
How to Build a College List: Pandemic Edition

Create a college-only (or at least -appropriate) email address—something you wouldn’t be embarrassed
to use to communicate with adults you don’t know. Use it as the primary contact for all your college
communications. This can also help you organize information, keep track of appointments for your
calendar, and get used to checking your email on a regular basis.

Sign up for online information sessions. This is a great way to start to get to know a school. It will also
get your name on the radar for schools that consider demonstrated interest as a factor in their decisions.

Collect a stash of open-ended, thought-provoking questions. For example, What makes for a successful
student experience here?, How did you find your people at college? or What’s your favorite piece of
advice for incoming freshmen? Think beyond what could be answered with a quick search on the school’s
website.

Check the school’s published population statistics. You don’t have to set foot on campus to get a feel for
where students come from, how they identify by gender or religion, how much financial aid is given,
what the most popular majors are, or how many kids are happy enough to return after their first year.

Use outside sources to help provide context. Google Maps helps situate the campus geographically.
Student-created videos on YouTube or CampusReel.org offer an authentic glimpse into student life. We
also like the Fiske Guide to Colleges for its balanced and candid reviews, “overlaps” section, and
thoughtful evaluations that sidestep the rankings game.

Connect with a current student—either through college-sponsored student ambassador programs or
your own network of friends, including HBW alumni. Someone familiar with this area will likely be able to
offer perspective that aligns with your own.

Search a school’s website for specialized workshops, department tours, student talks, and Q&A
sessions. Each school’s online offerings will be different, so dig around and don’t be afraid to ask
questions of admissions officers and department heads.

Attend a class virtually. Most colleges will let prospective students observe a class in their area of
interest. And if you love a professor, follow up with them after class. Browse course catalogs to learn
more about what classes and majors are available to students.

Read the school newspaper. Many of these are independently run by students and can shine a light on
the issues that matter most to the community as well as how schools respond.

Lurk on social media—not just the official school account. Social media feeds give insight into the daily
workings of interest groups, departments, and professors. This is where you can see how schools are
managing Covid concerns, social justice issues, and current events. Many schools also publish blogs and
host Instagram Live stories to address the pressing questions of prospective applicants.
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