
What to Look for When Considering a College 

This time of year, is the perfect opportunity 
for 11th graders and their parents to be 
thinking about college.  But what factors 
should you utilize when considering a col-
lege?   
 
Rankings by publications such as U.S. 
News & World Report, Petersons, Kip-
linger, Forbes, and others in the business 
of ranking colleges all provide value.  
These lists are based on many factors 
such as acceptance rates, resources of-
fered, graduation rates, student/professor 
ratios, and other notable features.  That 
said, no national ranking can tell you 
which college or university is best for you.  
Your interests, personality, talents, and 
career goals should be a major factor in 
any decision. 
 
There are many factors to examine when 
considering a college.  A few of these are 
outlined below: 
 
Strength in your area of interest – some 
students know which major they are inter-
ested in pursuing.  Others may only know 
which subjects they like the most.  You 
should determine how strong the college is 
in those subjects of interest to you.  There 
is a real difference between colleges in the 
number and backgrounds of professors, 
the number and quality of course offerings, 
research opportunities, and internship pos-
sibilities, etc.  Know how strong the col-
lege is in your areas of interest. 
 
Teaching style – each college has its own 
teaching style.  For each college you are 
considering, know the style that they 
stress.  Some colleges place an emphasis 
on writing, some on participative learning, 
and others on collaborative learning.  
Some colleges are lecture oriented, and 
others are more small-class oriented.  In 
which teaching style will you thrive? 
 
 

Academic intensity – it is one thing to get 
into a college. It is another to do well while 
attending the college.  How many hours/
week of academics are expected of stu-
dents at the colleges you are considering?  
You will be amazed at the different expecta-
tions among colleges. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Student-body Personality – what does the 
college look for in a student?  Does the col-
lege stress independent thinking, or do they 
stress collaborative learning?  Do they look 
for students who are committed to commu-
nity learning, well-rounded students or tal-
ented in specific areas?  Learn what each 
college looks for and how well this matches 
your personality. 
 
Social Activity Drivers – what drives the 
social activity at the college?  At some col-
leges fraternities/sororities are the drivers; 
at others intramural sports play a big role.  
At others, activity is centered around the big 
football or basketball game and at others, 
clubs or dorm life play a big role.  In which 
environment do you feel most comfortable? 
 
These are just a few of the factors to con-
sider.  There are many others.  Just make 
sure you know the college and how well the 
college fits you.  After all, you are about to 
spend four years of your life there. 
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Majoring in Neuroscience 
 Subspecialties of 

 Neuroscience  

 

Neuroscientists may choose to 

specialize in a variety of areas  

•     Neurobiology—studies the 

biology of the nervous system 

•    Neuroanatomy—studies the 

structure (anatomy) of the nerv-

ous system 

•   Neurochemistry– studies 

the chemistry of the nervous 

system, such as how neuro-

transmitters work 

•    Neuropharmacology—

studies the action of drugs on 

the nervous system and on be-

havior 

•    Neuropathology—

investigates the diseases of the 

nervous system, such as Alzhei-

mer’s, stroke, and multiple scle-

rosis 

•    Neuropsychology—studies 

the relationship between the 

brain and behavior, especially 

as related to thought 

•    Neurophysiology– studies 

the electrical responses of the 

nervous system 

science program and to see if the courses 

offered in their majors correspond with 

your interests.   

As a neuroscience major, you’ll develop 

skills that are applicable to many career 

areas.  Some of these skills include: 

• Laboratory and research skills—

designing experiments and recording 

and reporting results, operating scien-

tific equipment, applying scientific the-

ory to real-world problems 

• Critical thinking and analytical skills—

creating new ways of looking at prob-

lems and finding solutions, analyzing 

data and drawing conclusions 

• Communication skills—interacting effec-

tively with other members of your 

team, utilizing different forms of media 

to present findings 

• Organizational skills—working both inde-

pendently and as a member of a team 

towards a goal, identifying and apply-

ing resources toward solving a prob-

lem 

While research careers in the neurosci-

ences generally require graduate degrees, 

some undergraduate majors go into teach-

ing, journalism, nursing, psychology, radi-

ology, or medical technology.  They may 

also pursue a variety of alternate career 

paths in areas such as biotechnology, 

public health, social science research, and 

consulting.  Others pursue a medical de-

gree to become practicing neurosurgeons 

or psychiatrists.  Still others will focus their 

graduate studies and life work on one of 

the subspecialties described in the sidebar 

to the left.   

To learn more about this rapidly expand-

ing field, explore the website of the Socie-

ty for Neuroscience at www.sfn.org. 

  

Neuroscience is the study of the brain and 

nervous system, with an emphasis on how 

the nervous system affects human behav-

ior.  Neuroscientists are interested in un-

derstanding how the human nervous sys-

tem develops and functions throughout 

life, and seek to find ways to prevent or 

cure neurological disorders.  Therefore, 

neuroscience draws from many different 

areas of study, including biology and the 

life sciences, chemistry, psychology, phys-

ics and biomedical engineering.  Although 

it has connections to the social sciences 

and humanities, neuroscience is firmly 

based in the laboratory.  It is there that 

neuroscientists study the relationship of 

the brain to behavior, the biological basis 

of thought, and how memories are stored 

or lost.  It is topics like Why does addiction 

occur?, How can we help nerves to regen-

erate?, What causes depression?, and 

How can we treat pain?, that consume the 

interest of neuroscientists.  

Although many universities have neurosci-

ence departments, even at the undergrad-

uate level, many neuroscientists have got-

ten their initial training in areas such as 

biology, pharmacology, physiology, or 

psychology.  Typical introductory courses 

in this major include general and organic 

chemistry, math (including calculus and 

statistics), physics, psychology, and gen-

eral biology.  More advanced courses may 

include neurobiology; cognitive, develop-

mental and systems neuroscience; behav-

ioral and evolutionary neuroscience and  

neuropharmacology.  Although undergrad-

uate programs may allow for a concentra-

tion in one area of neuroscience or neuro-

biology, it is at the graduate level that 

most of the specialization occurs.  Thus, 

most neuroscience majors go on to pur-

sue an M.D. or Ph.D. degree, or both.  In 

choosing an undergraduate program, look 

carefully at the course offerings to deter-

mine the emphasis of that school’s neuro-

http://www.sfn.org/search?q=careers%20in%20neuroscience
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Financial Matters:  Trends in Student Loans 

You’ve probably seen the headlines 

suggesting that debt for college stu-

dents is out of control and getting 

worse.  But, is it really?    

New data from the research arm of the 

College Board provide some answers. 

Since 1983, the College Board has an-

alyzed data gathered from both the 

U.S. Department of Education and col-

leges to track how various forms of fi-

nancial aid have changed over time.  

The research is published in an annual 

report, Trends in Student Aid, last re-

leased in October 2017. 

Some key findings:  

Total education borrowing has de-

clined for six consecutive years. In 

the 2016-17 school year, students and 

parents borrowed $106.5 billion, down 

from $125.6 billion in 2010-11.   These  

numbers include borrowing by under-

graduate students, graduate students, 

and parents. 

Fifty-seven percent of student bor-

rowers with outstanding federal edu-

cation loans owe less than $20,000.   

Although you may have seen reports 

about individuals struggling to pay off 

$150,000 in student loans, that’s actu-

ally quite rare.  In fact, the College 

Board found that only 12% of student 

borrowers had more than $60,000 in 

student loan debt.   These numbers 

include both undergraduate and gradu-

ate borrowing.  

Sixty percent of bachelor’s degree 

recipients in 2015-16 borrowed to 

pay for their educations.   The per-

centage is slightly higher than in 2000-

01, when 56% of students borrowed for 

their undergraduate education, but it is 

unchanged from five years ago (2010-

11).  The percentage of students bor-

rowing at private non-profit institutions 

(62%) was only slightly higher than the 

percentage at public institutions (59%). 

Of bachelor’s degree recipients who 

took student loans, the average 

amount of student debt upon gradu-

ation was $28,400 last year.   That’s 

a 7% increase over 2010-11, when the  

average debt was $26,400.    Among 

students at public universities who bor-

rowed, average debt at graduation was 

$27,000 last year.   Students who bor-

rowed to attend private nonprofit col-

leges graduated with an average debt 

of $32,000.  Although a specific 

amount wasn’t provided, the report 

made it clear that the average amount 

of debt for students attending private 

for-profit colleges is significantly higher 

than those attending either public or 

private nonprofit schools. 

So, the real story about student loans 

is that it is a bit of a mixed bag.  Alt-

hough the total amount being borrowed 

by students at all levels has declined, 

the majority of undergraduate students 

continue to borrow to help pay their 

college expenses, and the average 

debt continues to slowly rise.    

Of course, averages are just that: aver-

ages.  They can’t predict what any indi-

vidual student might end up borrowing 

to pay for college.  If you’re concerned 

about student loans, there are several 

steps your family can take during the 

college planning stage to improve the 

odds of keeping education debt under 

control.    

The most important strategy is to do 

your homework.  Educate yourself 

about the various loans and repayment 

options available to both students and 

parents.  All colleges’ websites now 

offer net price calculators that can help 

you get an early read on how much 

student and parent borrowing might be 

necessary to attend different colleges.  

Discuss the results as a family, and 

consider adjusting the final college list 

with an eye towards options that are 

likely to be the best financial fit for your 

family.  

Playbill Magazine, that familiar publica-

tion you are handed when attending a 

theatre performance, has created a 

college search tool for students seek-

ing a performing arts program. The 

website  PlaybillEDU.com is a compre-

hensive, searchable database of more 

than two thousand undergraduate thea-

tre, dance and music programs at more 

than a thousand colleges and universi-

ties across the U.S. and Canada.  As 

such, it’s a good college search starting 

point for aspiring performers. 

An easy-to-use search engine allows 

users to search for colleges by attrib-

utes such as college size, location, 

academic department, types of de-

grees offered, test scores, gender ra-

tio, acceptance rate and average net 

cost.  Users can save searches and 

drill deeply into the programs offered at 

each of the resulting colleges. De-

signed to help college-bound and po-

tential transfer students find and com-

pare programs that suit their individual 

career plans, PlaybillEDU.com allows 

people interested in the performing arts 

to learn about a greater variety of edu-

cational opportunities than can be 

found through traditional college 

search websites. It also allows interac-

tion between students, parents, and 

advisors. 

As of Jan. 15, 2018, the content on 

PlaybillEDU.com will move to a sister 

site, Playbillder.com. 

Searching for Performing Arts Colleges? 

playbilledu.com
http://www.playbillder.com


Your applications are in and you are en-

joying that wonderful feeling of relief that 

comes with the last submission, but don’t 

put away those user names and pass-

words just yet. Many colleges allow stu-

dents to check the status of an application 

by logging into their account. You should 

also check your e-mail regularly so that 

you don’t miss any important communica-

tions.  Do not panic if you are notified that 

your application is incomplete, as the 

missing document is probably in the mail-

room. Admission offices are deluged with 

applications in the last couple of weeks 

before a deadline, and it can take several 

weeks for the staff to get everything filed, 

even material that is electronically submit-

ted. But it is also a good idea to keep cop-

ies of your applications, just in case a 

document does get lost. 

 

Usually, you need to wait until you are 

accepted before applying for housing. But 

there are some schools that do allow stu-

dents to submit a preliminary housing ap-

plication as soon as they apply. This can 

be especially important at colleges that do 

not guarantee housing for freshmen.  

 

If you have previously registered with a 

scholarship search engine such as 

www.fastweb.com to find scholarships not 

offered directly by colleges, make sure 

you have reviewed all the possibilities. 

Deadlines for a number of national schol-

arships may have passed, but others  

have later deadlines. Check with your 

high school’s college counseling office to 

find out about scholarships offered by lo-

cal civic groups and businesses. The dol-

lar values of these scholarships may be 

smaller, but there are fewer students com-

peting for them. Before you rule out a 

$500 or $1,000 scholarship as not worth 

the effort, look at the application require-

ments. If you can complete the application 

in two or three hours, you are earning 

hundreds of dollars an hour. Put together 

several small scholarships and you have 

a nice contribution toward your college 

costs. 

 

It could be two months before you find out 

where you have been admitted. The time 

will go faster and be much more pleasant 

for you and everyone around you if you 

don’t obsess about admission decisions. 

Spending five hours a day worrying about 

where you will get in won’t change the 

outcome. Find other things to occupy your 

time. Spending more time on community 

service is a productive way to channel 

your energy, and helping others can make 

you feel good about yourself. 

Be sure to keep up with schoolwork. Even 

if you have been accepted early at your 

favorite school, an offer of admission is 

always contingent upon successful com-

pletion of senior year. If your grades trend 

significantly lower or you have lightened 

your course load, you could be jeopardiz-

ing your admission. There is no need to 

panic if your physics grade slips from an A 

to a B, but if you were earning mostly A 

grades, you don’t want a slew of B's and 

C’s in your last semester. Be sure to notify 

the admission office if you decide to drop 

an AP class or make any other changes in 

your schedule. 

After Your Applications Have Been Submitted 

http://www.fastweb.com

