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WITHOUT LEAVING HOME

NAVIGATING THE PROCESS IN A VIRTUAL WORLD

Right Private School
A Guide for Finding the
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Prior to the current public health crisis, you might have been thinking 
about a private school education for your child. It’s likely that the same 
ideas motivating this decision are still there, whether you desire a faith-
based education, a family-centered community, or specific offerings in 
athletics, the arts, leadership development, and/or technology.

Or perhaps the necessity to move to virtual school has exposed weaknesses 
in your child’s current school experience that you just aren’t comfortable with. 
Things may not be working well, and you wonder if there is a better school 
option as you seek to ensure your child’s academic needs are being met.

In a world where there are new developments and restrictions daily (if not 
hourly), you might wonder if private schools are having conversations with 
prospective families and enrolling new students.

Rest assured that, despite this new reality, Columbia Academy is still operating, 
is prepared to welcome new students, and is flourishing despite the recent shift 
to “distance learning”.

Evaluating education options from home can be involved and time consuming. 
This is a worthy assignment, however, as choosing a school is one of the most 
important decisions you'll ever make for your child.

There’s a lot to think about! We are happy to assist you in any way we can as you 
search for the right private school for your child and your family.

Best Regards,

School Shopping in a Virtual World

Tiffany Conroy 
Associate Head of  
Elementary & Middle School 
tconroy@columbiaacademy.com 
410-805-4527

Gina Driscoll 
Director of Marketing & 
Admissions 
gdriscoll@columbiaacademy.com 
443-622-7758

mailto:tconroy%40columbiaacademy.com%20?subject=
mailto:gdriscoll%40columbiaacademy.com%20?subject=
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This guide was designed to help you develop 
a framework for choosing the right private 
school for your child in a world where campus 
visits and face-to-face meetings are limited.

This is a resource for parents who want to successfully 
navigate the virtual admissions process knowing 
with confidence they have selected the best learning 
environment for their child and their family.

After walking through the 4 steps outlined in this guide, 
you’ll feel more informed, more empowered, and more 
excited to make an enrollment decision. There’s a lot 
to think about as the school landscape changes, but 
remember to relax, take one step at a time, and be 
enthusiastic about this new journey for your family.

How to Use this Guide
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STEP 1

Price

!

PhilosophyProximity

 If a school is not in alignment with your 3 P’s, rule them out and move 
on. You need to save the time and energy required to research academics, 
extracurriculars, and other specifics for schools that will work for your family. 

3P'S

Consider the

Before contacting a school, there are a few practical  
matters you'll need to consider. We call these the 3 P’s: 
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Visit www.privateschoolreview.com. The 
homepage of this site offers a handy private 
school search tool.

Pull up Google and search for:

Seek recommendations from your friends 
on Facebook.

Private schools in your city, state OR county

Ask your Family

• How far are we willing to drive 
for drop-offs and pick-ups?

• Does our tuition budget allow 
for a transportation fee?

• Do we have family members 
or friends who could help with 
transportation?

Ask the School

• Are parents required to pick up 
and drop off students?

• Is transportation provided?

• Do you know of any families in 
our area who carpool? 

Proximity

1

2

3

STEP 1 Consider the 3P's

Make a list of all the school options in your area.

Here are a few quick ways to build your list:
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• Is religious affiliation important to us?

• Will the worldview of the school align 
with or compete with the ideals we 
aim to instill in our children?

• What do we want to learn about the 
school’s tradition and pedigree?

Philosophy

STEP 1 Consider the 3P's

Each school has its own ideals that 
will define your child’s learning 

experience. This set of principles 
should align closely with your 

family’s beliefs and values.

Ask your Family

Ask the School

• Please tell us about the mission and 
vision of your school.

• Do you have a philosophy of education 
you can share with us?

• What are your aims for my student?

• What type of leadership or governance 
do you have?

• How does the school deal with 
competing worldviews, religious 
doctrines, etc.?

• What kind of diversity in thought do 
you have among staff, and how can 
we learn about the worldviews held by 
your teachers?
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• What additional fees should I 
expect beyond tuition?

• Do you offer flexible payment 
plans?

• Are multi-student discounts 
available?

• Do you offer variable tuition?

Ask the School

Price

STEP 1 Consider the 3P's

Take a close look at your family’s budget and determine what 
level of tuition you can afford.

Bear in mind that the sticker price rarely covers the entire cost of a year of independent school.

Consider logging tuition, fees, 
and financial aid details on a 

simple spreadsheet so you can 
evaluate and compare real costs.Lab fees Field TripsLunch

Extracurricular
activities

Uniform costs

Don’t be discouraged if a school 
you want to explore further 

seems out of reach financially. 

Many independent schools provide 
financial aid. Just ask the admissions 

representative about tuition 
assistance options.

 COMMON 
ADDITIONAL 

EXPENSES

$
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STEP 2

It’s time to explore the educational 
experience of each school on your list. 

This experience is a blend of elements that work together to 
maximize your student’s learning. Even without visiting a school 
while it’s in session, by asking the right questions, you can better 
understand the educational experience. The following steps will 

help you compile the data you need to move forward.

Evaluate the Learning 
Environment

Ask the right questions!
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• What curriculum do you use?

• Is it all from the same provider, 
or do you vary the curriculum by 
subject?

• Are Common Core Standards or 
Common Core Curriculum being 
implemented here?

• How is the curriculum used in a 
virtual school setting?

• How is college prep emphasized 
in the curriculum?

• What kinds of essays are your 
students writing? Could we see 
some samples?    

• Is the Constitution taught in your 
classrooms? How do you prepare 
young minds to preserve our 
democracy?

• Is tutoring or support offered for 
students who need extra help?

• How does your school emphasize 
STEM (Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Math)?

• How often do you review your 
curriculum?

Ask the School

STEP 2 Evaluate the Learning Environment

College Prep Pathway

Advanced Courses

Extracurriculars

Teaching Methods

Class Sizes Learning Spaces

You may find significant differences 
between schools when comparing 
curriculum. Ask questions that help 
you understand the advantages 
of the curriculum used for your 
student's current and  upcoming 
grade levels.

Based on your student’s learning needs and objectives, 
you’ll want to explore college preparatory tracks, 
advanced course options, and extracurriculars. If 
your child has learning differences, you may want to 
learn more about teaching methods, class sizes, and 
physical learning spaces. Most of this information can 
usually be found on the school’s website, however you 
may need to schedule a meeting with an admissions 
counselor as you explore specific curriculum 
information pertaining to your child’s grade level.

CONSIDER & EXPLORE

Conducting a Curriculum Review
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STEP 2 Evaluate the Learning Environment

How to Know if a School is Accredited

Gathering information from schools and their currently enrolled families 
can be valuable, but accreditation provides objective validation from an 

external source. Schools that are committed to excellence seek regular 
review from reputable agencies. The accreditation process is thorough 

and covers areas that many parents don’t think to ask about such as 
financial stability, strategic plans, security protocols, and objectives.

Most schools will proudly display accreditation information on 
their website or other materials.

If you do not find this information easily, ask the school if they are 
accredited or seeking accreditation.

Dual accreditation often indicates strength and intention.

Bear in mind that not being accredited should not necessarily rule 
a school out, but be advised that colleges and universities may 
want to see attendance at an accredited school.

All About Accreditation
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STEP 2 Evaluate the Learning Environment

You know your child best. Do you think they would benefit from a traditional 
model with direct instruction, or an alternative approach to learning? Here 
is a round-up of a few popular instructional models that you may encounter 

during your school search. Each presents a unique journey for students as 
they advance from kindergarten through graduation day.

Different Instructional Models

Project-Based Learning
Project-based learning encourages students to solve real-world 
challenges. STEM education (Science,Technology, Engineering, 
and Math) aligns closely with this model, providing a dynamic 
classroom experience that fosters problem-solving skills.

Socratic Method
Developed by the well-known philosopher Socrates, this is one 
of the world’s oldest and most established teaching models. It is 
defined by a teacher’s intention to foster critical thinking skills by 
probing students with meaningful questions.

The Classical Model
The Classical model of education divides training of the mind into 
a three-stage process. Students progress from grammar, to logic, 
to rhetoric, systematically laying the critical foundations for higher 
education and lifelong learning.

Reggio Emilia Approach
A popular method in early education programs, Reggio Emilia 
leverages a child’s natural curiosity to build knowledge across 
a broad range of subjects. The learning environment will be 
characterized by experiential learning and hands-on activities 
that help students make their own connections about the world 
around them.

Montessori Education
Montessori education emphasizes each child’s independence and ability to make choices for 
themselves. Students spend time exploring and creating on their own with support from teachers, 
but with less direct instruction than some models. Mixed age groups may also be a component of 
this learning model.

• What teaching methods do 
your teachers use?

• Why have you selected this 
method?

• If my child is not accustomed 
to this teaching model, what 
challenges might he/she face? 
(This is particularly applicable 
in upper grades where they 
may not have the same 
foundation as other students.)

• How will teachers utilize 
technology to engage and 
instruct students?

• What’s the average student-
teacher ratio?

• Do all teachers use the same 
method of teaching?

• Is the school accredited? If so, 
with which agency(ies)?

Ask the School
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Explore the faculty and staff pages of the school website. Look 
for photos and bios of teachers that will help you learn about 
their professional background, interests, and personality.

STEP 2 Evaluate the Learning Environment

Learn More About 
Extracurriculars

Get Acquainted with 
Faculty & Staff

Extracurricular activities can enrich your child’s learning 
experience and help them discover lifelong passions.

Look for opportunities that will enable your child to develop their talents while 
learning about motivation, teamwork, and time management. Being part of a club or 
team will also extend your child’s friend group and teach them how to interact and 

maintain relationships.

You may not be able to meet all of your student’s 
future teachers, but you can gain insight into their 
qualifications. Teachers come from diverse backgrounds, 
hold a wide variety of degrees, and are certified by 
a number of different agencies. Classroom teachers 
should hold a bachelor’s degree at minimum and be 
passionate about their subject(s).
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STEP 2 Evaluate the Learning Environment

A Word About Social 
Distancing

Covid-19 has caused major upheaval for independent schools 
around the country. 

All schools in the US are doing some 
form of distance learning.

The good news is that most private schools have pivoted quickly. This means that 
their students have not lost valuable instructional time and have adjusted to new 

learning routines.  As you research school options, ask questions about the  
school’s approach to virtual education.

• During times of distance learning, 
what technology is needed for 
students? What bandwidth is 
necessary for software applications 
to function?

• Will the school provide devices 
such as tablets or laptops or is it 
the responsibility of the family?

• How do teachers provide video 
instruction, create and track 
assignments, and communicate 
educational progress and grades?

Ask the School
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STEP 2 Evaluate the Learning Environment

Safety
An Existing Concern That’s Changed

Schools should be prepared to partner with parents to care 
for students who are anxious and fearful about the well-being 
of their family and friends. Some may be grieving the loss of 
loved ones. Learn how the school personnel are preparing to 
help children handle the added stress that they may encounter.

Once the coronavirus crisis subsides and school 
buildings reopen, it’s likely that there will be a new 
focus on student and teacher health and wellness.

Parents and schools are wisely concerned 
about the safety of children. 

The emotional health of your child is also of 
paramount concern during these challenging days.

As you research each school option, learn more about 
future sick day absence policies, handwashing and social 
distancing procedures, and facility cleaning protocols.

In order to protect the emotional health of students, many 
schools have developed bullying prevention strategies to 
set clear expectations for student behavior.  
 
School leaders have also addressed the physical safety of 
students and staff by creating action plans to protect their 
communities in the event of a lockdown or an intruder.

BULLY
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STEP 3

By this time in the process you have likely noticed 
a few schools have risen to the top of your list.

You’re starting to feel excited about the possibilities that lie ahead. Ordinarily, 
this would be the appropriate time to schedule a campus tour or attend an 
open house. Even if the school facilities are temporarily closed, there are 
multiple ways to learn about what the school truly values, how teachers 

interact and guide students through their educational journey, and what it feels 
like for families to be a part of the school community.

Virtual Admissions
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STEP 3 Virtual Admissions

Tips for a Virtual 
Campus Visit

Review school websites, paying close attention 
to the photos and videos that are available. Be 

on the lookout for vibrant yet orderly classroom 
decor, students who are cheerful and engaged 

in learning, and faculty who interact with 
students beyond instructional time.

Ask if your child can video chat with a few 
students in the grade they would be entering 

upon enrollment. 

Ask to talk with current parents 
of students who are in your 

child’s grade.

Come prepared with a few questions about 
teachers, workload, and class activities.

A video chat between your 
child and the teacher would 
be valuable to see how the 

teacher is able to interact with 
and engage your child.

Spend some time reviewing the school’s 
social media channels. Videos and 

photos posted to Facebook, YouTube, 
Instagram, and Twitter will help to paint 

a picture of how students and families 
participate in the school community.

If offered, participate in virtual information 
sessions or virtual open houses.

• Can you walk me through the application and 
enrollment process?

• Is an online application available?

• Are there important deadlines for tuition assistance?

• What student records are needed? Is there a process 
for gathering files and documentation since many 
school buildings are not accessible at this time?

• What is your first impression of the school?

• Do classrooms look age-appropriate and inspiring?

• Are you able to meet with specific teachers and 
coaches?

• Are your questions anticipated and welcomed?

• What interests or excites my child about this school?

Ask Yourself Ask the School
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Make Your Decision &
Enroll With Confidence

Check Online Reviews Interview Families Speak to the Principal

If you know a family who is 
currently a part of the school 
community, reach out to them 

and schedule a time to chat 
about their experience. If you 

don’t know any families at the 
school, ask for a list of parents 
of students who are either in 
or recently through the grade 

you’re considering.

Principals tend to have 
busy schedules, but if 

you feel that your family 
would benefit from a 

conversation, he or she 
should be accessible and 

welcoming.

Check out reviews on sites 
like GreatSchools.com, 

PrivateSchoolReview.com, or 
the school’s Facebook page. 
Throw out the best and the 
worst reviews and focus on 

the average.

By following steps one through three, you have given yourself a clear and 
comprehensive picture of the opportunities each school will afford. 

You're close to an enrollment decision,

and hopefully you’ve narrowed the list down to a few strong 
possibilities. In order to further vet your options, take some time to 

hear from those who are connected to the school community.

STEP 4
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Making Your Decision

Each school has a different enrollment process, 
so after your decision has been made, get the 
ball rolling with admissions. In most cases, 
you can expect to fill out an application, pay a 
fee, and complete testing before your child’s 
enrollment is confirmed.

Don’t forget to take a picture of your student’s first day of school 
and post it to your social media accounts. Who knows? One of 

your friends may be embarking on a similar process, and they’ll 
certainly want to know about your process for choosing the right 

independent school for your family.

The journey to finding the right private school in a virtual world 
may have been unusual, but you’ve done your research, carefully 
vetted your options, and your child is officially ready to join the 

student body of a fantastic independent school!

You’ve put a lot of time and energy into the process, and 
now it’s time to make the call. 

STEP 4 Make Your Decision and Enroll with Confidence

Enroll Now!

Share it!

Congratulations!

PRESCHOOL  
AT KENDALL RIDGE

6000 University Blvd.
Ellicott City, MD 21043

PRESCHOOL 
AT KINGS CONTRIVANCE

10380 Old Columbia Rd.  
Columbia, MD 21046

PRESCHOOL  
AT MAPLE LAWN

7425 Maple Lawn Blvd.
Fulton, MD 20759

PRESCHOOL  
AT THUNDER HILL

9210 Route 108
Columbia, MD 21045

KINDERGARTEN, ELEMENTARY,  
AND MIDDLE SCHOOL

10350 Old Columbia Rd.
Columbia, MD 21046
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https://twitter.com/ColumbiaAcadMD
https://www.facebook.com/ColumbiaAcademyMD/
https://www.instagram.com/columbiaacademy/

