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El Dorado of college applications, the almost mythical “right fit”of 

admissions officers’ and counselors’ dreams, that provides such 

transformation depends considerably upon students knowing 

themselves and families being candid in their conversations about 

their children’s aspirations and needs in university.

TIPS FOR PARENTS AND STUDENTS 
UNIVERSITY APPLICATIONS 
BY JEFFREY WOOLLEY, MS/HS PRINCIPAL  

Right now our seniors, their families, and 
our HS Counselor are fervently engaged 
in the university application process. 
Therefore, I thought it would be timely to 
offer a few of my own observations on 
universities, given my experience as an 
administrator and university professor.

University study marks a key moment in our 
lives when we have the leisure and ideally 
the freedom from financial exigencies 
that allow us to pursue knowledge, 
discover ourselves, encounter a range 
of perspectives, and generally engage in 

intense intellectual activity---right, and a 
bit of socializing, too (or so I hear). At its 
best, our tertiary education experience 
is transformational and exponentially 
deepens and extends our knowledge in 
our chosen discipline. However, the El 
Dorado of college applications, the almost 
mythical “right fit”of admissions officers’ 
and counselors’ dreams, that provides such 
transformation depends considerably upon 
students knowing themselves and families 
being candid in their conversations about 
their children’s aspirations and needs in 
university. 

decisions should be driven by 
student capacity and passion 
While I expect all our students at BFIS to be 
prepared for study in a competitive university, 
I am also a strong advocate for decisions 
driven by student capacity and passion. If a 
student decides to study at a conservatory to 
pursue piano and this choice is consistent with 
her dreams and abilities, then I am strongly 
supportive of such a move: even if she chooses 
the conservatory over matriculation at a 
prestigious institution of higher learning. 

Moreover, I understand some students need 
a gap year to pursue volunteering, travel, 
linguistic and cultural learning, or something 
entirely different. Here again, I am happy 
so long as this is an appropriate avenue for 
the individual student and that the student 
and family are informed about the process 
and clear on what they want and expect 
afterwards. 

Before you conclude I am entirely maverick 
on this topic, I would emphasize (in my own 
defense, perhaps) that I believe in pragmatism 
informed by information about potential 
outcomes and professional avenues and 
weighing carefully, for example, the choice 
between a conservatory and a university with 
an outstanding Music program or a gap year 
and an innovative university program that 
grants credit for structured travel or cultural or 
professional experiences. 

This is all well and good but what about 
selecting a university? Where should a student 
start? Students need to ask themselves some 
important questions:

1) What is my ideal learning environment? 
(seminar, tutorial, lecture, flipped classroom, 
dialectic, inquiry, experiential, large/medium/



2

These are some detached thoughts I have on universities. If you have any questions, then let me know. I am happy 
to discuss university studies and so is our HS Counselor, Mr. Hollingshead.
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small class, textbook to test, group work, etc.)

2) What sort of location fits my interests? 
(urban, suburban, rural, wilderness, close to my 
family, another region, another country)

3) What size school would be best? (Here 
consider course offerings and other opportunities; 
also keep in mind some very large campuses have 
small, flexible programs such as an honors college 
or interdisciplinary option)

4)  Am I looking for tradition or innovation or 
something else?   

5)  How much autonomy do I want in my 
course selections? (core curriculum vs. student-
designed majors)

6) How important are athletics and 
extracurricular activities?

There are many other questions you can ask, of 
course, but responses to these items will give you 
a general sense for whether you should consider a 
teaching or a research institution.

The most important question I always ask is: 
would you like to study in a teaching or 
research institution? This is the fundamental 
choice every student needs to make and then s/he 
can consider location, programs, and so forth.

TEACHING INSTITUTIONS

A teaching institution focuses 
faculty on student learning and these 
universities tend to be smaller, more 
personal and relationship-driven. 
Think of the small, private liberal 
arts colleges in the US (Williams 
College, for example) and their 
international counterparts where 
professors are passionate about their 
subjects but their first priority is their 
students. The course offerings tend 
to be somewhat limited given the 
size of these schools but the depth 
of inquiry, small classes, student-
driven learning, strong relationships 
and the unique sense of identity 
are compelling to the students who 
study at such institutions. This sort of 
experience is ideal for a student who 
needs to feel deeply connected to 
the learning and social dynamics.

RESEARCH INSTITUTIONS

In contrast to teaching institutions, 
research institutions tend to be 
large public universities with a 
focus on gaining grants and fueling 
cutting-edge research. Professors 
pursue their research interests 
first and foremost and so teaching 
falls to new faculty and graduate 
students. Extensive course catalogs, 
professional programs, state-of-the-
art research and athletic facilities, 
big alumni associations, and large, 
diverse student populations appeal 
to the students who select these 
universities. Research institutions 
are great for students who have a 
very clear professional path or want 
to pursue specific research and who 
find their own way without seeking 
close mentoring from university 
staff. If nothing else, your child 
should understand professors make 
a conscious choice between teaching 
and research universities based on 
their own preferences and career 
aspirations..


