
Lessons Learned by Parents about Campus Visits 

Right about now, as the parents of sopho-
mores and juniors are scheduling flights, 
renting cars, making hotel reservations 
and booking spring break campus tours, 
this whole “college thing” becomes eerily 
real.  
 
We recently spoke with two experienced 
parents who have done that recently, and 
have come out the other side smiling. 
Here’s their advice. 
 
“I would say that the best thing we did re-
garding campus visits was to start early. 
We looked closely at upcoming days off, 
vacation days, even teacher workdays.  If 
you wait until summer, you may not get a 
“real” feel of the campus dynamics.  We 
made a point of visiting most schools at 
two different times to get an idea of school 
spirit, study habits and student engage-
ment.  Weekend sessions are very differ-
ent. I also learned that colleges offer spe-
cialized sessions (engineering, business, 
honors college, etc.) only on certain days 
of the week.” 
 
One parent was aware that she was em-
barrassing her son on a few campus tours 
when she asked one too many questions. 
“For me, I need to know everything about 
the school, the retention rates, the school 
spirit, the laundry facilities, etc.  I always 
asked the tour guides about other schools 
they applied to and why they chose this 
school over the rest.  Some questions 
seemed appropriate in the large group 
setting and I left others until we were on 
the student-led tour. I also asked about 
traditions on campus, study abroad op-
tions and the quality of the career services 
center.”   Our advice - parents should ask 
questions when they must, but leave the 
bulk of the questions to their child. 
 
This mom’s best piece of advice is to ask 
your child to write down his thoughts and 
pros and cons about the college immedi-

ately after settling back in the car, because 
pretty soon one school can end up looking 
just like the rest. “I tried not to give my opin-
ion before he did.  I didn’t want to color his 
observations.  I would ask the question and 
then wait until he was all finished to give my 
opinions.” 
 
 
The mother of the second family, whose son 
ultimately applied early decision, started 
preparing in sophomore year because she 
felt it was important for her son to have a 
good working knowledge of each school 
prior to a visit. She made sure to ask the 
same questions on each visit. Her son al-
ways tried to make arrangements ahead of 
time to meet with an admissions counselor 
after the tour. This helped answer questions 
a student guide was unsure of, and gave 
the family a valuable point of contact.  
 
You may also find that one visit simply isn’t 
enough. Families can later take advantage 
of Open Houses or Discovery Days offered 
by the schools, because they may provide 
even more information.  
 
For one mother, the biggest take-away 
about campus visits was how a school or-
ganizes the visit, i.e., the time they may take 
to match your child with a tour guide who is 
currently majoring in your child’s area of 
interest, their willingness to coordinate what 
you may ask for beyond what is standard, 
etc. These special touches give you even 
greater insight into how student-focused 
each college really is. 
 
Both families found the process eye-
opening. They both advised families to  en-
joy the process because it can get over-
whelming at times. Their parting thoughts 
were to “make sure to stay up on deadlines 
for testing, applications, essays, scholar-
ships, etc., but then get the tissues ready, 
because the tears will come when you real-
ize that your baby has grown up and is 
ready to fly on his own.”   
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Dual Degrees: 3-2 Engineering Programs 
 Colleges Offering 3-2 

Engineering Programs 

• Bowdoin College/ Columbia, 
Caltech, Dartmouth, U ME 

• Brandeis/ Columbia  

• Carleton/ Columbia  

• Clark/ Wash U, Columbia, 
WPI 

• Colby/ Dartmouth 

• Colorado College/ Colum-
bia, RPI, USC 

• Davidson/ Columbia and 
Wash U 

• DePaul/ IL Institute of Tech-
nology 

• Franklin & Marshall/ Case 
Western, Columbia, Wash 
U, RPI, Penn State 

• Goucher/ Johns Hopkins 

• Ithaca College/ Cornell 

• Lawrence/ Columbia, Wash 
U, RPI 

• Mount Holyoke/ Caltech, U 
Mass 

• Oberlin/ Caltech, Wash U, 
Case Western 

• Occidental/ Caltech, Colum-
bia 

• Pepperdine/ USC and Wash 
U 

• Puget Sound/ Wash U, 
Duke, Columbia, USC 

• Reed/ Columbia, RPI, Cal-
tech 

• St Mary’s (CA)/ Wash U, 
USC 

• Scripps/ Columbia, RPI, 
Harvey Mudd 

• U of Richmond/ Columbia, 
George Washington, VA 
Tech 

• Vassar/ Dartmouth 

• Wesleyan (CT)/ Caltech and 
Columbia 

• Willamette/ Columbia 

• Williams/ Dartmouth 
 
Many others exist—check with 
colleges that interest you.   
 
 

college can give students an edge. They 

have a more well-rounded education than 

students who have spent four years in an 

engineering school. Students who also 

have a liberal arts degree bring creativity, 

critical thinking and communication skills 

that supplement the technical skills they 

gain in an engineering program, which can 

make them even more desirable to poten-

tial employers. 

 

For students who are shy or who thrive in 

a smaller community, attending a smaller 

college for the first three years can be a 

great way to establish lasting friendships 

and build social as well as academic confi-

dence.  

 

While there are many advantages to 3-2 

programs, the one disadvantage is that 

students have to transfer after three years. 

They won’t be graduating with their 

friends, and if they are happy at their col-

lege, it can be tough to move to a new 

school, possibly in another part of the 

country, and start over. For students who 

don’t deal well with change, and would 

rather know that once they start college, 

they’ll stay there until graduation, a 3-2 

program is not the best choice. 

 

For someone who definitely wants engi-

neering, has a strong high school record 

in math and science, and is more excited 

about getting a job than spending a lot of 

time in college, going straight to engineer-

ing school is probably the better option. 

For the student who wants a broader edu-

cation, needs more time to build a founda-

tion of math and science, or really wants a 

small liberal arts college experience, the  

3-2 program could be ideal. 

 

Some students love learning how things 

work and think they might like an engi-

neering career, but they also enjoy study-

ing pure science and maybe even dis-

cussing philosophy or literature. A com-

bined 3-2 program offers students the best 

of both worlds. In a dual degree program, 

students begin their studies at a college 

that does not offer engineering. After three 

years, they transfer to an engineering 

school, where they complete two addition-

al years of coursework required for their 

Bachelor of Science in Engineering. They 

are also granted a Bachelor of Arts degree 

from their first college.  

 

 A number of excellent engineering 

schools participate in 3-2 programs, in-

cluding Columbia University, CalTech, 

Washington University, Duke, Penn State 

University and Dartmouth. The list of col-

leges affiliated with these programs is 

long, and includes small schools such as  

Drew, Clark and Wesleyan, as well as big-

ger schools such as Fordham, Hofstra and 

Georgetown.  

 

The combined program offers flexibility, 

which is especially helpful for students 

who are not certain about their academic 

interests and career goals. Students who 

are interested in science and engineering 

can start as a science major and have 

until junior year to decide whether they 

want to transfer and add the engineering 

degree or finish the science degree at 

their current college in their senior year.  

 

While students don’t take engineering 

courses in the first three years, they do 

take math and science classes, including 

calculus, chemistry and physics, which  

prepare them for the engineering curricu-

lum. With a 3.0 average and recommen-

dations from math and science professors, 

students should have no trouble being 

admitted to one of the affiliated engineer-

ing schools. 

 

When it comes to preparing for the job 

market, having three years at a liberal arts 



Synergy Academics 

  

Financial Matters:  The Most Generous Colleges 

Now that the heavy-lifting is done on 
college applications and the students 
have had a bit of a break from sharing 
their innermost thoughts in college es-
says, it’s time to gear up and start 
searching for ways to pay for their 
dreams.  
 
One of the biggest college admissions 
misconceptions that parents enjoy dis-
covering is that families shouldn’t as-
sume that they earn too much and that 
no money is available. To the contrary, 
depending on the college or university, 
it might end up being less expensive 
for your child to attend a private school 
with a price tag of over $50,000 than it 

is to attend your in-state public institu-
tion. Students who are thoughtful and 
wisely apply to colleges that really fit 
their profile, and where they fit the col-
leges’ interests, also, may be pleasant-
ly surprised by financial support offers 
heading their way through ‘Merit-
based’ aid. 
  
There are many reasons a particular 
college may want to motivate you to 
accept their acceptance, including your 
strong academic profile or your particu-
lar skills/abilities in athletics, music, 
leadership, volunteer work.  Let’s start 
with the basics here.  There are two 
entirely different pots of gold on college 
campuses: 
 
1. Need-based money and 2. Merit-
based money. For need-based money, 
families MUST complete the FAFSA – 
the Free Application for Federal Stu-
dent Aid and for many colleges and 
universities another form called the 
CSS PROFILE.   You can access the 
PROFILE  through the College Board 

website at  (www.collegeboard.org).  
 
Aid for middle class families.  
Many colleges offer excellent financial 
aid, but some of the nation’s top uni-
versities actually have specific policies 
that guarantee middle-class families 
free tuition or even full-ride scholar-
ships based on their income. The fol-
lowing universities are considered 
among the most generous: 
 
Brown    Columbia   Cornell 
Dartmouth   Duke   Harvard 
MIT   Princeton   Stanford   Yale 
 
Students who have what it takes to be 
accepted academically to Harvard, and 
a variety of other well-endowed univer-
sities, will not be denied their oppor-
tunity to attend because of an inability 
to pay. Harvard’s website is also quick 
to point out that families earning more 
than $150,000 may still qualify for fi-
nancial aid.  Happily, the majority of 
less-selective colleges also offer signif-
icant merit aid. 

Summer provides the best opportunity 
for future college applicants to separate 
themselves from the pack. As the num-
ber of students applying to colleges 
continues its upward trajectory, so too 
does the need for students to make an 
effort to distinguish themselves.  
 
So how do you get noticed? Doing 
something meaningful over the sum-
mer is one of the most effective ways 
to stand out. You don't need to travel 
the world or cure cancer, but it is im-
portant to make sure that whatever ex-
perience you choose is substantive. 
This is a great time for some self-
reflection and to identify potential aca-
demic and professional aspirations.  
 
Summer is more than a break from 
homework, tests and the drama of high 
school relationships; it is an opportunity 
for students to delve a little deeper into 
their academic or extracurricular inter-
ests.  
 
Some suggestions: 
 
Get a taste of college - Close to 
home: Private schools and community 

colleges  offer a variety of remedial 
and advanced classes during the sum-
mer. Students can take a prerequisite 
for a higher-level course or find a class 
not offered at their high school.  
 
Pros: A class over the summer can 
fulfill prerequisite requirements or ena-
ble the student to get ahead in the 
coursework for fall.  
 
Cons:   Pretty simple – students aren’t 
crazy about going to school over the 
summer while so many friends are 
hanging out and going to the beach; it 
can be challenging to be truly focused.  
 
Resources: Online classes for credit: 
Check out The Virtual High School, 
(www.my.vhslearning.org) a non-profit 
organization dedicated to online edu-
cation, which offers 24 AP courses  as 
well as dozens of other classes. Many 
states also offer online high school 
classes. Be sure to check with your 
school counselor to make certain your 
high school accepts credit for these 
classes before you sign up and confirm 
how it will appear on your final high 
school transcript.  

Get a taste of college - Far away: 
There are two options if you’d like to 
spend some time checking out a col-
lege by test-driving their academics, 
staying in the dormitories, eating in the 
cafeteria and hanging out on campus: 
Pre-college academic programs – stu-
dents can study and earn college cred-
its on hundreds of campuses nation-
wide.  
Pre-college enrichment courses – 
these are special interest courses last-
ing typically 1-3 weeks.   
 
Pros:  Experiencing a real college 
campus during a 1-6 week summer 
program is a great way to have a better 
appreciation of whether the college 
represents a good fit.  What is it really 
like to be 3,000 miles from home? Is 
the quaint college town manageable 
for the summer but definitely deadly for 
a year-round experience? Many of 
these programs offer hands-on experi-
ences working in laboratories and 
guest lectures from experts.  
 
Cons: Credit programs are longer and 
can be very expensive.  
 

Maximizing Your Summer Break 

http://www.collegeboard.org
http://www.my.vhslearning.org


Uh-oh. Your eagerly-awaited decision let-

ter from Dream University finally arrives 

and you learn that you’ve been offered not 

the hoped-for place in the class, but a 

spot on their waitlist.  What should you do 

now? 

Your first step is to carefully consider the 

rest of your college acceptances and de-

termine which of these provides the best 

fit for you.  If necessary, revisit several of 

your top choices, spending as much time 

on campus as possible, sitting in on clas-

ses and talking to current students.  Ac-

cept your favorite offer by returning your 

intent to enroll form along with any need-

ed deposit before the May 1st reply date.  

Be sure to submit the form and deposit for 

housing as well.  For many schools, the 

date your deposit is received determines 

your housing choice.  You’ll also want to 

send a nice note to each of the other col-

leges that offered you a place, thanking 

them for their interest and explaining that 

you’ve made other plans.  Letting your 

other colleges know as soon as possible 

that you won’t enroll allows them to offer 

your spot to another student. 

Now for your waitlist offer.  If you are still 

truly interested in attending this college, 

respond promptly to their offer accepting a 

place on the waitlist.  Follow this up with a 

personal call to your admissions contact, 

expressing your disappointment as well 

as your hope of admittance.  Ask if the 

waitlist is ranked in any way and how 

many students are on it.  Inquire about the 

number of students they expect to take 

from the waitlist or have taken in prior 

years.  Be sure to find out if there is a cut-

off date for the waitlist. This is also a good 

time to update the admissions officer 

about new achievements, rising grades, 

honors or awards. Remind your admis-

sions officer of why the school is a good fit 

for you and of the many assets you’ll bring 

to campus. You might even wish to send 

an additional letter of recommendation 

from one of your senior year teachers. If 

Waitlist U is your first choice and you will 

enroll if admitted, tell them so. 

Nationally, only about 20% of waitlisted 

students are admitted each year.  If you 

really want to be among those who are, 

you need to be proactive in contacting the 

admissions office and letting them know 

of your continuing interest in attending.  

Wallowing on the Waitlist 


