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With so many college guidebooks on the market, picking one can be as perplexing as finding the right college. Peterson's has ''the most complete'' guide, the College Board has the ''only'' complete guide, Fiske has ''the top-rated'' guide (though no one has actually rated guidebooks -- yet). 

For those who get stuck at the bookstore shelf, there are a few facts to consider. Chief among them is that college guidebooks fall into one of two categories: encyclopedic or experiential. 

Encyclopedic guides are sometimes likened to the Yellow Pages of higher education, huge directories of every accredited four-year institution. Their forte is facts. Thousands upon thousands upon thousands of them. If you want a list of every college in the country that offers a degree in textile management -- or how many students attend or the percent of faculty with Ph.D.'s or the name of the sports teams -- chances are you will find it in one of these. On the other end of the spectrum, experiential guides give a smattering of core statistics along with something much more intangible: what it's actually like to go to a particular campus. These guides typically cover only a few hundred colleges. Their insights come from student interviews and the colleges themselves, so even the most serious author confesses to being subjective. 

Herewith, a selective guide to the guides.

ENCYCLOPEDIC GUIDES
Barron's Profiles of American Colleges
More than 1,600 accredited universities are logged in this fat book, which prides itself on giving readers ''as much information as possible'' and hardly disappoints. But don't expect to plow through it without ''knowing yourself'' first -- that is, having a fair idea of what kind of college you're looking for. To that end, the book begins with a brief introspective exercise on finding the right college before launching into more than 1,500 pages of statistical profiles, including 150 pages listing every major at every institution. 

One feature Barron's is particularly proud of is its index of colleges by competitiveness -- from non to most. Listed along with each are freshmen's median SAT and ACT scores, to give prospective students a sense of what they're up against, or scare them away. Why Barron's picks a particular range of scores -- colleges are deemed ''highly competitive'' if they accept scores of 620 to 654, for instance -- is a secret guarded as closely as the Colonel's recipe. The editor, Darrell A. Buono, says there is a ''proven formula'' for deciding what range means what. ''We don't really like to discuss that,'' he says, ''but it's very effective.''

The College Board's College Handbook
Though printed on paper as light as newsprint, this book weighs a ton. In addition to all accredited four-year institutions, it offers nearly 700 pages on two-year colleges, rarely a focus of college guides. All told, it describes more than 3,600 institutions. Even so, it is not intended to cap off your college search. The editors refer to it as ''the first step'' to help draft a short list of choices requiring -- what else? -- more research. 

Eight years ago, the College Board, which also administers the SAT, got together for a powwow with Peterson's, U.S. News & World Report and Wintergreen/Orchard House. Since they all routinely bombarded colleges wanting information like enrollment and degrees conferred, they asked themselves, ''Why not systematize things so we all get consistent information?'' And so the common data set was born. The agreement works like this: Each publisher is responsible for its own research, but when it touches on one of 90 topics, a uniformly phrased question must be asked and certain definitions apply -- to leave nothing to the imagination. 

It's not hard to understand how the way a question is asked shapes the answer. For example, when the College Board asks for the number of applications, the institution will count complete applications from eligible students, not phone calls, letters of interest or incomplete applications that would never be considered. This may seem elementary, but before the initiative, colleges could pump up their application count -- and thus their image of selectivity. 

Not all publishers have come to the table, most notably Barron's. Whether that makes a difference is open to debate. Just because certain information is presented in the same way doesn't guarantee it's the right information. Nor that colleges will answer the questions correctly, intentionally or not.

Peterson's Four-Year Colleges
Another practitioner of the common data set, Peterson's sends out questionnaires to some 2,170 colleges and universities. This includes a complete list of a college's majors, its endowment, even the number of computers students are likely to find on campus. There is also a handy financial aid table, which tells families how much of the economic burden they are likely to shoulder given their size, income and assets. 

While the first 1,100 or so pages form a compendium of statistics, the next 1,800 consist of ''in-depth descriptions of the colleges.'' A disclaimer buried in an introduction explains that this section was ''prepared exclusively by college officials.'' Peterson's turns this into a selling point: the passages ''give students a better sense of the individuality of each institution.'' 

In reality, colleges pay Peterson's for the space, meaning the profiles are essentially paid advertisements. An executive who declined to be named says that the publisher gives colleges ''editorial guidelines'' so that they don't tout themselves unreasonably. But does anyone vet the submissions for accuracy? ''We pretty much rely on the survey respondent to do that,'' he says. ''I don't think we're in the business of second guessing the institutions that report in this book.'' 

Here's how Temple University describes its faculty in Peterson's: ''In addition to being superlative teachers and researchers, Temple faculty members are also known for their practical experience. For example, a marketing class may be led by a successful entrepreneur, or music lessons given by a member of the Philadelphia Orchestra.'' In contrast, Temple students surveyed by the Princeton Review's ''Best 345 Colleges'' ranked their faculty seventh in the country for its propensity to ''suck all life from materials.''

EXPERIENTIAL GUIDES
The Fiske Guide to Colleges
Forget reams of obscure facts that only confound students, says Edward B. Fiske. The real decision-making comes down to a few essential questions: ''What is the food like? How about the social life? Who are the people who go there? Are these the kind of people I want to be around?'' Add to that the academic and political climate on campus, and you begin to get a feel for what Mr. Fiske is trying to capture -- the ''distinct personality,'' as he puts it, of each of the 300 or so colleges he reviews. 

Mr. Fiske, formerly education editor of The New York Times, advises students on everything from watering holes to dorm choices. His prose is, well, informal. ''If you are of the fowl-mooded type, you may want to roost in the school's Poultry Health Center,'' he writes about the University of Arkansas. 

To get the facts, Mr. Fiske sends questionnaires to administrators for basic information, but he also asks them to pick a ''representative group'' of students to fill in the blanks about what the college is really like. The approach is far from scientific. Mr. Fiske warns readers up front that both the picking of colleges and universities and judging them is ''inherently subjective,'' at times requiring the ''journalist's prerogative.'' 

Letting colleges handpick the students who will speak for them presents potential for sugarcoated representations. Mr. Fiske acknowledges the risk but adds: ''American college students will tell it like it is. They understand that they're not doing anybody a favor by lying about their school.'' 

Mr. Fiske's choices come across as above average in almost all areas. This might be because, he says, ''there's no reason to include a school if it's a lousy place.'' 

For instance, he says the University of Colorado at Boulder seems to have it all: ''The academic programs are top-notch. There is an active social scene. And the majestic Rocky Mountains provide a breathtaking backdrop and boundless playground for book-weary students.'' 

Students surveyed by the Princeton Review see it differently. The university is ranked as the eighth biggest party school, 12th for marijuana use and first for students spending the least amount of time studying. The campus description is pretty severe, too. ''What students drive here is more important than their education,'' says one student.

Choosing the Right College
''This is not a how-to-get-in book,'' says Jeremy Beer, editor in chief. ''Nor is it a statistical compendium. Nor is it a ranking book. We're the inside scoop.'' 

Warning students up front about the dangers of ''intellectual relativism'' and professors who ''confuse education with indoctrination,'' the guide, from the Intercollegiate Studies Institute, pursues what Mr. Beer calls a ''fairly unabashedly anecdotal methodology'' to encapsulate academic, political and student life on more than 100 campuses. Its mantra is displayed prominently on the cover, promising to provide ''the whole truth about America's top schools.'' 

One thing it leaves out is the truth about the institute. The group's principles -- ''individual liberty, personal responsibility, free enterprise and Judeo-Christian moral standards'' -- are explained clearly enough on its Web site. But they are not in the book, leaving readers to surmise on their own the meaning of an introduction by William J. Bennett, an obvious distaste for academic departments that offer courses like ''Taking Marx Seriously'' and applause for the abandonment of minority programs. Mr. Beer says readers should be able to figure out the group's perspectives, but the next edition, due this month, will make its stance clearer. 

Unofficial (Un)Biased Insider's Guide to the 320 Most Interesting Colleges 
It takes only a glance at the table of contents to see what this guide is going for. There are ''Hot & Trendy'' colleges, ''Animal House'' schools, ''Revenge of the Nerds'' campuses. The authors, Seppy Basili and Trent Anderson, who between them have 25 years of experience at Kaplan Inc., which publishes the guide, pick campuses based on their own views of what's ''interesting.'' This allows some unfamiliar names to enter the mix, from the Berklee College of Music in Boston to Harvey Mudd College in Claremont, Calif. 

''We wanted a guide with personality,'' Mr. Basili says. The book is divided into three core categories -- ''Inside the Classroom,'' ''Campus Environment'' and ''Student Life'' -- that are peppered with quotes from students. 

But at some colleges -- for example, the College of the Atlantic on Mount Desert Island in Bar Harbor, Me. -- no student says anything and the authors seem unsure of the quality of their information. Describing the village of Bar Harbor, they write, ''We hear that practically everything in the town shuts down in the winter.'' 

They also intersperse advice with an Abbott and Costello routine. At Brown University, Mr. Anderson writes, ''students get to map out their own curriculum and experiment with new fields, without the pressure of grades and requirements.'' Mr. Basili replies, ''The Brown pass-fail system: wealthy liberals, pass; athletes, frat members or Republicans, fail.'' 

Greg Winter covers education for The Times. Nicholas Thomson contributed to this article.
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