deadlines! 
Registration should be completed online at www.collegeboard.com.  
 
ACT American College Tests 
You may take this test in your junior and senior years. It consists of four parts:  
English, math, reading, and science reasoning and takes two hours and 40 minutes.  
 
Dalat administers the ACT on campus in October, December and February. Please 
contact the school counselor for further information and to register.  
 
TOEFL Test of English as a Foreign Language 
This multiple-choice test is given with the major purpose of determining the English proficiency of 
students whose native language is not English. Scores are reported in three areas:  listening 
comprehension, structure and written expression, and reading comprehension. Many colleges include 
TOEFL as an admissions requirement for students who have not completed at least three years of high 
school in an English speaking country.  
 
Dalat does not administer the TOEFL on campus. To schedule your TOEFL exam, register online at 
www.toefl.org.  
 
Reporting Scores 
It is advisable to list your first choice college's codes on the registration form. Doing so saves time and 
money. The last time you register, be sure to include all universities to which you are applying. If you 
decide you want a college to receive your scores but have not listed them on your most recent score 

report request, you should send a request as quickly as possible. 
 
To be sure that The College Board, ACT, and your college keep all your records in 
order, be sure to give them your name exactly the same way each time. Using 
initials one time and not the next may cause confusion and your scores may not be 
reported. Also, using one name on the test registration form, and another on the 
application, and yet another on your school records (e.g. Tom, Tommy, Thomas) can 
result in a university or testing agency listing you under more than one name. 

 
Keep a record of your registration number from each test date. Having this number will be most helpful 
if you have to contact the Educational Testing Service or ACT at a later date. 
 
 

Confirming  

 
 

You’ve been accepted! 
 
As soon as colleges send their letters of acceptance to you, be prompt in replying. 
 

http://school.discovery.com/clipart/clip/in-desk.html
http://www.collegeboard.com/
http://www.toefl.org/


When you receive an acceptance from the school you wish to attend, follow their instructions 
regarding: 
 

1. Payment of a deposit fee  
2. Selecting courses for your freshman year 
3. Housing reservations 
4. Medical forms 
5.  Securing a student visa  

 
If the college does not require anything immediately, acknowledge your acceptance with a letter/e-mail 
to the Director of Admissions thanking him or her for the attention given to you and saying that you are 
looking forward to attending the college. 
 
At the same time, you should write/e-mail the other colleges which accepted you. Thank them for their 
consideration and ask them to withdraw your name from the enrollment lists. In withdrawing your 
name promptly, you are giving an acceptance possibility to another applicant who may have been 
placed on the waiting list. 
 
 
It is important to note that colleges do not approve of a student depositing money at more than one 
college. 
 
 

Financial Aid 
 
Most college students today receive some form of financial aid. College costs have increased annually. 
Whether to apply for financial aid or not is a family decision. However, don't allow your financial 
situation itself to be the sole determinant in which colleges you apply to. There are several resources of 
financial aid worth investigating. 
 
There are 4 major sources of financial aid: 
 

1. Federal grants 
2. State grants 
3. College scholarships, grants, loans, work study 
4. Private scholarships and loans 
 

The money for your college education will come from 5 major sources: 
• Parents’ Income 
• Parents’ Assets (savings, investments, special accounts, etc.) 
• Student’s Earnings (summer job, part-time job during school) 
• Student’s Assets (savings, trust accounts, investments, etc.) 
• Financial Aid 

 
Although most financial aid is based on financial need, national figures show that over 55% of college 
students receive some type of financial assistance. Financial aid usually consists of: 
 

• Grants and scholarships which are gift money you don't have to pay back  
• Loans which are borrowed money that you must repay with interest  
• Work study which lets you work on campus and earn money  
 

Financial aid can help you attend school. BE SURE TO APPLY!  DON’T DISQUALIFY YOURSELF 
BECAUSE YOU THINK YOU ARE INELIGIBLE - LET SOMEONE ELSE MAKE THAT DECISION. 
 



Applying for financial aid is YOUR RESPONSIBILITY. Without making the effort, you will not be 
considered for any kind of assistance. You are urged to apply for several types of financial aid. 
However, to be eligible for federal aid, you must have the following:  
 

• financial need 
• U.S. citizenship 
• social security number 
• make satisfactory academic progress in college 
• be  registered with the selective service if required 

 
In order to be considered for state and federal funds, it is necessary to complete the Free Application for 
Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), the State Student Aid forms from your state, and possibly the 
CSS/Financial Aid PROFILE put out by The College Board or other school specific forms. The FAFSA 

and CSS can be obtained from your school counselor in December, but state forms 
must be requested from your college. 
 
Be sure to check with the college financial aid officer who will help you determine 
whether you qualify for any of these funds or other sources of aid. The financial aid 
officer can analyze your specific family financial situation. Once your family 
contribution is determined, no matter what a college costs, your family contribution 
remains constant. The cost of college determines your financial need. 

 
Helpful Hints 

1. Start early and check deadlines. 
2. Be sure to complete all forms accurately. 
3. Send a letter of explanation directly to the college regarding any special or unusual 

circumstances occurring within your family. 
4. Check with the institution of your choice for payment plans to assist you in meeting any 

remaining costs after you have received your financial aid package. You will be required to 
pay a portion of your college costs, and you may wish to pay that in installments during the 
school year. 

 
 

Scholarship Search 
 
What can you do to be a good candidate?  

• Keep up the best grades possible. 
• Make sure the courses you take are appropriate for your college 

choice. 
• Excel in an activity (e.g. music, sports). 
• Take the SAT I and review weaknesses and develop strengths. 

Retake it your senior year to improve your scores. 
• Establish a work or volunteer record (e.g. being a teacher's assistant). 

 
Investigate possible scholarships through  

• Church or mission organization 
• Your parents' employer 
• Your special talent areas 
• Career goals 
• Nationality or ministry group 
• Armed Forces 
• Organizations/clubs of your parents 

 

http://school.discovery.com/clipart/clip/homewrk.html


Researching and pursuing scholarships is your responsibility. Try as many avenues as you are able to. 
You may be pleasantly surprised! 
 
Discuss your family financial resources 
 
Discuss with your parents what resources are available for your education and what they expect your 
contribution to be. Find out if they want you to work to help pay for the costs, if they plan to cover the 
expenses themselves or if you can expect to rely on another source of help. It is wise to know in 
advance how much you will need to come up with. The process must be well understood in advance.  
 
 

Myths About College Choice 
Adapted from an article in the Washington Post 

by Loren Pope 
 
MYTH: What one or more of your friends say about a college is a good indicator. 
 
TRUTH: This is the “everybody likes vanilla” rationale and it's one of the high school senior’s most 

used criteria. The trouble is that it doesn’t always work unless you have the same interests, 
abilities, value system, and personality as your friends. 

 
MYTH:   A college you have heard about is better, or at least safer, than one you haven’t. 
 
TRUTH:  This is one of the worst traps of all. Most people know very little about colleges. The 

average well-educated person can probably name only 100 of the more than 3,300 colleges 
and universities in the U.S. Conscientious parents wanting the best college experience for 

their son or daughter have probably heard of the Ivy League, the Big Ten, and the local 
schools. The student has also heard of the ones his or her friends are attending. 
 
These “known” schools may be unrealistic choices or unfortunate ones. Some of the 
most attractive colleges in the country are small, very exciting places not very well 
known to the general public. The best way to discover the best college for you is to do 
your research, spend some time on campus, and keep an open mind. 

 
MYTH:  SAT I scores are the most important thing:  good ones will get you in a good school and poor 

ones will keep you out. 
 
TRUTH:  SAT I scores are the least important of the three statistical criteria used by admissions 

directors. First are your grades; second, class rank; and third, test scores. The worst risk, 
according to admissions committees, is the student with high SAT scores and low or 
mediocre grades.  

 
 The best indication of how a person will do in college is how he or she did in high school. 

The person with good grades and poor scores will have many choices among really good 
colleges. Of course, the formal admissions practices in many big universities make these 
scores nearly as important as grades. 

 
MYTH:  There is a perfect college for me. 
 
TRUTH:  No doubt, you have been on a college campus at least once in your life with your parents, for 

a conference, or for a special event. The college left a certain impression on you - maybe 
good, maybe bad. Often students have a preconceived notion about the college they want to 
go to because they have visited it, because their parents attended it, or because someone they 
admire attended. These are strong influences that should not be ignored. However, an early 
impression tends to create a halo effect about a certain college. That is, you have the idea that 



this college is the only perfect one for you. This is probably not true. If you look at several 
possible options, you will quickly learn that each has its own advantages. 

 
MYTH:  I need to decide on my career before I can choose a college. 
 
TRUTH: While it is important to have a goal, or at least to be aware of your major interests, you limit 

yourself drastically if you try to choose a specific career too early. The average college 
student changes majors two or three times in the course of four years of college and most 
college graduates change careers three to five times in their lifetime. 

 
MYTH:   I can only afford a low-priced college. 
 
TRUTH: Too often students rule out some colleges because the total cost of tuition, room and board 

appears to be more than they or their parents can afford. This is rarely the case when all 
sources of financial aid are explored. Each college, whether independent or state-supported, 
will attempt to develop a financial aid package which will allow you to choose a college 
without undue concern for the cost. The college develops a package for you which may 
consist of grants, loans, and work study. Ask yourself is this is the right place for me?  Will I 
be happy here?  Will I develop those talents and skills that will help me throughout my life?  
Do not let initial costs alone determine your future. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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

 
Questions?  

 
If you have any questions as you go through your college application process, please feel free 
to stop by the Student and Family Resource Center or email your high school counselor! We 
are happy to help you and answer any questions that you might have!  
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