
 
 

The Why Will Define Your What and Where 

What is Your “Why?” 

College is a huge investment of effort, time, and money.  So before you 
think about what characteristics you want the colleges on your list to have, 
consider why you are going to college in the first place.  The answer to 
why, will guide the discovery of what. 

Why college?  

● Why are you willing to invest this much money in a college 
education? 

● Why are you willing to work hard academically after high school to 
earn a certain degree? 

● Why are you going to leave your family and friends to move 300 
miles away to sleep in a single bed and share a 300-sq foot room? 

● Why are you going to stay up until 3 am eating coffee grounds in 
prep for a differential equations or British Lit exam? 

Define Your Why 

Having a clear “why college” answer can help with the decision process. It 
will help you determine your “must have” college qualities.  Take a 
moment to reflect on your why.   

Below is a list of common Why College answers. It is likely several of these 
will ring true. Do others come to mind? 
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Why College Considerations  
 

❏ I want to be independent  

❏ I want to become educated for a particular career  

❏ I want to be exposed to different kinds of 

people/perspectives/worldviews  

❏ I want to have fun  

❏ My parents insist  

❏ I want the personal challenge  

❏ I want to see a different part of the country  

❏ I want to contribute to society, to better humankind  

❏ I don’t have anything better to do  

❏ I enjoy learning 

❏ I’m not sure what I want to study and I want to explore options  

❏ I want to make more/new friends  

❏ I want to improve my potential career earnings 

❏ I want to keep playing a certain sport 

❏ I want to engage intellectually with peers and professors  

❏ I want to have hands-on internship opportunities  

❏ I want to be with my friends  

❏ I want the college-residential life experience 

Values Planning Assessment 
Dr. Steven Antonoff has developed a great values assessment to help 
students identify (and interpret) their main goals for their college 
experience. College Planning Values Assessment  
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https://schoolbuff.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/19-College-Planning-Values-Assessment-.pdf
https://schoolbuff.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/19-College-Planning-Values-Assessment-.pdf


 
 

Try this: 
Parents and students each write down your Why College answers from the 
previous list - independently and privately. 
 

● Parents: Identify your top 5 “Why College” hopes for your child. 
● Students: Identify your top 5 “Why College” reasons. 

 
 

 

Share, compare, and discuss. Be open to each others’ perspectives. 
Parents, remember this is your child’s process. Encourage them to lead the 
discussion. What did you learn? Were you aligned? Were you surprised? 
Do you need to compromise?  
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TOP 5 Why College  

1. 
 
 
 
 
2. 
 
 
 
 
3. 
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GOING DEEPER  

After defining the Why, students can think about the Who, What and How 
aspects of college that will help them pick their Wheres.   

Beyond Why Questions 
 

● Who do you hope to meet, connect with and learn from? 

● What opportunities do you want to experience? 

● How and in what setting do you learn best? 

● How far away from home are you willing to go? 

● How much can you (should you) pay for this opportunity? 

● How have you done your best learning? 

This is a great question that goes deeper than “Do you want small 
classes or big classes?” The right colleges should give you lots of 
opportunities to love what you’re learning and how you’re learning it. 

Think about the times in high school you were at your intellectual 
best—not just the times you got the highest grades but when you 
were excited about what you were learning. Was it a particular 
subject? Was it because the teacher was great? Was it because it 
involved projects, competition with other students, or a lot of class 
discussions? Was it the setting (remote, in class, independent study, 
etc)?  
 
Your answers to this question can tell you a lot about what you might 
like to study, whether or not it’s important that you like the teacher, 
and how much academic freedom you’ll want. 
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What’s Next? 
Once you know your Why, identify your Wants, Needs, Must Haves, and 
What Would be Nices. 
 
Assess Your College Priorities 
CORSAVA is a great tool to help you examine and rank the full range of 
options. 
 
Resources to Build a College List:  
Five Steps for Building a College List  

Tips to Research Your College List 
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College Search  
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