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ABSTRACT
INCREASING COLLEGE FIT USING AN ONLINE COLLEGE CARD SORT
By

Chris Savage
Master of Science in Counseling,
School Counseling

The purpose of the Online College Card Sort [OCCS] is to help create awareness among
students of college attributes and help them decide which ones are most important to them in a
brief, but interactive way. Finding a good college fit is critical for students who are seeking
postsecondary education. Failing to find a college that fits them can lead to student
dissatisfaction and attrition and a financial loss to students, universities, and taxpayers. Each
college has many academic, social, financial, and physical attributes, so students should become
aware of a variety of these attributes and determine which ones are important to them. They
should then select a college that matches those attributes. On the OCCS website, students will be
shown 105 college attribute cards which they sort into three different piles; “I Want It”, “I Don’t
Care”, and “I Don’t Want It”. By sorting all of the cards, students will have a list of attributes
that they do or do not want in the college they hope to attend. They can then use their results to
guide them in their future college searches online, during campus visits, or at college fairs. The
OCCS can be used by students as early as middle school, but can also benefit high school
students and college students looking to transfer schools. It can be especially helpful to first
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generation college students, Black and Hispanic students, and students from low socioeconomic
households.
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Chapter I
Introduction
Going to college can have a profound impact on one’s future. It can be a springboard to a
career, a place to make lifelong friends, and an experience of a lifetime, or it can be a wall. One
of the best indicators of what kind of college experience a student will have is how well a student
fits with a college. Gilbreath, Kim, and Nichols (2011) indicate that college fit can predict
student satisfaction with a university as well as the psychological well being of the student. They
also assert that a good college fit can reduce stress as well as the chance of a student dropping
out. Campbell and Mislevy (2012) contend that students’ perceptions of their school influence
their decision to continue in their college education. Therefore, choosing a college that fits them
is a critical task for students.
Statement of Need
According to the American Institutes for Research (2010), the drop-out rate among
college freshmen in the United States is between 30% and 50%. One of the reasons for this high
attrition rate may be due to poor college fit, which leads to dissatisfaction with the school.
Students may also not be aware of the many attributes of the school before they attend, or a lack
of early planning may lead to limited college choices. There are resources available to help
students find a college that fits their needs; however these resources are still lacking in some
areas. Several publications, including U.S. News and World Report, provide extensive college
rankings. However, (Crane (2009) contends that rankings can lead students to choose a school
based on hierarchy rather than suitability. Schools shouldn’t be ranked based on someone else’s
criteria. Students should rank schools based on what they are looking for in their college
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experience. This would be like a homebuyer purchasing a house based solely on a friend’s
opinion, rather than what they are looking for in a house.
Other online resources, like Big Future and ACT, allow students to search for colleges
based on a variety of attributes, such as selectivity, location, and sports. These websites are great
for searching for a college if a student already knows what he or she is looking for. However,
these websites don’t allow the user to quickly see what factors there are to consider with the
various college attributes. There is also a college card sort available called College Choice 101,
but it is expensive, can only be used by one student at a time, and does not provide information
about things to consider regarding each factor. Students should be able to know how choosing a
school in the northeast or choosing a small private school instead of a large public school will
affect them. Other sources like the New York Times have articles available that go into more
depth about what to consider for different college factors, but such articles can be lengthy and
may only cover a handful of college attributes.
Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this project is to create an Online College Card Sort [OCCS] for students
who are considering attending college, including middle school, high school, and even college
students who are considering transferring schools. This project would help to overcome some of
the challenges that prevent students from finding a college that fits them. The website would be a
tool for school counselors, who could introduce students to the site. When students visit the
website, they will be presented with an image of a card that represents an attribute of a college,
such as “Out of State”. The card will then list several factors to consider when thinking about
going to school out of state, such as distance from family and friends, out of state tuition, and
difference in weather. Students will then click and drag the attribute card into one of three piles:
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“I Want It”, “I Don’t Care”, and “I Don’t Want It”. Students will then be presented with
subsequent attribute cards until they have all been placed in the desired piles. Upon completion,
students will view a summary showing all of the attributes they placed in each pile and will be
able to rank the cards in the piles by significance. Students can then use their results as a guide as
they look at colleges. The summary can be useful when entering criteria into online college
searches, like those found on Big Future or ACT, or as a guideline for asking questions at a
college fair or during a campus visit.
Statement of Significance
Completing the online college card sort will help students discover what types of college
attributes are important to them when choosing a university and will help them find a school that
fits them. Students will be able to quickly learn about some of the attributes of colleges as well
as some important factors to consider when selecting those attributes. Because the Online
College Card Sort is interactive, it may be more engaging for students than entering information
into other websites. It will initially save students the time and effort of finding and reading
lengthy articles, which they can do later if they want more in depth information to guide their
decision. The Online College Card Sort can also be a great tool for school counselors because the
card sort can be done in a classroom presentation or at home as part of an assignment. This
would allow school counselors to work with large numbers of students in a short amount of time.
Helping students find a college that fits them can help students to be more likely to
succeed in college. It can help them to have a more enjoyable experience in college and increase
their chances of continuing their college education and not drop out. The Online College Card
Sort will help students find out what they are looking for in a college in a few minutes, and the
results can have a lasting impact on the rest of their lives.
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To further understand the importance of this project, it is essential to examine previous
literature on college fit, college selection and accessibility to college information and the
functionality of card sorts, which will be accomplished in the following chapter.
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Chapter II
Review of Literature
There is a wealth of literature on how schools can help students to choose the best fitting
college for them. There are also many areas where our current education system is lacking. This
chapter will discuss research that has been done on college fit, college choice, the need for early
college planning, and the accessibility of college information and the functionality of card sorts.
Throughout the literature there is an underlying theme that there is a great need for more
effective college planning for specific groups of students including first generation, low-income,
and Black and Hispanic students. This will be discussed throughout the review of the literature as
it applies to each topic.
College Fit
College fit is a critical component of student success. Gilbreath, Kim, and Nichols (2011)
define college fit as “the congruence between students’ needs and a university’s environment”
(p.50). A university’s environment can include its physical traits, such as geographic location,
climate, and size. It can include social attributes, such as extracurricular activities, school spirit,
and the general feel of the school. A school’s environment can also include its academic traits,
such as the courses and degrees offered, class structure, and the rigor of coursework. Each
college or university has a countless number of attributes that make it unique. To have an
optimal college experience it is essential for a student to find a university whose attributes are
most in line with the desires and characteristics of the student. Doing so may lead to higher
satisfaction and a greater chance of completing a degree program. It can also lead to higher selfesteem and self-efficacy, which in turn may lead to positive career outcomes as well as a longlasting positive outlook on life (2011). Interestingly, Wessel, Ryan, and Oswald (2008) found
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that perceived fit was more strongly correlated to achievement and self-efficacy than actual fit.
This means that even if students believe their college is a good fit they may perform well.
However, Gilbreath et al. (2011) postulate that poor college fit can lead to dissatisfaction, lower
performance, and a lesser sense of wellbeing. The authors suggest that many college students
have poor college fit, which has led to an increase in college attrition and has been the source of
financial waste for students, universities, and taxpayers. Finding a way to increase college fit is
an essential next step for all stakeholders.
One of the benefits of good college fit is college satisfaction. Okun and Weir (1990)
defined college satisfaction as “a student’s cognitive evaluation of the overall quality of his/her
college life at a particular institution of higher education” (p.60). College satisfaction is its own
educational outcome, but may lead to other positive achievements. Noel (1985) notes that when
students are satisfied they are more likely to develop their talents and stay enrolled in school.
Gilbreath et al. (2011) found that the better a school matched a student’s needs, the more
satisfied that student was. Conversely, low satisfaction can lead to lower college performance.
(Okun & Weir, 1990).
College satisfaction can be influenced by the social, academic, and physical needs of
students. Tracey and Robbins (2006) found that when students fit well with their major they were
more likely to have a higher grade point average (GPA) and continue in school longer than
students that did not fit well with their major. According to Spady (1970), social integration can
have a significant effect on satisfaction. Carey (2005) also indicates that student success is
derived from social as well as academic engagement. Cabrera, Nora, and Castaneda (1993)
maintain that when students match well with a school with regard to academic and social
characteristics, it can increase a student’s commitment to reaching his or her educational goals as
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well as a commitment to the university. In spite of its obvious importance, students may not be
putting in enough effort to become socially engaged in their schools. Many students have
certainly set academic goals, but Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, and Whitt (2005) suggest that students
rarely set social integration goals. It should be noted that ethnic minorities often face unique
social challenges, and may thus require particular attention when searching for a college that fits
them (Kenny & Stryker 1996). Gilbreath et al. (2011) also state that while planning for college
students often emphasize the physical environment of a university. Wintre et al. (2008) created a
survey to measure college fit, and found that students who dropped out of college mentioned the
physical characteristics of the campus and its surroundings as the most common reason for
leaving. This emphasizes the significance of a school’s physical environment on student
satisfaction.
Attrition
One of the problems plaguing colleges and universities in the United States is attrition, or
the rate at which students leave school before graduating. The U.S. has the highest rate of student
attrition in the world (Harvard Graduate School of Education, 2011). According to the American
Institute for Research (2010), the drop-out rate amongst freshmen has been found to be between
30 and 50 percent. A study done by Murtaugh, Burns, and Schuster (1999) showed that Oregon
State University had an attrition rate of 40%, and Schwartz and Tinto (1987) reported that 43%
of students left college without completing a degree. Those most likely to leave school early are
Black and Hispanic students (1987). Murtaugh et al. (1999) revealed that the attrition rates at
Oregon State for Black and Hispanic students were a staggering 58% and 51%, respectively.
Besides the obvious academic cost to the students that drop out, there is a tremendous
financial cost associated with attrition. The American Institutes for Research (2010) reported that
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between 2003 and 2008 $6.18 billion of subsidies were disbursed to colleges to pay for the
education of students who ended up leaving school early. Another $2.9 billion in federal and
state grants were paid to students who dropped out after their first year (2010). Adams et al.
(2010) estimated that a student leaving school early costs a university $14,000. Gilbreath et al.
(2011) notes that as college retention rates are becoming more easily accessible to prospective
students, schools with low retention rates may have fewer applicants and in turn may suffer
financially. Thus college attrition affects not only students, but taxpayers and universities as
well.
Much has been written about reducing college attrition and the literature suggests that
one significant way to do that is to increase college fit. Tinto (1994) asserted that a strong
perceived academic and social fit among students can increase retention. He also stated that
when students feel a sense of community on campus and are actively involved in campus
activities they are more likely to stay in school (1993). Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, and Gonyea
(2007) echoed this by stating that when controlling for background characteristics, first yearcollege students were more likely to stay in school when they were engaged in the college
campus. Hutz, Martin Jr., and Beitel (2007) added that when students perceive congruence
between themselves and their university they are more likely to continue in their education.
Gilbreath et al. (2011) wrote that good college fit can reduce the likelihood of a student dropping
out and can reduce stress as well. Students who don’t feel like they fit in are more likely to drop
out (Heisserer & Parette, 2002). Bean, as cited in Seidman (2012), also noted that when students
didn’t feel similar to their peers and lacked a sense of belongingness they were more likely to
leave. Gilbreath et al. (2011) postulated that perhaps there might be some benefit to students with
poor college fit because it would force them to grow, but stated that placing students in such an
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environment could also be risky. Heisserer and Parette (2002) identified several student groups
that are particularly at risk of dropping out, including ethnic minorities, students of low
socioeconomic status, and first generation college students.
Another problem that affects attrition is what Smith, Pender, and Howell (2013) refer to
as academic undermatch. This is when students attend universities that are not as selective as
other universities for which they qualify. More selective universities typically have more money
to spend per student, more support resources, and tend to have higher graduation rates.
Therefore, students attending less selective schools may lead to higher attrition rates. It should
also be noted that academic undermatch is more pervasive among lower-SES students,
demonstrating a need for such students to receive more college planning to find schools that fit
them (2013).
Having a good college fit is essential for student satisfaction and success. With the
highest college attrition rate in the world, it is imperative that students put more effort into
finding a school that matches their academic, physical, and social needs. To gain more insight
into what leads to poor college fit, it is necessary to review the literature on college choice.
College Choice
One of the most important and potentially stressful activities for high school students is
selecting a college. With so many factors to consider, choosing the right school can be a difficult
task. Vultaggio and Friedfeld (2013) found in their questionnaire of college students that 50% of
respondents indicated that college choice was a significant stressor for them when they were in
high school. However, Crane (2003) noted that being able to choose is one of the best features
about American education. In other countries, academic achievement is sometimes determined
by a single test and students have little to no say about where they go to college. In some
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instances the institutions choose the student, not the other way around (2003). But what is
guiding students in their choice of school? Research done by Bryant (2012) indicated that the
three most important factors for students when considering their college decision were cost,
financial aid, and academic reputation. Hoover (2008) found similar results in an annual survey.
Beyond these three elements are numerous other factors, which among others include the size of
the institution, recommendations from family and friends, the appearance of the campus, the
geographic setting, and the opportunity to play sports, among others (Noel-Levitz, 2012).
With the rising cost of college, it is no surprise that the top two reasons why students
choose a college are related to finance. Interestingly, 80% of 8th graders say they will earn a
college degree, but around one third of 8th-10th grade parents have not even considered how to
pay for postsecondary education (Noeth & Wimberly, 2002; Noeth & Wimberly, 2005). It seems
then that a significant number of families are not planning financially for college until it is
perhaps too late. If financial planning is not done early, then a student may only find a few
schools that fit his or her financial needs. It is critical for early financial planning to be done by
students and their families so that they will be able to consider the wide variety of other
attributes a school has to offer.
Low income and ethnic minority families are least likely to financially plan ahead for
college (Noeth & Wimberly, 2005). Based on the Free Application for Federal Student Aid
(FAFSA) Expected Family Contribution (EFC) formula (2013-2014), students from lower
income families can qualify for the most financial aid. Erickson, McDonald, and Elder (2009)
have determined that students from low income families require the most assistance from school
counselors for college planning, but are less likely to have access to them. Therefore, it seems as
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though the students who would benefit the most from financial planning are those that have the
least amount of access to the resources they need to obtain the help they need.
Reputation and prestige are important factors to students when selecting a college. It is
not uncommon to hear of a university referred to as “the top engineering school” or “the best law
school”. Schools may gain their reputation in a variety of ways, but perhaps the most recognized
way is through rankings. Each year, numerous media outlets, including the U.S. News & World
Report, release college rankings in a wide variety of categories. These rankings can be helpful
for finding lists of schools that have different strengths, but it could be argued that students and
their parents rely too heavily on such rankings to influence their college choice. Crane (2003)
stated “rankings, focusing only on factual attributes, miss the power of the match between
student and institution” (p. 20).
Many students claim that reputation and prestige were important factors for them when
selecting a college, but research by Wilson and Adelson (2012) revealed that only 34% of
academically talented students actually chose a college based on reputation. Most of the students
in their sample chose schools that were close to home. The researchers suggested that perhaps
the students responded that prestige was important to them because it was a socially acceptable
answer. They also theorized that the students ended up choosing schools close to home because
they were most familiar with those schools. By exposing students to a broader variety of schools
and the different experiences they offer, they may be more likely to attend schools that are not
just close to home (2012). Prestige can certainly be a factor of college fit, but students should
also consider the other social and physical attributes of a school to determine the best fit.
In addition to cost, financial aid, and reputation, there are an innumerable number of
other college choice factors that can influence college fit. According to Noel-Levitz (2012), these
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include size of institution, geographic setting, campus appearance, personalized attention prior to
enrollment, and recommendation from family. Wilson and Adelson (2012) add to these factors
including proximity to home, the selectivity of the school, and availability of special programs.
Because of the great variance of the personalities of students, essentially any facet of a school
could be a factor in their college choice. In order to get the best college fit it is essential for
students to consider all of the factors that are important to them and then find schools that fit
those criteria. Doing so will help to increase satisfaction with their college as well as decrease
the likelihood that they will drop out.
Accessibility to College Information and Functionality of Card Sorts
Wimberly and Noeth (2005) contend that while there is much emphasis being placed on
the importance of college planning, the evidence shows that it is not taking place for many
students. McDonough (2005) asserts that there are many people who help students plan for
college. Among the most important of these are school counselors. School counselors can help
improve college planning and college fit by finding ways to make college information accessible
to all students (2005). The U.S. Department of Education (1997) recommends that college
planning should begin in middle school, even as early as 6th grade. Therefore, school counselors
need to find an engaging way to give middle school students the college planning information
they need. One possible tool they could use is a card sort. Card sorts are typically used in career
counseling, but a college card sort could be very beneficial to students. Having a college card
sort available online would allow for easy and broad access to students.
McDonough (2005) postulates that school counselors are vital in helping students prepare
for college, especially Black and Hispanic students. Counselors can help students to recognize
educational opportunities, set educational goals, and provide information to students and their
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parents about college and careers. They can do this through classroom presentations, individual
counseling, and by utilizing outside resources such as inviting college representatives on campus
(American School Counselor Association, 1997). According to Bryan, Moore-Thomas, DayVines and Holcomb-McCoy (2011), school counselors also have a positive effect on increasing
college application rates, especially among lower SES students. Farmer-Hinton (2008) indicates
that students are more satisfied with their counselors when they offer them information about
college.
In spite of the positive impact counselors have on college planning, they are often
overburdened and are not able to give students the adequate college planning information they
need (Joyce Ivy Foundation, 2008, 2009). The American School Counselor Association (2011)
recommends a student-to-counselor ratio of 250 to one. However, the national ratio in 2011 was
almost double that, at 471:1, further emphasizing the point that counselors may be too busy to
provide sufficient college information to students (2011). In these conditions, it would be of
great benefit for counselors to have a tool that would allow them to provide college planning
information to large amounts of students in a short amount of time.
While college applications are typically not completed until the senior year of high
school, the literature suggests that college planning needs to start well before that. Wimberly and
Noeth (2005) insist that college readiness should begin in middle school. Almost 80 percent of
middle and early high school students had begun thinking about college. Middle school students
should begin gathering information about universities and academic programs, financial aid and
the cost of college, and exploring their interests and college majors (2005). Willett (2004)
pointed out that the influences that lead to major life decisions can change over time. Thus, the
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earlier a student can begin thinking about college the more time they will have to consider the
things they think are important in a college. This can lead to increased college fit.
An effective way to help students learn about college is through the use of a card sort.
According to Wnuk (2003), card sorts are often used in career planning to help individuals learn
about their vocational interests. A card sort is an activity that usually consists of around 100
cards that each have an occupation listed. The participant sorts the cards into categories such as
“undecided”, “would choose”, and “would not choose”. The participants would then be able to
see which occupations might interest them (2003).
There are many advantages to using card sorts. One advantage identified by Goldman
(1983) is that they act as a structured interview that emphasizes a client’s reason for making their
choice. Goldman (1982) also notes that a second benefit is that card sorts are interactive and
require that participants be engaged. Another advantage is that card sorts generate immediate
results, as a participant merely needs to go through the completed piles to analyze their results.
Lastly, Wnuk (2003) finds that they are appropriate for a wide variety of clients.
It would seem that if card sorts were applied to college planning, they would maintain the
same benefits of vocational card sorts. Such a card sort exists, called College Choice 101.
However, this card sort costs $30 per set and can only be utilized by one student at a time. This
college card sort introduces a lot of facets of colleges, but does not provide any information
about the factors involved with each of those facets. It would seem that when used with students
who have never been to college before it would be important to point out some of the things to
consider with each facet of college. Given the high student-to-counselor ratios it would be
difficult for counselors to administer this card sort to a significant number of students in a timely
manner.
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The literature presented in this chapter shows that increasing college fit is critical for
increasing student satisfaction and decreasing attrition. As discussed above, the most important
factors that students consider when choosing a college are cost, financial aid, and reputation,
though there are numerous other social, academic, and physical attributes that contribute to
college fit. School counselors are important resources for students when planning for college,
especially for low income, Black and Hispanic, and first generation college students who may
not have access to other college planning resources. College planning needs to begin as early as
middle school. Using a card sort may be an effective way for counselors to help students explore
the various attributes that colleges have. The development of an Online College Card Sort would
be a viable tool for helping school counselors provide college information to all students. If
students are more aware of the factors involved in choosing a school, they may be more likely to
choose a college that fits them, thus increasing their chances for success and a brighter future.
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Chapter III
Project Audience and Implementation Factors
After reviewing the literature, it is clear that there is a need for increased college fit for
students who attend college. Increasing college fit will help improve satisfaction among students
and will decrease the rate of attrition. College fit can be increased by helping students become
more aware of the academic, social, and physical attributes of colleges. The Online College Card
Sort [OCCS] would be a tool that school counselors can use to help students as early as middle
school to become aware of the attributes of colleges and the factors to consider with regard to
those attributes. This would help students discover what they want in a college, leading to an
increase in college fit. School counselors will be able to do classroom presentations and guide
students as they complete the OCCS. This chapter will discuss how the OCCS was developed,
who it will benefit, who is qualified to administer it, and how it will be used.
Development of Project
This project was inspired by the College Choice 101 card sort. One of my professors
brought it to class with her and I had the opportunity to use it. I had never heard of a card sort
before, but the idea seemed like such a great way to explore the attributes of college life. It was
interactive, engaging, and even a little fun. After doing research on why and how students choose
colleges, I realized there was a need for more students to explore colleges using a card sort.
Unfortunately, the College Choice 101 cards are expensive and can only be used by one student
at a time. This led to the idea of creating an online card sort so that entire classrooms of students
could go through it at the same time. I also thought it would be important to include factors of
each college attribute so that students can have an idea of how each attribute would affect them.
The OCCS was developed to be a simple, engaging, and interactive tool that middle or high
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school students could use in a brief amount of time. It would be a practical first step in the
college selection process. After completing the OCCS, students would be more aware of what
they want in a college. They can use that information to guide their college searches through
other websites, campus visits, or college fairs.
Intended Audience
The OCCS can be utilized by anyone with access to the Internet, but it is specifically
intended for use by middle and high school students, and even college students who are
considering transferring schools. It would be especially useful for first generation college
students, Black and Hispanic students, and students that come from low socioeconomic
households. This is because these populations of students rely more on assistance from school
personnel in college planning than other students. They also tend to be at schools where there are
high student-to-counselor ratios, and their counselors may not be able to provide sufficient
college planning information. The OCCS would be a tool that would allow for school counselors
to help these populations because it doesn’t require a lot of time and can be administered to large
numbers of students simultaneously. The OCCS might not be as relevant for students who are
not planning on attending college, but it could still provide useful information so that these
students will at least be more aware of what college entails.
Personal Qualifications
One of the key tenets of the OCCS is that it can be utilized at any time by anyone with
Internet access, but ideally it would be supervised by a school counselor. Most school counselors
are required to have a master’s degree as well as a relevant credential. For the most optimal
experience, the counselors supervising the OCCS should have at least a basic understanding of
the college planning process. As the OCCS is a first step in the college planning process,
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counselors should be able to guide students in how to use the information gleaned from taking
the OCCS. They could guide students to other websites, such as ACT or Big Future where
students can input some of the college attributes they would want to search for colleges that have
those attributes. School counselors could also provide opportunities for students to talk to college
representatives, such as at a College Fair.
Environment and Equipment
The ideal environment for administering the OCCS would be in a classroom or school
library. Each student would need a computer and access to the Internet. Ideally, the computers
would be connected to a printer so that students could print out their results if they would like.
The school counselor, or person supervising the OCCS, would stand at the front of the room and
briefly explain the OCCS and would then prompt the students to begin taking the card sort.
Having a projector set up so the counselor could demonstrate how to take the OCCS may be
helpful, but is not necessary.
Project Outline
Instructions for Presenter: The presenter will carefully read over the instructions before guiding
students in taking the OCCS and make sure that each student has access to a computer. Proceed
to follow the instructions (see Appendix A).

Introduction and Instructions for Students: The OCCS home page will welcome students and will
provide instructions on how to take the OCCS (see Appendix B).
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Taking the OCCS: Students will proceed to take the OCCS by clicking and dragging the 105
attribute cards into any of three piles; “I Want It”, “I Don’t Care”, and “I Don’t Want It” (see
appendices C, D, and E). Completing the OCCS should take between 10 and 20 minutes.

Reviewing and Ranking Results: Upon completion, a page showing the results of the OCCS will
be displayed. Students will be able to look over their results, viewing the attributes they placed in
each pile. If they want, students can then click and drag the attributes up or down each list to
rank them, placing the most important attributes at the top (see Appendix F).

Print and/or Email Results: When students are satisfied with their attribute rankings, they will be
able to print and/or email their results. Because of its simplicity, the OCCS would not require
students to create usernames or log in to the OCCS. They would just need to provide an email
address if they want the results emailed to them.

Using Their Results: Students can then click on the “Using Your Results” tab to see examples of
how they can utilize their results. These include links to websites like ACT and Big Future, and
suggestions to visit colleges, attend college fairs, and speak to college graduates about their
experiences (see Appendix G).

Take a Survey: Students will be prompted to take a short survey about their experience using the
OCCS. This will help to determine the effectiveness of the OCCS and can help determine areas
for improvement (see Appendix H).
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Chapter IV
Conclusion
Summary
The purpose of the Online College Card Sort [OCCS] is to help create awareness among
middle and high school students regarding college attributes and can help them decide which
attributes are most important to them in a brief, but interactive way. Finding a good college fit is
critical for students who are seeking postsecondary education. Failing to do so can lead to
dissatisfaction, attrition, and a financial loss to students, universities, and taxpayers. Each college
has many academic, social, financial, and physical attributes, so students should become aware
of a variety of these attributes and determine which ones are important to them. They should then
select a college that matches those attributes. On the OCCS website, students will be shown 105
college attribute cards which they sort into three different piles; “I Want It”, “I Don’t Care”, and
“I Don’t Want It”. After sorting all of the cards, students will have a list of attributes that they do
or do not want in the college they hope to attend. They can then use their results to guide them in
their future college searches online, during campus visits, or at college fairs. The OCCS can be
used by students as early as middle school, but can also benefit high school students and college
students looking to transfer schools. It can be especially helpful to first generation college
students, Black and Hispanic students, and students from low socioeconomic households because
they may not have access to other college planning resources.
Future Work/Research
A product can only be helpful if it is being used. One thing that will need to be done in
the future for the OCCS to be effective is that it will need to be promoted. One way to do this
without any cost would be to post on various school counseling-related social media outlets, such
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as Facebook or LinkedIn. Advertising costs money, but perhaps money could be raised to pay for
vending booths at professional school counseling organization conferences, or through grants
that can be obtained, such as from Milliken Foundation or Gates Foundation. Paid search
advertising could also be done online as a way to increase the number of people using the site. In
turn, the OCCS site could host advertisements to help pay for its promotion.
Future research on the OCCS would help make it more effective. The attribute cards are
based on four categories: academic, social, physical, and financial attributes of colleges.
However, research could be done on the specific attributes to see which ones are most relevant to
students. Some of the cards may be too obvious, or some attributes may be found in all
universities. Adding more relevant attributes and removing less useful attributes could help the
OCCS to be a more effective tool. Future research on the demographics of the students using it
would also be helpful. Finding out which groups of students are and are not using the OCCS
could lead to altering the OCCS to appeal to more students. Also, researching web design could
also be helpful. Finding ways to make the OCCS more user-friendly and more visually appealing
can help to increase its use.
Researching the effectiveness of the OCCS on college fit would also be beneficial. This
could be done by administering the OCCS annually to students from the 6th grade until they
complete their first year of college. Students would then be asked to fill out a survey to
determine their level of college fit and to measure the impact that the OCCS had on their college
choice.
Discussion
After spending countless hours doing research for this project, the financial aspect of
college fit has become of particular interest to me. All of the other factors of college fit are
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meaningless if a student cannot afford the school he or she wishes to attend. Going to college can
be so expensive and it seems that many students are financially limited to only a couple of local
colleges to choose from. Considering the broad diversity of universities in this country, it seems
a tragedy that so many students may be so limited. One possible solution to this problem would
be for school counselors to become more aware of the financial needs of students and help them
and their families start planning early. Counselors often wear many hats, but perhaps becoming
experts on financial planning is one more area we could improve in. The more money that a
student can get for college, the more colleges he or she will be able to choose from to attend.
Thus, helping students plan financially for college can help increase college fit as well as their
chances of succeeding.
Something else that has stuck out to me as I researched and developed this project is the
importance to start planning for and exploring college early. My project was initially going to be
designed for high school students. However, the more research I did, the more I realized that
high school students are already on pre-determined academic paths. College applications are not
completed until the 12th grade, but everything that goes on those applications are
accomplishments from 9th-11th grades. However, the classes taken in 9th grade are determined
by 8th grade achievements, which in turn are determined by 7th grade achievements. Relating to
college fit, if a 10th grade student begins exploring colleges and finds a relatively selective
school that he or she likes, it may be too late to take the rigorous classes needed to be considered
for such a school. However, if a 7th grade student finds a college that he or she likes, it could
motivate him or her to try to take more difficult classes in 8th grade so when they enter 9th grade
they will be placed in more rigorous classes. For this reason, I feel like the OCCS could be of
most benefit to middle school students.
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The purpose in creating the OCCS is to create awareness. I feel like choosing a college is
a monumental life decision, but one that is often made with relatively little information. I want to
help students to become aware of the aspects of college life that they may not have considered,
such as how many classmates they want to have, how they will spend their time outside of the
classroom, and what the weather will be like. Perhaps college fit has a special significance for
me, when, as a clueless high school student, I never applied to a single four-year college and
never even took the SAT or ACT. I certainly don’t regret the path that has led me to where I am
today, but perhaps had I been more aware of what college was I would have at least felt like I
had a choice. As was stated earlier, having that choice is one of the greatest features of our postsecondary education system, and I sincerely hope that all students will be better prepared to
make that choice.
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Appendix A
Instructions for Presenter
Preparation/Materials: Make sure that each student has access to a computer and the Internet.
Instructions:
1. Prompt each student to the OCCS website.
2. Explain to students that there are many colleges to choose from. Let them know that each
school has many unique attributes and it is really important to choose a college that has the
attributes that they want (make sure that each student understands the term “attribute”). Also
explain that the OCCS will help them become more aware of the attributes of colleges and will
help them determine what attributes are important to them to guide them in their college
searches.
3. Instruct students to relax and not overthink each card.
4. Have students begin.
While students are completing the OCCS, walk around and assist any students who need
help.
5. When the students finish the OCCS, encourage them to rank their attributes in the “I Want It”
column, placing the most important attributes at the top. Encourage the students to email and/or
print their results.
6. Prompt students to click on the “Using Your Results” tab and to click on the linked websites
and begin exploring colleges that match up with the attributes that they want in a college.
7. If time permits, lead a discussion on the things the students learned and discovered. You can
use the following questions to guide your discussion:
What college attributes did you think were the most important?
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Were there any attributes that you had never thought about before? If so, which ones?
In your college searches, did you find any schools that fit you well? Which schools? What
do you think you need to do to be able to go to those schools?
8. Thank students for taking the OCCS and encourage them to use the things they learned as they
continue to search for colleges that fit them.

31

Appendix B

32

Appendix C
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Appendix E
Additional Attributes- Factors to Consider
College Majors:
English/Writing- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
World Languages- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Psychology/Sociology- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Political Science- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Art History- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Dance- Job outlook, competitiveness of Getting into program, Job readiness, Audition required?
Business- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Environmental Science- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
History- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Computer Science- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Film- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Theater Arts- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Art School- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness, Audition
required?
Biology- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Military Academy- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Architecture- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Chemistry- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Music- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness, Audition required?
Pre-Med- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
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Mathematics- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Teaching Degree/Credential- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job
readiness
Engineering- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Kinesiology/Exercise Science- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job
Readiness
Music Therapy- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Studio Art- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Communications/Journalism- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job
readiness
Ethnic/Cultural Studies- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Economics- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Religious Studies- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Liberal Arts- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program, Job readiness
Global Studies/International Relations- Job outlook, Competitiveness of getting into program,
Job readiness

Social Attributes:
Community Service Opportunities- Location of opportunities, Sense of community
School Spirit- School activities, Opportunities to meet others, Sense of community
Club/Intramural Sports- Opportunities to meet others, Sports offered
Religious Affiliation- Religious classes, Strictness of standards, Religious services
Conservative Campus- Similarity to peers, Your political viewpoint
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Leadership Opportunities- Student government, Opportunities to meet others, Work with
administration
Tolerant- Diversity of campus, Similarity to peers
Free Time- Nearby activities, Difficulty of coursework
Lots of Clubs and Campus Activities- Your interests, Opportunities to meet others
Strong Sense of Community- Opportunities to meet others
Big Time Athletics- Entertainment, Employment opportunities
Liberal Campus- Similarity to peers, Your political viewpoint
Women-Only- Classes, Support services, and events are designed to meet the needs of women
Cultural Events- Diversity, Opportunities to meet others
Far From Home- Opportunities to visit family, Independence, Cost
Similar to Peers- Diversity, Opportunities to meet others
My Sport- Opportunity to play, Scholarship availability, Coaches, Athletic facilities
Politically Aware- Your political opinion, Leadership opportunities, Opportunities to meet
others
Greek System- Opportunities to meet others, Sense of community, Leadership opportunities
Gap Year- Your plans, Financial situation, College policy
Academic Overmatch- Difficulty of classes, Academic recognition
Live on Campus- Cost, Proximity to classes,
Strong Alumni Network- Opportunities to stay in touch, Job opportunities
Different than Peers- Diversity, Opportunities to meet others
Where My Parents Went to School- Family tradition, Familiarity with the school
Strong Traditions- Sense of community, School spirit
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LGBT Friendly- Sense of community, Diversity

Physical Attributes:
Diversity- Similarity to peers
Small Classes- Number of classmates, Accessibility to professors
Great Food- Health, Cost, Activity with peers
Small School- Number of other students, Access to professors, Class sizes
Large School- Number of other students, Access to professors, Class sizes
New England- Weather, Distance from home, Cost of living, Cultural differences, Activities
available
Great Dorms- Number of roommates, Time spent in dorm, Cost, Roommate selection
California- Weather, Distance from home, Cost of living, Cultural differences, Activities
available
East Coast- Weather, Distance from home, Cost of living, Cultural differences, Activities
available
Good Athletic Facilities- Health, Opportunity to meet others, Amount of free time
Northwest- Weather, Distance from home, Cost of living, Cultural differences, Activities
available
Close to Home- Opportunities to see family, Level of independence, Familiarity with
surroundings
Sunshine- Weather, Activities available
West Coast- Weather, Distance from home, Cost of living, Cultural differences, Activities
available
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Urban Campus- Cost of living, Activities available, Number of people nearby
Snow- Weather, Activities available, Ability to travel
Southwest- Weather, Distance from home, Cost of living, Cultural differences, Activities
available
Green Campus- Environment, Similarity to peers
South- Weather, Distance from home, Cost of living, Cultural differences, Activities available
Midwest- Weather, Distance from home, Cost of living, Cultural differences, Activities
available
Rural Campus- Cost of living, Activities available, Number of people nearby
Rocky Mountains- Weather, Distance from home, Cost of living, Cultural differences,
Activities available- Opportunities to meet others, Seasonal changes
Beautiful Campus- Time spent on campus, The feel of the campus
Bicycle Friendly- Distance from activities, Safety, Comfort level of cycling
No Car Needed- Public transportation available, Bicycle friendliness
Lots of Restaurants Nearby- Social activity, Employment opportunities

Academic Attributes:
Ivy League- Acceptance rates, Cost, Distance from home
Career Advising- Job placement, Internship opportunities
Study Abroad- Destinations available, Cost
Community College- Cost, Availability of classes, Career certifications available, Distance
from home, Acceptance rates
No SAT/ACT- Acceptance rates, Diversity of classmates, Quality of education

39

Independence- Self-motivation level, Your learning style
Creativity- Your learning style,
Lots of Class Choices- Diversity of education, Access to counselors, Learning opportunities,
Classes available
Internships- Work experience, Job placement opportunities, Your learning style
Access to Professors- Help available, Research opportunities
Scholarly Environment- Your learning style, Emphasis on academics
Honors College- Your learning style, Emphasis on academics, Academic awards
Research Opportunities- Research experience, Work with professors, Your learning style
National Reputation- Ability to get a job, Acceptance rates, Your learning style, Cost
Can Graduate in Four Years- Cost, Classes available
Classes Taught By Professors- Access to professors, Experience of professors

Financial Attributes:
Work Study- Employment opportunities, Financial aid, Availability to work
No Loan/Low Loan School (schools that pay for all or most of your tuition)- Cost, Your
financial situation
Need Based Aid- Your financial situation
Scholarships/Merit Aid- Your GPA, Your SAT/ACT scores, your financial situation
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