
 

 
 

Terms to Understand in your College Search  
 

College is an institution of higher learning, especially one providing a general or liberal arts 

education, usually leading to a bachelor’s degree. 

 

University is an institution of learning of the highest level (including bachelors, masters and 

doctorate degrees); having undergraduate colleges and graduate studies together, sometimes with 

several professional schools. 

 

Liberal Arts and Sciences aim to expose students to a wide breadth of courses in humanities and 

both physical and social sciences to provide general knowledge and critical thinking skills.  Liberal 

arts and science colleges offer professors focused on undergraduate teaching rather than research 

and publications, more interaction with professors, smaller student populations, and more intimate 

and residential campus communities. 

 

Research Universities, while providing undergraduate degrees, devote a large portion of their 

mission, resources, and focus to graduate education and research: discoveries and inventions.  These 

universities can be either public or private and vary according to size, focus, mission, selectivity, 

and the number of degree programs offered.  (All UCs are research universities.) 

 

Public vs. Private Universities 

State public universities are subsidized by state governments to lower tuition costs below that of 

private colleges.  (UCs and CSUs)   Federal public universities include military academies and post-

graduate institutions.  Private universities are privately founded and operated, although many 

receive government subsidies. 

 

Admission Evaluations – Admission Index vs. Comprehensive Review 

An Admission Index uses a formula to combine a student's grade point average with his or her 

standardized pre-college test scores (ACT or SAT) into a single score or index. Typically, large 

public universities utilize these to manage a large number of applications.  The CSU system uses an 

index system. 

A Comprehensive Review considers each individual application, including grades, test scores, 

number of and performance in honors and AP courses, quality of senior year courses, outstanding 

work in an academic field, quality of performance in light of opportunities offered at your high 

school, recent and marked improvement in academic performance, special talents, awards, and 

achievements, special interests, leadership, community service, academic achievements in light of 

your life’s experiences and special circumstances, etc. 

 

UC/CSU “a through g” courses: 

A list of required courses to be completed with a minimum of C grades for admission into the CSU 

and/or UC systems. 

 

Impaction occurs when a college, university, department or major has more students apply than 

spots available. 



 

 

A Mission Statement explains why a college exists and a vision for its students and organization.  

Understanding a university’s mission statement can help in determining “fit”. 

 

Admit or Acceptance Rate is the percentage of students who are accepted out of the total number 

of students who applied to that college or university. 

 

Retention Rate is the number and percentage of students returning for sophomore year.   

 CA colleges had the highest retention rate at 84%. 

 The national average is 77.1%. 
According to 2010 statistics from NCHEMS Information Center 

 

Graduation rate is the percentage of students who graduate within the stated number of years; 

usually reported for 4 or 6 years.  Know that only first-time students who enter at that 4-year 

university are counted here; grad rates do not count transfers.   

Grad rates for 4-year institutions for a cohort of students who entered college in 2007: 

 The national 6-year graduation rate is 59% 

 The national 6 year grad rate at public universities is 57%. 

 The national 6 year grad rate at private, non-profit universities is 65%. 

 The national 6 year grad rate at private, for-profits is 31% (why we are not fans of these) 
According to the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics 

 

Honors programs offer enriched, top-quality educational experiences within a college or university 

that often include small class size, priority registration, custom-designed courses, mentoring, 

enriched individualized learning, hands-on research, and publishing opportunities. Handpicked 

faculties teach and guide students through these programs.  Some programs are major-specific while 

others are more general education or humanities based. 

 

Combined degree programs are specially designed programs where universities will combine two 

degrees to allow academically talented students an opportunity to complete a bachelors and a 

master’s degree in a shorter amount of time.  Common combined degrees are offered in engineering 

and business.  Also called “Dual Degrees”, “3-2” or “4-1” programs. 

 

An Apply List is the list of colleges or universities you plan to apply to.  A Balanced Apply List is 

one that has an effective balance of colleges categorized by your individual chances of admission or 

within Safety (high chance), Target (medium chance), or Reach (low chance) categories.   

 

Financial Aid offer is an offer made by each individual college or university after financial aid has 

been requested upon completing the FAFSA, the Free Application for Federal Student Aid.  

Understand that financial aid includes need based and non-need based aid in the forms of  “free” 

money (scholarships and grants) and loans or money you will have to pay back (student loans and 

parent loans).   

**Note:  Financial Aid = need based + non-need based or merit aid** 

 

National Commitment Day or Intent to Register Day:  Students have until May 1 to consider 

their options and confirm enrollment at one college or university.  This is what students agree to 

when signing college applications.  Offers are no longer guaranteed past May 1. 
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