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A university ranks among the top 20 nationally. Its name

appears on résumés, its campus attracts ambitious

students, and its reputation reassures parents that their

tuition investment will pay off.

But what if your child wants to study linguistics, biology,

computer science, or economics—and the department

they will actually attend offers limited undergraduate

research access, few courses in their specialty, or little

individual attention from faculty?

Meanwhile, a university ranked considerably lower may

offer an outstanding department in that exact field, with

accessible professors, specialized courses, and

opportunities for undergraduates to contribute to

meaningful research.

Which university offers the better education?

The answer cannot be found in a single ranking.

U.S. News rankings are not inherently fraudulent. They

measure selected institutional characteristics using a

published methodology. The problem arises when families

treat an overall university ranking as a definitive measure

of undergraduate quality in every department.

The university's overall reputation tells you something

about the institution. It does not tell you everything about

the education your child will receive in a particular field.

WHAT  U .S .  NEWS  ACTUALLY  MEASURES

U.S. News calculates its Best Colleges rankings using

multiple indicators of institutional academic quality. Its

methodology has included measures such as graduation

and retention rates, faculty resources, student selectivity,

financial resources, and assessments of academic

reputation. The specific indicators and their weights can

change between editions. U.S.1

These measures can provide useful information.

Graduation rates help families evaluate student outcomes,

while faculty resources and other institutional indicators

offer context about a college's educational environment.

But consider what an overall ranking cannot necessarily

tell you:

How frequently professors teach introductory courses

instead of delegating instruction to graduate teaching

assistants.

Whether the department offers specialized courses in the

student's intended subfield.

How easy it is to secure faculty mentorship.

Whether graduates pursue the careers or graduate

programs your child is considering.

A university can perform well on institution-wide

indicators while having departments that differ

substantially in course availability, teaching priorities,
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research opportunities, and student support.

The reverse is also possible: a less highly ranked university

may have an excellent department but lack the broader

resources, facilities, or range of academic offerings

available at a larger research institution.

The ranking does not necessarily misrepresent the

university. It simply cannot answer every department-level

question a family needs to ask.

WHY  A  SMALLER  OR  LESS  HIGHLY  RANKED

COLLEGE  MAY  OFFER  MORE  UNDERGRADUATE

ACCESS

Research universities can provide exceptional

opportunities, including advanced laboratories, specialized

research centers, and faculty working at the frontiers of

their fields.

Yet the presence of a prominent research enterprise does

not automatically mean every undergraduate will

participate in it.

Faculty members may divide their time among teaching,

research, grant writing, graduate supervision, and

administrative responsibilities. Some laboratories welcome

undergraduates early; others require advanced coursework

or prior experience. Opportunities may depend on the

field, the professor, the student's preparation, and the

availability of funding.

At a smaller institution, undergraduates may find it easier

to build sustained relationships with professors or obtain

individual feedback. Some colleges also emphasize

undergraduate teaching and provide structured pathways

into faculty-supervised projects.

Neither institutional model is universally better.

The National Survey of Student Engagement identifies

student-faculty interaction as an important dimension of

the undergraduate experience. Its survey examines

activities such as discussing course material with faculty

outside class, talking about career plans, and working with

faculty on activities beyond coursework.2

These are more direct questions about the student

experience than an overall institutional ranking can

resolve.

The practical implication is not to favor small colleges

automatically. It is to investigate whether the department

makes meaningful faculty interaction and academic

participation accessible to undergraduates.

HOW  TO  EVALUATE  A  DEPARTMENT  INSTEAD  OF

ITS  BRAND

A department's name and reputation matter, but families

need to examine what the program actually offers.

1 .  INSPECT  THE  CURR ICULUM

Start with the department's undergraduate course catalog

and degree requirements.

Does the program offer advanced courses in the student's

areas of interest? Are specialized subjects available

regularly, or do they appear only occasionally? Can

students pursue interdisciplinary work without delaying

graduation?

For example, a student interested in computational

linguistics should investigate whether the curriculum

offers relevant linguistics and computer science

coursework, opportunities to combine the disciplines, and

a realistic sequence of prerequisites.

A department may have impressive faculty research in an

area that undergraduates cannot readily study. The

existence of a specialty is not the same as access to it.

2.  LOOK  BEYOND  FACULTY  BIOGRAPHIES

A professor's research can be a valuable reason to consider

a department. But a distinguished publication record does

not establish that the professor teaches undergraduates

regularly or accepts undergraduate research assistants.

Review faculty teaching responsibilities, undergraduate

advising arrangements, and the department's research

participation policies. Ask how students typically join

projects, whether prior experience is necessary, and

whether opportunities are available to first- and second-

year students.

If the university publishes undergraduate research

programs, examine their eligibility requirements and

participation structure.

A strong department for your child is not simply one with

impressive faculty. It is one where the student has a

plausible path to learning from them.
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3.  EXAM INE  CLASS  S IZES  AND  TEACHING

ACCESS

Average class size can be useful, but departmental and

course-level information is more revealing.

A university might have small discussion sections

alongside large introductory lectures. Advanced seminars

might be limited to a handful of students, while required

introductory courses enroll hundreds.

Ask about the classes your child will actually take: who

teaches them, how students receive feedback, whether

office hours are accessible, and how frequently majors can

enroll in upper-level seminars.

The relevant question is not merely how many students

attend the university. It is what the learning environment

looks like in the courses that shape the student's

education.

4.  INVEST IGATE  UNDERGRADUATE  RESEARCH

OPPORTUN IT I ES

Look for specific examples of undergraduate participation

rather than relying on a laboratory's existence or

reputation.

Does the department publish undergraduate research

projects, thesis titles, student posters, or descriptions of

student contributions? Are there structured research

programs, paid positions, or faculty-supervised

independent studies?

For a biology student, the distinction might be between a

department with sophisticated laboratories and one that

offers a clear route into a research project. For a computer

science student, it might be access to a research group, an

independent project, or a faculty mentor who supervises

undergraduates.

Ask how students obtain these opportunities and how

competitive they are. A university's research spending is

evidence of institutional research activity, not proof that

an individual undergraduate will receive a position.

The Carnegie Classification's updated framework

recognizes research activity separately from its broader

institutional classification. Its 2025 redesign also

introduced a Research Colleges and Universities

designation for institutions with research activity that may

not offer many or any research doctorates.3

This reinforces an important point: research activity is

multidimensional. A single overall university label cannot

fully describe the research opportunities available to each

undergraduate.

GRADUATE  SCHOOL  PLACEMENT  AND  CAREER

OUTCOMES :  LOOK  AT  THE  F IELD

Parents often ask which university sends the most

graduates to prestigious graduate programs or places

them in highly paid jobs.

These outcomes can matter, but institution-wide figures

can conceal differences between majors and student

populations.

The U.S. Department of Education's College Scorecard

provides data on costs, debt, completion, and earnings,

including information by field of study. Its documentation

cautions that earnings data by field are not necessarily

representative of all graduates: the data cover students

who received federal financial aid, and earnings measures

exclude people still enrolled in school during the

measurement period.4

This makes field-specific comparisons valuable—but not

infallible.

A median earnings figure does not reveal the full range of

graduate outcomes, the quality of an individual's

education, or the career paths available to every student.

Earnings can also reflect geography, industry, graduate

education, and differences in who enters a particular field.

Graduate school placement requires similar care. Ask

departments for the number of students pursuing

graduate study, the kinds of programs they enter, and the

time period covered by the data. Distinguish between a list

of notable alumni and systematic outcomes for recent

graduating classes.

For students considering doctoral study, faculty

mentorship, research experience, advanced coursework,

and strong academic recommendations may be

particularly relevant. For students entering the workforce,

internships, employer relationships, practical experience,

and demonstrated skills may matter more directly.

There is no single department ranking that captures all

these factors for every student.
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A  F IVE-STEP  DEPARTMENT  RESEARCH

CHECKL IST

Before deciding that a university's overall ranking makes it

the best option, investigate the specific program.

Map the curriculum. Identify required courses, advanced

electives, interdisciplinary options, and any gaps between

the catalog and the student's interests.

Verify undergraduate access. Ask how students enter

research groups, obtain faculty supervision, enroll in

seminars, and pursue independent projects.

Evaluate teaching and mentorship. Look beyond

university-wide averages to departmental class sizes,

advising structures, faculty availability, and student

feedback.

Review outcomes by field. Use College Scorecard data

where available, along with department-published

graduate-school and career information. Check the dates,

sample sizes, and definitions behind the figures.

Compare the actual student experience. Consider cost,

location, academic flexibility, support services, and the

student's likely opportunities to participate—not just the

university's position on a list.

The purpose is not to find a supposedly hidden

department that is better than every famous university. It

is to find a program that aligns with the student's goals and

offers a credible path to achieving them.

HOW  SCHOLAR  COACH  HELPS  FAM IL I ES

EVALUATE  COLLEGES  BEYOND  RANK INGS

Scholar Coach helps students and families research

academic programs at the department level instead of

relying exclusively on institutional prestige.

Define the student's academic objective. We clarify the

field, subfield, and potential future pathway so the college

search focuses on relevant academic opportunities.

Compare actual curricula. We examine required courses,

advanced electives, interdisciplinary options, and whether

the department supports the student's genuine interests.

Investigate faculty and research access. We distinguish

between faculty research that exists on paper and

opportunities undergraduates can realistically pursue.

Evaluate outcomes in context. We examine available

graduate-school and career data while accounting for

limitations in sample sizes, time periods, and measurement

methods.

Build a department-informed college list. We compare

academic fit, access, cost, and student experience

alongside overall selectivity and reputation.

The goal is not to dismiss rankings. They can be one

useful starting point among several. The goal is to stop

treating a single number as a substitute for research.

A university's brand may help open doors, but the

education itself happens through courses, faculty

relationships, projects, and the opportunities a student can

actually access.

Before paying a premium for a name, investigate the

department behind it. That is where the student's

academic experience will take shape.

NOTES
1 News: Best Colleges Rankings Methodology
2 NSSE: Engagement Indicators
3 Carnegie Classification: 2025 Research Activity Designations
4 College Scorecard: Data and Documentation
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