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The College School List Guide 

What Most Families Get Wrong — and What to Do Instead 
A free guide from Rebecca Baharian | College Admissions Consultant 

 

 
Every spring, thousands of students open their email on decision day and feel the same thing: shock. Not 
because they didn’t work hard enough. Not because their essays weren’t good. But because no one helped 
them build the right list. 
 

The school list is the foundation of the entire college process. Get it right, and everything else — the 
essays, the interviews, the strategy — works harder for your student. Get it wrong, and even a perfect 
application can’t save you. 
 

This guide will walk you through the most common mistakes families make when building a school list, 
the factors that actually matter, and the questions every student should be asking before a single 
application is submitted. 
 

What it won’t do? Replace the value of a personalized strategy. Think of this as your orientation — a look 
at the terrain before the real work begins. 
 

 

The 3 Categories Every List Needs 
You’ve probably heard of reach, target, and likely schools. But most families treat these as 
simple buckets — when in reality, each one is a strategy in itself. 
 
Reach schools are schools where admission is genuinely uncertain, even for a strong student. 
These aren’t just “Ivy League” schools — selectivity has crept down the rankings. What counts 
as a reach varies for each student based on their full profile. 
 
Target schools are where your student’s stats and profile align well with the admitted class — 
but “good fit” is not the same as “guaranteed.” Holistic review means numbers alone don’t tell 
the whole story. 
 
Likely schools are where your student has a strong chance of admission — but “likely” is not 
“auto-admit.” These schools still deserve strategic, thoughtful applications. 

Ready to build your student’s list the right way? Book a free 20-min strategy call at College Bound Coaching 

https://www.bahariancollegeboundcoaching.com/


The College School List Guide   |   College Bound Coaching 
 
 

⚠️ The Most Common Mistake: 
Families build a list that is too top-heavy — too many reaches, not enough genuine targets and 
likelys. The result? A student who worked incredibly hard ends up with limited, and sometimes 
no, options on decision day. A well-balanced list is not settling. It is a smart strategy. 

 

 

The Factors Most Families Overlook 
GPA and test scores get all the attention. But the families who feel best on decision day are the 
ones who thought beyond the rankings. 
 

Financial Fit 
The sticker price of a college is almost never what a family actually pays — but the gap between 
schools can still be tens of thousands of dollars per year. Understanding a school’s financial aid 
philosophy, merit scholarship history, and net price before applying is not optional. It’s essential. 
 

Academic Fit 
Does the school actually offer strong programs in what your student wants to study? Is the 
pedagogy a match for how they learn — large lectures or small seminars? Are there research 
opportunities, co-ops, or internship pipelines that matter to their goals? “It’s a good school” is not 
enough. 
 

Campus Culture & Environment 
A student who thrives in a collaborative, tight-knit environment will struggle at a fiercely 
competitive research university — even if they get in. Size, location, social culture, and campus 
values all shape whether a student succeeds or simply survives. 
 

Geographic & Lifestyle Fit 
Does your student want to be close to home or far away? Urban or rural? A school’s location 
affects access to internships, social life, mental health, and more. These are not secondary 
concerns. 
 

The question families rarely ask — but should: 
•​ Not “Can my student get in?” but “Will my student thrive here?” 
•​ Not “What’s the ranking?” but “What does the school do for students like mine?” 
•​ Not “How many schools should we apply to?” but “How do we find the right ones?” 

 

Ready to build your student’s list the right way? Book a free 20-min strategy call at College Bound Coaching 
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5 School List Mistakes That Hurt Strong Students 
 
1. Building the list around prestige instead of fit. Brand-name schools dominate family 
conversations for a reason — they carry social weight. But a student who is miserable at a “top 
20” school is not a success story. The best school is the one that will help your student grow. 
 
2. Starting too late. The school list should be well underway by junior year, not in the summer 
before senior year. Visiting campuses, understanding application requirements, and planning 
Early Decision or Early Action timelines all take time. Rushed lists lead to rushed applications. 
 
3. Ignoring demonstrated interest. Many schools track how engaged a prospective student is 
— campus visits, info sessions, and email outreach. For some schools, demonstrated interest 
meaningfully affects admission decisions. Most families don’t know this. 
 
4. Treating all “target” schools as safe. A school that admitted students with your student’s 
GPA last year is not guaranteed to do so this year. Class composition, institutional priorities, and 
shifts in the applicant pool happen every cycle. No target school is a certainty. 
 
5. Letting the student build the list alone. Students naturally gravitate toward schools they’ve 
heard of — which means they often miss extraordinary schools that would be a perfect fit. The 
best lists include at least a few schools the student hadn’t considered before the process began. 
 

 

10 Questions to Ask Before Finalizing Any School 
Before your student submits to a school, every one of these questions should have a clear 
answer. If it doesn’t — that’s a conversation worth having. 
 

# Question 

1 Does this school have a strong program in what I want to study — and what happens if I 
change my mind? 

2 What is the actual net price for our family, based on the school’s net price calculator? 

3 What does a typical day look like for a student here — academically and socially? 

4 What are the housing options after freshman year, and what is the commuter/campus 
culture split? 

5 What internship, research, or career placement resources does this school offer? 

6 How does this school support students who are struggling academically or personally? 

Ready to build your student’s list the right way? Book a free 20-min strategy call at College Bound Coaching 
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7 What do current students say they wish they’d known before enrolling? 

8 Does this school track demonstrated interest, and have I shown it? 

9 What is the application strategy — Regular Decision, Early Action, or Early Decision — 
and why? 

10 If this is the only school I get into, would I be genuinely excited to attend? 

 

 

What Comes Next 
A great school list doesn’t come from a spreadsheet or a rankings website. It comes from a 
clear understanding of who your student is, what they need, and where they will genuinely thrive 
— combined with strategic knowledge of how admissions offices actually make decisions. 
 
That’s the work I do with every family I work with. We build a balanced, intentional, and personal 
list — and then we build the rest of the application around it. 
 

Ready to build your student’s list the right way? 
•​ Book a free 20-minute strategy call — no pressure, just clarity. 
•​ We’ll talk about where your student is in the process, what your family’s goals are, and 

whether working together makes sense. 
•​ College Bound Coaching 

 

Every student has a story worth telling. 
Let’s make sure the right schools hear yours. 

Ready to build your student’s list the right way? Book a free 20-min strategy call at College Bound Coaching 
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