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	When you ask your counselor about your odds at a given college, she'll probably respond with something like "It's impossible to tell." She's right and she's not right.

The college admissions process has an element of randomness. Colleges have a short time to evaluate you, and their decision hinges on personalities and the overall profile of other applicants in your year.

And yet the process is more rational than you think. Schools are looking for certain types of students, and there is a rough consistency to their decisions.

You should get detailed information about each school-including the admissions statistics of the most recently admitted class, student opinion, extracurricular options, etc.—and make an informed decision. Go to Princeton Review’s Counselor-O-Matic: to try to develop your profile which will produce matching colleges and  an informed estimate of your odds of acceptance.

To help you gauge how you might fare in competition with other applicants, we break down the schools you should consider into three types: Good Match, Reach, and Safety. Understanding the meaning of these terms will give you a better framework within which you can construct your list of prospective schools and maximize your admissions success.

Good Match schools
Don't you remember the warm squishy feeling you got when you sent out Valentine's cards in third grade? Come on, you remember. Cards with come-hither comments like Be Mine or the coveted You're Groovy. Well, young friend, get ready for the re-run. When the application of a good match student comes across the desk of an admissions counselor…you can bet he or she has comparable tingly feelings in anticipation of dishing out acceptance love letters. The first indicator of a good match is usually academic compatibility between the student's grades and the academic quality of the school's freshman profile. But not far behind are qualitative factors like location, size, religious affiliation, and yes, even social life. When you think about it, the admissions process is the formal way of saying, "We're just two crazy kids who want to hook up…all legal-like."

Reach schools
If you're evaluating your chances of admission at a particular school, and your assessment falls anywhere between "I might just make the cut" and "It can't hurt to try, right?" you've found a reach school. 

You may be wondering why you'd bother to apply to one or more schools where there is a significant likelihood of rejection. The real question is, Why wouldn't you? Given the gray area in the subjectivity of numerous admissions decisions, selection is not always clean cut. 

In this case, look to the softer areas of your application to compensate for less impressive academic accomplishments—that means rack up valid achievements and extracurriculars and blow away admissions officers with a killer essay. Oh, and drop in a sexy glamour shot for good measure (kidding).

Safety schools
Thought safety school was gonna be the easiest definition in the group, huh? On the surface, it appears that the admissions committee at your safety school would need an act of God to reject you, right? While that's true for the majority of students applying to safeties, it's not without its dangerous and just plain shady exceptions. So before you assume that an admissions counselor will reach for his/her big, red, rubber ACCEPTED stamp for every outstanding app that passes his/her desk, consider why that might not always be the case.

Admissions pros are focused on lots of numbers throughout the admissions courtship and application process, and two of the most important figures are students admitted and students enrolling. They reason colleges care about these numbers is because they help determine were they end up on certain college rankings. Once a school sends out a letter of admission to an applicant, they want to know that there is some probability of that student attending. Applicants with grades and scores at the high end of the of the pool who probably have no intention of going to their safety school might be seen as a liability to a numbers-conscious admissions office. Savvy admissions folks do their research to find out whether students from an applicant's high school historically attend their colleges. If the number is low, they might deduce that the probability of your attendance is low, too, and decide to reject you! It's a shame, but it happens.

It's important to remember that the general admissions spiel has always been that the admissions process is subjective. You will hear lots of reasons why a seemingly qualified applicant might get rejected, i.e. from year to year, like "We had more apps than we expected this year" or "We consider many more qualities than just grades, etcetera, etcetera."

The second possible scenario in safety schools might go something like this: Johnny's app sleeps with the fishes. Admissions committee's might not be receiving the quality apps they want from a certain high school. To hammer their new message home, an admissions office might reject an applicant or several applicants from that high school to set their new agenda in VERY clear terms. Basically, it's a message to the high school that hey, they're not gonna take students of this low caliber—whatever that caliber might be—anymore. Didn't think admissions counselors were such playas, did you?

Of course, these are the exceptions, not the rule, with safety schools. We call them "safeties" because in all likelihood they won't reject you. To use a worn out adage, but an appropriate one: in the realm of college admissions, you can't count any of your eggs before they hatch.

What this means to you 

So, how do you use these terms to maximize the number of fat envelopes that wend their way to your mailbox? Develop a list of colleges that you can divide into: 

  1 or 2 reach schools 

  3 good match schools 

  2 safety schools 
and apply to them all. You've probably already considered schools in each of these categories, but separating them into tiers will help you manage your expectations throughout the admissions process. While it may be impossible to know whether or not you'll be accepted to any given school, the best you can do is prepare yourself for the likely outcomes. 
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