College Planning Guide for
Art Students

Q. When should I start looking at colleges?

A. You should start searching sometime early in your junior year.  If possible, take the time during school breaks to visit a college campus.  Visiting a college campus is a very important part of your college research, especially if you’re thinking about both art colleges and university programs.  If you are going to visit a college campus, have your portfolio ready to go.  However, be sure to have your portfolio critiqued by your art teacher beforehand to make sure it is well organized and presents the best of your work.

Q. When should I have a portfolio review?
A. You should have your first portfolio review during your junior year.  You should attend the portfolio review days in Chicago in November.  Your art teacher will inform you of the dates and will arrange transportation if needed.  Be prepared for long lines and intense critiques.  Afterwards, write down the comments from all the college reps you saw that day and review them with your art teacher when you return to campus.  

Q. What should I expect from, and what should I bring to my portfolio review?
A. When you visit a college and arrange a personal interview you should expect to hear comments and questions about how and why you created certain art works.  Be prepared to discuss your work intelligently.  Include your most recent sketchbook with your portfolio.  Original work is best.  Most schools like to see predominantly reality based work and not imaginary art.  You can have some projects which reflect the imagination, but most of your work should emphasize actual physical objects or scenes.  They want to see how well you can draw/paint.  They want to see how technically skilled you are.  Additionally, some art pieces (such as sculptures or other fragile works) are best presented in photographic form.  Be sure most of your work is recent and does not go back more than two years.  Colleges are going to want to see your latest works.  Your art teacher will help you organize and edit your portfolio for best results.  
Presentation is very, very important.  Many colleges require slides for scholarship competitions.  You will need help in getting slides made.  Talk to your art teacher about this.  On the other hand, some schools will require your work in a specific digital format if you are going to submit a portfolio via mail, etc.  Have multiple copies of all materials and keep at least one duplicate set of anything you submit in case your work gets lost in the mail and you have to resend it.

Q. In addition to my art ability, what else will colleges be considering when looking at my

application?

A. Most colleges will be looking for an intelligent individual who is committed to learning and, therefore, your academic and extracurricular activities are very seriously considered in the admission process.  Your academic performance is a very important part of your application.  Therefore, plan your high school curriculum to take challenging courses and make sure you are always doing well academically.  Take SAT or ACT prep courses when offered.  Students with the strongest portfolios and the best grades are most likely to gain admission and be eligible to compete for academic and art scholarships.  Colleges also value students who participate in extracurricular activities that demonstrate a deeper commitment to art, as well as achievements and interests in other areas.  Depth of character is highly valued.

Q. Do I need to know immediately which majors may best suit my skills, interests, and personality?

A. No.  You don’t need to know right away as an incoming freshman exactly what you want to major in.  The best thing you can do is to begin thinking about where your talents lie and what you enjoy the most and then explore all your options before you commit to a major.  Most art programs have a Foundation Year in which you will build your core skills in drawing, painting and sculpture for a thorough grounding in traditional art disciples.  At the same time you will explore new concepts and media which will help to inform you of where you need to be.  During this process you will discover modes and methods of expression that you may have never known existed.  You will also most likely discover new talents and skills.

Q.  What kinds of things can I do in my junior year of high school to get a head start on preparing for my college application?

A.  Stay active all year.  Commit yourself to work, work, and work!  At school, at home or in the dorms commit yourself to working on your art at least 15 minutes to 30 minutes each day.  Do not neglect your sketchbook.  Keep a daily journal!  When you have a vacation or time off during one of our many school breaks, visit an art museum or gallery to look at historical and contemporary art.  The best artwork is the product not only of talent but also of hard work and experience.  You cannot get the experience if you aren’t working consistently.  The more you make art, think about art, research art, get critical feedback about your art, the better prepared you will be.  It is strongly recommended that you take one or more art class during the summer of your junior year, especially a life drawing course or any kind of advanced drawing class.  Many visual art colleges offer some kind of residential summer program or pre-college program specifically for high school juniors.  Please discuss this with you art teacher who will be able to direct you to a program in your area.  You must work during the summer on your portfolio.  You cannot expect to produce enough work during the senior school year alone.  There is just not enough time and you will have other academic and community service commitments that will need your attention.  
When you return to campus to begin your senior year, your art teacher will ask to see your portfolio right away.  Your work will be critiqued and those pieces deemed worthy for inclusion will be separated from those not considered acceptable.  Listen carefully to comments made and suggestions for improving your portfolio.  Sign up for the after school portfolio prep program during the fall sports season.  You will need this time to complete additional works for inclusion.  Your art teacher will assist you in guiding you towards your best results and choosing the art academy or college that best suits your talents and interests.
