DECIDIFI’'S GUIDE TO
CHOOSING THE RIGHT COLLEGE

Best Practices for a Successful College Search

Obijectives
This guide is designed to help students and families:
e Start the college selection process early for a well-
rounded decision.
e Use Decidifi’s Quick-View and In-Depth decision
scorecards to evaluate and rank schools.
e Follow a structured timeline for school visits,
applications, and managing key deadlines.
e Set realistic expectations for the admissions process
and prepare for its challenges.
o Weigh the benefits of starting at a community college
versus enrolling directly at a four-year university.

Introduction

Choosing the right college is one of the most significant decisions in a student’s academic journey. Before diving into the
process of selecting specific colleges or universities, it's important to first confirm that college is the right path for you.
Decidifi’s “Whether to Go to College” scorecard can help you assess whether higher education aligns with your career
goals, financial situation, and personal growth aspirations. Once that decision is made, this guide will take you through
best practices for using Decidifi’s decision-making tools to help you and your family choose the right college—whether
that’s starting directly at a four-year university or beginning at a community college with plans to transfer. By starting
early, leveraging scorecards, staying organized, and managing expectations, you can navigate the college search process
effectively and confidently.

Section 1: Start the College Search Early
Why Start Early?

Starting the college search during your child’s sophomore year provides ample time for research, campus visits, and
understanding what matters most in a college. Early planning helps prevent last-minute stress and ensures your child can
find a school that fits their academic and personal preferences.

Create a Target School List

Begin by creating a long list of potential schools based on your child’s academic interests, career goals, and preferences.
Include a range of options—small liberal arts colleges, mid-sized universities, and larger research institutions. Resources
like College Navigator and BigFuture can help you compare schools by size, location, programs, and admissions
requirements.

For students considering starting at a community college, Decidifi’s “Whether to Attend Community College Before
Transferring” scorecard can help you weigh the advantages of cost savings, smaller class sizes, and flexibility against the
traditional four-year university route. This tool will help you assess factors like transfer agreements, financial impact, and
campus experience as you plan for the next step in your academic journey.



Section 2: Use Decidifi’s Tools to Streamline Decision-Making

Quick-View Decision Scorecard (Sophomore Year)

The Quick-View Scorecard is a great way to quickly evaluate key factors when narrowing down your list of potential
schools. Use it to assess criteria like academic programs, campus culture, and financial aid opportunities. This scorecard
will help you develop a "short list" of schools that align with your child’s needs and preferences.

In-Depth Decision Scorecard (Junior Year)

Once you have a short list, the In-Depth Scorecard allows for a deeper analysis of each school, considering additional
factors like career services, class sizes, campus safety, and extracurricular opportunities. This tool provides a
comprehensive view of the schools on your list, helping you make a more informed final decision.

Section 3: Plan Your Application Timeline

Finalizing Your Top Choices

By the end of junior year, you should have a well-defined list of
your top college choices. This is an important milestone in the
college search process, as it allows you to focus your attention
on the schools that best match your academic, personal, and
financial priorities. At this stage, staying organized and
proactive is key to ensuring a smooth application process.

First, review each school’s specific application requirements
and deadlines. Some colleges offer Early Decision or Early
Action options, which may provide an advantage for admission
but come with earlier deadlines, typically in November.

For Regular Decision, deadlines usually fall between December and January, but it’s important to double-check each
school’s timeline, as they can vary. To avoid last-minute stress, create a master checklist for all required materials and
their corresponding deadlines. These materials will likely include:

e Transcripts: Request official high school transcripts early to allow time for processing. Be sure to track any mid-
year or final transcript submissions, as some schools require them even after your application has been
submitted.

e Test Scores: Make sure to send SAT, ACT, or other standardized test scores to the schools on your list. Some
colleges are test-optional, so decide whether you want to submit your scores based on your performance and
the school’s policy.

o Recommendation Letters: Reach out to teachers, counselors, or other mentors who can write strong letters of
recommendation. Be sure to give them plenty of notice—ideally a few months before the application deadline—
and provide them with any information they need, such as your resume or a list of your accomplishments and
goals.

e Essays and Personal Statements: Many colleges require personal statements or essays. Start brainstorming and
drafting these over the summer before senior year to give yourself ample time to revise. Tailor each essay to the
specific school, highlighting why it’s a good fit for you academically and personally.

e Financial Aid Applications: In addition to applications for admission, most schools require separate financial aid
forms such as the FAFSA (which opens on October 1st) or the CSS Profile for institutional aid. It’s essential to
track these deadlines, as missing them could reduce your eligibility for scholarships or need-based aid.

Once all materials are gathered, proofread everything carefully, and consider having a parent, teacher, or counselor
review your application for completeness and accuracy. Submitting applications well before deadlines not only reduces
stress but also allows time for any unexpected delays or technical issues. By finalizing your top choices and staying on
top of deadlines, you'll be well-positioned to submit strong, timely applications and maximize your chances of
acceptance.



Section 4: Prepare for the Admissions Process

Set Realistic Expectations

The college admissions process is highly competitive, and it’s essential to set realistic expectations early on. Even highly
qualified students may face rejection or waitlisting from top-choice schools, which can be disheartening. Encourage your
child to apply to a mix of reach, target, and safety schools to maximize their options and remain open-minded about
schools that may not have been their first choice but still offer excellent opportunities.

For those exploring the community college route, setting expectations about the transfer process is just as important.
Some challenges may include adjusting socially when transferring to a four-year university, but the benefits of
affordability and academic exploration may outweigh these concerns for many students.

Regardless of the path taken, remind your child that success doesn’t hinge solely on attending a specific college. There
are multiple ways to achieve academic and career goals, and remaining flexible will help reduce stress throughout the
process.

Key Takeaways
Here are the key takeaways to guide your family through the college decision process and set your student up for
success:
e Start Early: Begin school visits and assessments during your child’s sophomore year, or use Decidifi’s tools to
determine if college is the right path.
o Use Tools: Utilize Decidifi’s Quick-View and In-Depth Scorecards to guide decision-making, including whether to
attend a four-year university or start at a community college.
e Stay Organized: Keep track of important deadlines and materials.
e Manage Expectations: Prepare for both positive and negative outcomes in the admissions process, and consider
alternative paths like community college if necessary.

Summary

Choosing the right college requires careful
planning, but it doesn’t have to be
overwhelming. By starting early, using
Decidifi’s decision-making tools, and
staying organized, families can make
confident, well-informed decisions.
Whether you’re evaluating four-year
universities or considering a community ; i
college pathway before transferring, Decidifi prowdes the clarity and structure needed to navigate these |mportant
choices and set your student up for success.

Addendum
Decidifi offers Quick-View and In-Depth scorecards to help with a range of important college-related decisions, including:
e Whether to go to college e  Which fraternity or sorority to join
e  Which college to attend e Which college internship to pursue
e Whether to attend community college for 2 years e Whether to take a gap year for work or travel
before transferring to a 4-year institution e Whether to return to college after an extended
e Which college major to choose break
e Which college minor to choose e Which graduate school to attend

e Whether to join a fraternity or sorority



