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Applications tripled since ’01. But to many of same colleges.
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Selectivity measures popularity, not quality.
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Students are just as happy at colleges that admit most applicants.

Overall satisfaction with the college
Share of seniors who are highly satisfied, by college acceptance rate

Elite colleges
<20% admitted 86%

Selective
20–40% admitted 86%

Somewhat selective
40–60% admitted 83%

Less selective
60–80% admitted 84%

Much less selective
80–100% admitted 82%

Source: National Survey of Student Engagement, 2017–2023; 975 institutions. Category names by author.
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The classroom barely 
changes with selectivity.

Acceptance rate

Elite colleges <20%
Selective 20–40%
Somewhat selective 40–60%
Less selective 60–80%
Much less selective 80–100%

What college seniors say

Critical thinking
How much courses emphasized critical and analytical 
thinking

Score, 0–60 scale

42

42

41

41

40

Time with faculty
How often students worked with professors outside of class

Score, 0–60 scale

26

28

27

28

27

Source: Composite findings from the National Survey of Student Engagement, 2017–2023; 975 institutions. Category names by author.
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The gap in experience isn’t 
in the classroom. It’s 
experiential learning.

Acceptance rate

Elite colleges <20%
Selective 20–40%
Somewhat selective 40–60%
Less selective 60–80%
Much less selective 80–100%

What college seniors did while there

Completed an internship
Seniors who held at least one internship during college

Share of seniors

75%

62%

57%

58%

54%

Research with a professor
Seniors who worked on a research project with faculty

Share of seniors

48%

37%

29%

30%

25%

Source: Composite findings from the National Survey of Student Engagement, 2017–2023; 975 institutions. Category names by author.
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And, yes, Fortune 50 employers hire from everywhere.
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Finding Your Dream School: What To Look For

1 A supportive start

A full first-year experience, not just 
orientation: intro-to-college courses, learning-
living experiences, and early academic and 
career advising.

2 Easy connections

On a tour, watch how students find each 
other. Are faculty accessible outside class? 
Do full-time professors teach the intro 
courses?

3 Real job experience

Hands-on learning tied to careers: internships, 
co-ops, undergraduate research, and skills-
based credentials beyond the degree.

4 A good ROI: value over prestige

Compare your NET price — not the sticker 
price — over four years against your potential 
earnings.
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Q&A

jeffselingo.com

/jselingo

/jeffselingo

/JeffSelingo

Sign up for my bi-weekly newsletter, Next
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You've got questions. 
We've got answers.

Find resources for college and career planning at 
bigfuture.org/community.

Watch short videos that answer questions fast.

Read articles packed with expert advice.

Get tips for your teen’s college and career planning.

Explore tools that help you plan every step, together.
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