
HELPING STUDENTS 
(SUCCESSFULLY) 
APPLY TO 

SMALL LIBERAL ARTS 
COLLEGES



Common 
characteristics

The literature
• Fewer than 5,000 students

• Undergraduate focus

• Low student‐faculty ratio

• Interdisciplinary/flexible* curriculum

• High sticker price*

The experience

• Total institution

• Tight‐knit campus and alumni community

• Emphasis on mentorship and personalized advising

• Learning through discussion and research



How (some) 
people talk 

about us

• Content from me.me



How we talk 
about 

ourselves 

• WHAT: Interdisciplinary education

• WHY: Real‐world problems aren’t solved from one 
major, identity, or lived experience

• WHAT: Toolbox of transferrable skills

• WHY: 21st century economy demands flexibility, ability 
to communicate across disciplines, strong 
fundamentals like writing, critical thinking, analysis

• WHAT: Personalized education in a tight‐knit 
community

• WHY: Mentorship, accountability, and belonging



Who are we 
looking for?

• Rigor across curriculum

• Would thrive in discussion‐based and experiential
learning environment

• Values diversity of identity and perspective

• Commitment to community

– School

– Family

– Work



Anatomy of 
a successful 

SLAC 
application

• Strong performance in rigorous curriculum within 
context of school opportunities

– As determined by transcript, school report, LORs

• Evidence that student wants and would thrive in our 
unique environment

– LORs, essay, supplemental materials, demonstrated 
interest

– Access and equity: student should value, but it’s on us

HOLISTIC REVIEW



Crafting a 
class

• Individualized education within community

• Admission committee takes a collective perspective: 
not a referendum on individual students

• Eagerness to take advantage of opportunities and dive 
into our community. We want students who want us!



Action 
items:

APPLYING 

• Don’t be scared of your regional rep!

• Interact with college to best of ability: beyond fall fly‐in

• Be proactive about explaining what needs explaining

• Research community + resources

– Healthy discomfort and taking up space

• Group visits

• Counselor calls

• Identify where application may benefit from a boost



Action 
items: 

FUNDING • Contact financial aid

• Compare likely packages using net price calculators

• Consider hidden costs and livability

• Communicate – no such thing as a stupid question!



QUESTIONS?
Katy Tucker ‘16
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Grinnell College


