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Putting the Pieces Together

Assistant Director of College Counseling Lynn Kittel (center) discusses the college application process with 

juniors, from left, Jordan Schick, Owen Patch, Carter Morris and Maddy Parker.
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“Our goal is for 
students to have good 

options on April 1, 
schools where they 

will be happy and 
succeed.”

—Dr. Mary Frances 
Bryja,

Director of College 
Counseling

When Katie deVries received her fi rst 

college acceptance this fall, she promptly 

went to the College Counseling Offi ce to 

tell Dr. Mary Frances Bryja, Bullis’ director 

of college counseling. Dr. Bryja directed 

her to the map on her wall, handed her 

a pin and asked Katie to celebrate by 

marking the spot where the school is 

located.

Each year Dr. Bryja creates a new map to 

document acceptances of the seniors, and 

each pin is signifi cant. “I love my job. Each 

student is different, wonderful and fi nds 

his or her own path.”

But fi nding that path is not always easy. 

According to the National Association 

for College Admission Counseling, nine 

percent of students applied to seven or 

more colleges in 1990. By 2011, the year 

of its most recent survey, that group had 

risen to 29 percent.

One reason for this is the Common 

Application, which students fi ll out once 

and then can send to multiple colleges. 

While that simplifi es the process, it also 

complicates it: colleges receive more 

applications, which drives acceptance 

rates down…and in turn creates anxiety in 

students to apply to more schools if they 

think their chances of admission are low. 

At Bullis, the highest number of 

applications submitted by a single student 

is 21. Most students submit 9 or 10.

Beyond the sheer numbers of applicants, 

many other factors that are out of 

the student’s control drive admission 

decisions. Connections, athletics, race and 

diversity, donors, legacies—and maybe 

something as quirky as a school not 

needing another ballet dancer—can make 

or break a decision. “It’s even slightly 

better to be a boy these days,” marvels 

Associate Director of College Counseling 

Lynn Kittel.

Still, Dr. Bryja and Ms. Kittel remind 

students and parents that there’s plenty of 

good news. The New York Times reports 

that four out of fi ve well-qualifi ed students 

who apply to elite schools are accepted by 

UNSELING 
Lawrencia Moten ’16 consults with Administrative Assistant Cathy Lymon.
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 “Mary Frances and 
Lynn go above and 

beyond. They take the 
time to get to know 
the students, and it 

shows!”

–Elizabeth Rosen,
Senior Assistant 

Director of Admissions,
Washington University

at least one. Furthermore, while fewer than 

20% of schools have plenty of applicants, 

the rest are not fi lling their classes and 

are scrambling for students. “These are 

terrifi c state schools and small liberal 

arts schools,” Ms. Kittel explains. “We 

encourage students to consider them, 

especially since many offer merit aid or 

better fi nancial aid packages.”

Ms. Kittel and Dr. Bryja work with each 

student to help determine their best fi t 

and qualifi cations compared with other 

applicants. “We are always honest with 

students and families,” says Ms. Kittel. 

“We want to open their eyes to the realities 

of the very competitive schools, and to 

think about other schools they may not 

have previously considered.” 

Brooke Gutschick ’13 benefi ted from that 

advice. “I am at Gettysburg College, and 

hadn’t considered going here when I 

visited. Ms. Kittel told me to keep an open 

mind because anything could happen, 

and I’m glad I did. I am thriving here!” As 

Dr. Bryja says, “Our goal is for students 

to have good options on April 1, schools 

where they will be happy and succeed.”

The counseling process starts as early as 

winter of freshman year after students 

receive fi rst trimester grades. “We want 

students to know how important early 

grades are,” says Dr. Bryja, “Even if 

they are low, students still have time to 

improve—something colleges like to see.” 

The counselors also urge the students to 

build their extracurriculars, discover their 

passions, “and read, read, read.”

The counselors also meet with freshman 

and sophomore parents. “I really 

appreciated those early sessions,” says 

Cindy Truitt P ’15. “There was plenty of 

information and expectation-setting, 

without it being too stressful or scary for 

those going through it for the fi rst time.”

Dr. Bryja and Ms. Kittel get more 

acquainted with students during 

sophomore year, by attending concerts, 

games, performances and art shows. “We 

want to know the student beyond his/her 

Lauren Thompson ’15 celebrates a recent college acceptance by marking the school’s 
location on the map in Dr. Mary Frances Bryja’s offi ce.
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“They’re so personal 
with each student. 

They really get to 
know you as an 
individual and 

not just another 
number.”

–Stephen Clement ’15

grades,” explains Ms. Kittel. “We watch 

their interaction with peers and how they 

handle success and disappointment. 

These are all important factors in 

presenting a student and helping them 

determine where they may best fi t.”

That familiarity translates into the detailed 

recommendations the counselors write. 

“Mary Frances and Lynn go above and 

beyond,” says Elizabeth Rosen, senior 

assistant director of admissions at 

Washington University in St. Louis. 

“Their letters detail how Bullis students 

have contributed to their school and 

larger community and ways they have 

challenged themselves academically and 

in extracurriculars. They take the time to 

get to know the students, and it shows!”

Junior year starts with college visits 

to nearby schools during Experiential 

Education. The offi ce also hosts parent 

coffees before a more formal process with 

students begins in the winter, including 

meetings that encourage student self-

refl ection. “What are your strengths and 

fears, what are you looking for,” explains 

Ms. Kittel. “College is about fi nding the 

right fi t, so you must fi rst discover who 

you are.” 

Juniors also participate in a mock 

admissions program. The offi ce invites 

college representatives to talk with 

students about campus visits and explain 

the process from their perspective. 

Students are then assigned to work in 

groups as a fi ctitious college to evaluate 

applicants. “One gets in, one is denied 

and one is waitlisted,” explains Dr. Bryja. 

“It’s a good way to appreciate all the 

factors in a college’s decision, and realize 

that many are out of their control.”

The counselors visit English classes 

near the end of junior year to talk about 

college essays and encourage students 

to start the Common App when it’s 

released in the summer. In late summer 

workshops, students get application tips 

and learn how to streamline the process. 

By the start of senior year, the counselors 

have met with most students and their 

parents to develop each student’s list 

of target schools. “The counselors 

know the students, their strengths and 

their interests, and were very helpful in 

compiling a list of colleges that matched 

each of my children’s unique needs and 

wishes,” says Amy Carroll, P’7, ’10, ’15.

Senior lockers and the senior Commons 

lounge are on the same hall as the 

counseling offi ce, and the counselors 

and offi ce assistant Cathy Lymon provide 

a warm  respite from the stresses of the 

application process. “My daughter loves 

hanging out in the offi ce,” says Heather 

Cogdell P ’15, ’17. “If she’s worried or 

disappointed, they provide a safe haven 

to feel, more relaxed, more confi dent and 

happier.”

Senior Will Gansler agrees. “Dr. Bryja, 

Ms. Kittel and Ms. Lymon are three of the 

nicest and most caring people,” says Will 

Gansler ’15. “ It’s almost unbelievable that 

with only two counselors for 100 kids they 

are able to fi nd the perfect fi t for everyone, 

but they somehow manage to do it.”

“Ms. Kittel’s holistic approach was 

invaluable in negotiating the process 

and making a college match” says Karen 

Countee, P’14 about her son’s athletic 

scholarship to East Carolina. “She was an 

advisor, a coach, a fan and a friend.”

“They’re so personal with each student ,” 

Stephen Clement ’15 adds. “They really get 

to know you as an individual and not just 

another number.”


