
Finding Fit:  Creating Your College List

The best college lists do one thing:  give you lots of options. “Best” means what is best for you. 
The following advice is meant to help you find several great options and to help you avoid two scenarios:
 1) You apply to your set of schools and only get into one or two.  
 2) You get into a few schools, but can only afford one.  

Please refer to the College Fit page on the Shorewood College & Career site for a more complete version of the 
steps included in this handout. 

Find your Personal Fit:  Figure Out What You Are Looking For
The most important factors are those that are particular to you. That might mean “good business program, afford-
able for my family, located in a city” or “collaborative learning environment, opportunities to play trumpet (but not 
major in music), good core program since I don’t know what I want to do” or “a place other than Seattle, engi-
neering options, fun sports environment” or “open curriculum, diverse student body, study abroad programs.” For 
guided help on personal fit, see the College Fit page on the Shorewood College & Career site. 

All of the schools you apply to should be places that you would like to be and where you would accomplish your 
goals. Choosing a school because someone you know went there isn’t quite enough of a reason unless you have 
similar goals, learning styles, or ambitions. 

Pay Some Attention to Acceptance Rates
• Don’t have lists that include only schools with admission rates below 10%. That gives the schools too much 

power. You want to have choices and make decisions for yourself about your future. 
• Do not regard low acceptance rates as an indicator of quality. 
• Try to not regard denials as personal rejections. Some schools get tens of thousands of qualified applicants. 
• Don’t think that all schools have low acceptance rates. Search:  “XYZ College acceptance rate”. A few:  Gonzaga 

University 64.9%; Linfield College 80%; Purdue University 59.2%; UW 55%; Earlham College 51.8%; UPS 79.2%.  

Know Factors That Affect Acceptance Rates
Different schools weigh parts of the application, or student factors, differently. Give yourself advantages.
• Go to CollegeData.com, plug in a college name then go to the Admissions tab to see how it weighs factors. 
• Geography. Oftentimes schools want geographic diversity. Consider applying far away!
• Demonstrated interest often counts. Be in contact with schools, attend events, and don’t be a stealth applicant. 
 
Find your Numbers Fit
Even though numbers are only part of the entire scenario, they can give you an idea of range. You should be in a 
school’s general GPA/ test score range to put that school on your list. 
• In Naviance use:  College Compare; SuperMatch; College Lookup with graphs/ scattergrams. 
• Search “XYZ College Freshman Class Profile” to see the GPA and test scores of admitted students for a school as 

well as a few other pieces of information about the incoming class. 
• Go to CollegeData.com, search for a school, and go to the Admissions tab.  Scroll down for GPA & test score 

ranges.
• Unweighted GPA: Some states have weighted GPA (AP grades are worth more), so some ranges will be over 4.0. 

The Common App and all schools know that Washington State has an unweighted GPA, so they will make a fair 
comparison. If you fill out the Common or Coalition apps, indicate that your GPA is unweighted.

• About test scores: More and more schools are realizing that test scores are not the best predictors of college 
performance. If your test scores are not an asset, then consider test-optional schools. More than 1000 schools 
are test-optional or test-flexible (details vary). Check Fairtest.org and check individual college websites.  

• Optimal place to be in the range: students in about the top 25% of the range will get the most money at schools 
that offer their own merit scholarships. 

• If your GPA and/ or test scores do not reflect who you are as a student, then do two things: if the school you are 
applying to has an “Is there anything else you want to tell us” question, answer it with an honest explanation of 
what affected those numbers. And, talk with your counselor about your concern. He or she could back you up in 
the counselor recommendation. 
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Find your Financial Fit
Apply to schools you can afford. College is priced like airline tickets, where almost everyone pays a different price. 
The challenge is to get a reasonable estimate of your net price, which may be very different than the sticker price. 
Everyone should look for private scholarships later, but the biggest grants and scholarships are those provided by 
the schools themselves, and legwork before and during the application process may quite literally pay off. 

There are two main types of aid:  need-based aid and merit aid. 

Figure Out Your EFC
• Figure out your EFC, or Estimated Family Contribution using the College Board’s EFC Calculator. Warning: 

most people gasp when they see their EFC. An EFC of $5000 is considered low. An EFC of $30,000 or more is 
considered high. EFC goes down if you have multiple kids in college. 

• If your EFC is low-ish, you want to find schools that meet close to 100% of student need. Look for great need-
based aid, which is often simply called financial aid.

• If your EFC is high-ish but you cannot pay for college outright, then you want schools that offer great merit aid. 
• Most schools use the EFC to calculate need-based aid. 

Use Net Price Calculators
Every school has a Net Price Calculator. Search “XYZ College Net Price Calculator” to locate. The more questions 
a NPC asks, the more accurate the results. 200+ schools use the well-regarded College Board’s Net Price Calcula-
tor. About 40 colleges are a part of MyInTuition which is essentially an aggregated Net Price Calculator. 

Investigate Need-Based Aid
If you have financial need, try to find a school that meets close to 100% of your need. 
• Search “colleges meeting 100% need”. Several lists of schools will come up. Look through those but do not limit 

yourself to only schools on that list. With any criteria, there are schools that are very close to being on the list. 
• Many of the schools on “Meet Full Need” lists are very selective. Being a good student helps.
• On CollegeData.com, search for a school, then go to the Money Matters tab and look at the Profile of Financial 

Aid. You will see both the average % of need and average indebtedness. Beware of schools that have high 
student indebtedness. That isn’t truly meeting need. 

Check Graduation Rates & Indebtedness
The most expensive schools are the ones that take more than four years and/ or create a large debt burden. 
• Use CollegeCompletion to look up grad rate by state or CollegeData.com by college. On CollegeData, use the 

Students tab to see 4- 5- and 6-year rates. Also use CollegeData.com > Money Matters > Profile of Financial 
Aid for the average indebtedness of graduates. 

• Think carefully about taking on loans. The national average is above $30,000. Zero is best; anything around or 
above $30K is high. Federal student loans have several advantages over private student loans.  

Research Merit Aid
• Not all schools offer. Generally, the most selective schools (Ivies and the most elite private schools) don’t offer 

merit aid because plenty of families are willing (and apparently able!) to pay full price. 
• Use schools’ own websites to determine whether they offer merit aid, and if they do, what the thresholds are. 

Some have award levels by GPA and test scores. If you are close to a level but not quite there, consider taking a 
test one more time to try to bump up to a particular level. A point on the ACT could be worth $5000. 

• Use CollegeData.com, go to the Money Matters tab and look for Profile of Financial Aid. Near the bottom of 
that section is information about merit-based gifts. 

Consider Western Undergraduate Exchange (WUE)
Many public schools in the Western US have a mutual agreement. Usually, out-of-state students pay 300% 
of in-state tuition. However, WUE students pay 150%. Requirements and school participation vary; academic 
achievement and the timing of your application usually make a difference, and not all majors are included. Search, 
ask for details, apply early; participating schools give out a limited number of WUE awards. 

Consider ROTC Programs
ROTC programs offer excellent scholarships. You can go to college, get a great scholarship, and join the military 
as an officer. Search by desired branch of the military and ROTC. Requirements & processes vary. 
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