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			To Lily and Luna, our daughters, who make me laugh forever, and grateful even longer. You are the muchy much that my soul always needs. I am always so proud to be your dad.

			To all the university admission officers and high school counselors who bust their butts every day to make this process better for young people by being kind and compassionate (and who push for transparency). 
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Foreword 

			
When I reflect on our family’s journey through the college admissions process, I’m immediately grateful to the friend who introduced me to Brady. From our very first conversation over a decade ago, I was struck by his combination of insight, empathy, and experience. His philosophy resonated deeply with me: that every student has a voice worth hearing, and that college admissions can be a time of growth and reflection—not just a race for prestige. He didn’t see college as a prize to be won, but as part of a young person’s larger journey of becoming.

			Brady wasn’t just a college advisor to our family. He became a true partner and friend. He walked alongside both of our kids—and us as parents—as they navigated their post-high school decisions. He brought calm when things felt overwhelming, and humor when we needed a reminder to breathe. Most importantly, he saw our children clearly, believed in them deeply, and helped them believe in themselves. Throughout it all, he reminded us that this process isn’t just about getting into a school—it’s about helping young people become the thoughtful, grounded adults they’re meant to be. 

			That’s what makes this book so special. It’s not just a practical step by step guide (though it absolutely is). It carries Brady’s voice and reflects the way he approaches this work: with care, with perspective, and with deep respect for students and their families. Whether you’re trying to make sense of rankings, figure out the difference between a college and a university, trying to understand the role of a school counselor, or simply want to know how to support your child through it all, you’ll find something meaningful here.

			As a parent, I want my children to be independent, self-aware, and resilient. I also know we don’t get there on our own. Mentors matter—at every age. Brady’s guidance has shaped not only our children’s educational paths, but how we think as a family about growth, decision-making, and the future.

			This book holds the same clarity, warmth, and wisdom that Brady has shared with us over the years. I hope it brings you the same sense of steadiness, insight, and encouragement.

			We’re so grateful for him—and I’m glad this book found its way to you.

			
	Warmly,

			Deborah Lake

			Co-founder, 4Earth Farms

		

	
		
			


Kind Words 

			
“Ask the College Counselor embodies respect for all parties, understands holistic needs, has an acute awareness of the ever-changing application landscape, is always in listening mode, and, above all, places the emotional and logistical needs of each student at the heart of planning. Through this published offering, Mr. Norvall assuredly exposes parents and carers (and even school officials!) to more poignant definitions and explanations of the various substrata underpinning the college application process and how to navigate potential murky waters. His contribution to this ongoing dialogue comes at a very sensitive but necessary juncture in the history of college advice and guidance and is a most welcome addition. Many of your doubts will be clarified, preconceptions cleared, and questions answered. Enjoy the discovery process as a family if you can.”

			– Dr. Barry Hallinan, Senior Master, St. Paul’s School, Sao Paulo, Brazil

			
“Working with Brady during the college processes of my three children was the best decision we could have made for them. Not only is he incredibly knowledgeable but, most importantly, he built a strong relationship based on empathy and confidence. Brady is the kind of person that listens to young adults and has the ability to understand everything that is left unsaid. He sees what is behind their words and acknowledges their feelings.”

			– Leandra and Renato Auriemo

			
“Sadly, it is quite common for the interplay between high school college counselors and Independent Educational Consultants to be a difficult one. In that respect, Brady Norvall is a breath of fresh air. He exemplifies the ideal qualities that make such partnerships successful. Brady understands the importance of placing students at the center of the process and respects the role and expertise of school-based college counselors. Working with Brady is easy because he values the importance of coordination and always prioritizes the best interests of the students, which ultimately enhances the college application experience for everyone involved.”

			– Augusto Neto, Director of Careers and University Guidance, The American School of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil; Times Higher Education International Schools Advisory Board Member; Times Higher Education Global Awardee for Global Counsellor of the Year, 2025.

			
“Brady helps students navigate which schools fit best for their needs, location, size, and interest. His perspective of guiding students to choose what is best for them gives parents peace of mind. Everyone has an opinion about this process, but Brady’s experience and kindness are invaluable.”

			 – Vinny and Victoria Smith

			
“Brady’s knowledge of people and this process is fundamental. Understanding schools and programs was not easy for me, as a foreigner, and Brady was great at helping me realize options and understand how my own interests translate to university environments. He helped me comprehend what program fit my whole self. However, his true expertise comes from getting his students to believe in themselves in a time of stress and anxiety. Brady helped me gain confidence in a time it was much needed.”

			– Eduardo L, Co-Founder Media4Equity

			
“We have known Brady for 18+ years and have placed our full trust in his college counseling and mentoring. He is an outstanding professional who has had a profound impact on our family. He has been not only a counselor but also a mentor and dear friend, becoming one of the most positively influential people in our youngest daughter’s life. Beyond his professional expertise, Brady and his family have become an extension of our own. We deeply appreciate his wisdom, dedication, and kindness and hiring him was one of the best decisions we ever made. Let this book serve your family as an extension of his knowledgeable, compassionate, and deeply committed counseling for teens and families.”

			– Malu and Alberto Duhau

			
“I met Brady at one of the lowest points of my life, at a dead-end school, in a dead-end town, with dead-end friends, and no way out. Point being, I was stuck, depressed, scared, and I wanted him to bail me out. Except he didn’t. Not to get too meta, but to put a quote inside a quote “give a man a fish, and you’ll feed him for a day. Now, teach a man to fish, and he will get with all the women in the small fishing village.” I don’t remember which philosopher said that one, but Brady basically showed me that I could dig myself out of my own hole, which I did. I was able to transfer from a zero school to a top-5 screenwriting program. But more importantly, Brady was the first person to really empower me with my writing. No one had ever told me that I was the best writer they had ever worked with. And whether that was a lie or not, hell I believed him. So, I believed in myself.”

			– Max Civita

			
“Ask the College Counselor reflects the same guidance that helped my daughters find the right colleges where they grew both academically and personally, after I first met Brady in São Paulo as an experienced counselor who soon became a trusted friend and part of our family. With its caring nature, exquisite humor, and insightful advice, this book helps families navigate the complex journey of higher education.”

			 – Silvia Fernandez

		

	
		
			


A Note From the Author

			
This book is for anyone with a student who is about to enter high school, or is in high school, and wants to understand as much about the process of applying to universities as I can generally explain. Some people have been encouraging me to write this book for almost 20 years (thanks Jofi!), and others have asked me if I can put my lessons about applying to university into a concise roadmap. Hopefully, in the pages ahead, you will find guidance and answers to questions that you have, and that you didn’t yet realize were important to consider. 

			I am certainly not writing this book to encourage anyone toward any specific course of action. Some families might read this and extrapolate that they do, indeed, want to seek out private help. Others, perhaps, will feel like this book itself allowed them to feel more comfortable about building a positive relationship with the school counselor, and that is enough. Whatever you decide for your family is good. As much as this process is about helping a family understand universities, programs of study, and the application process, the help itself has to be directed toward the young person. Unfortunately or not, parents are oftentimes in their own way when it comes to highly emotional situations, and there are very few things in life which are more charged than adolescence and a young person’s transition from high school to … whatever comes after. 	In this regard, I hope this book helps you feel grounded and a bit more confident about how to move forward in order to find the best information and with the clearest intentions to help your student feel supported.

			Again, you may seek the services of a private advisor, or you may choose not to. Either way, people undertaking this process of applying to university will have input coming from somewhere (typically from MANY places and often conflicting), perhaps a teacher, parents of friends, neighbors, grandparents, coaches, not to mention chat groups and message boards. Whether any of this is accurate- or welcome- is another story. In that regard, this book will offer some direction and transparency to help anyone navigate the years ahead by focusing on the things which really matter, such as grades, picking challenging courses, and pursuing creative expression, while not putting much stake in those things that don’t matter at all like expensive summer programs, pay-to-play honor societies, overemphasized test prep, and specific major selection.

			The truth is that throughout the high school years, far too many people are going to start expressing their opinions, trying to influence- not necessarily with bad intentions, of course- the path that a young person should choose. In this book, there are not a lot of “shoulds”. Hopefully, there are some really valuable insights, and perhaps even some answers that might help anyone navigate the choices ahead by allowing you to see those choices more clearly and prioritize what is really most meaningful.

			No university is perfect. But every campus I have ever been to, more than 350+ and counting, offers aspects that encourage growth and learning. 

			I am confident that this book will give each reader something valuable and help them have a smoother, more well-informed process from now to … whatever comes next. 

			
Brady

		

	
		
			  

			



Intro

			

What does a private college advisor do? On the surface, the answer is simple. A private advisor is an expert who guides a student and their family through the transition from high school into university. They help tackle the many practical concerns of the application process, like choosing the right school, knowing when to apply, and figuring out the college essay(s). This simple explanation is accurate, and the practical considerations are, of course, all important. 

			

			However, if you look deeper, there’s another aspect to the job that is less tangible but may be the most vital role that a college advisor plays, and that is the role of mentor. As much as a private college advisor is here to answer practical questions, they’re also able  to provide a young person with support and guidance at an intimidating milestone in their life.  

			You see, when we talk about admission to university, we’re really discussing two separate things: first, a rite of passage into adulthood. And second, a continuation of education and a maturing into a deeper understanding of the self. It is imperative not to conflate the two. When we do, we fall into the trap of treating admission itself as the accomplishment, the completion of the student’s identity development. We assume that the student will metamorphose into an adult through sheer proximity to the university.  

			Admission is just another beginning. University is the time for a young person to build on their experiences, to grow their understanding of what they value and why. When young people treat admission as a reward they must live up to, they get to university afraid to explore and make mistakes. But admission to university is like entry into a theme park—you get to choose your adventure. There is no singular path toward success. What success means is personal, something that is developed from one’s values and beliefs. This process of transitioning from high school to life beyond, be it college/university or something else, is a time when we can re-evaluate ourselves. For young people experiencing this, the opportunity to have positive role models is invaluable. A personal education advisor can help a student articulate what their values are and help them understand how those values can inform their goals for their education- and their life- beyond university.  

			Young people need more positive role models in their lives. If any of us think back on our own experiences, chances are we can recall one person (at least) who empowered us, boosted our confidence, acknowledged our efforts, and taught us to take pride in ourselves. These are the people who believe in us, even though they don’t have to. But because they do, their faith in us helps us believe in ourselves. Unfortunately, young people have increasingly fewer relationships now that allow them to express vulnerability and build trust through honesty and openness. Alas, discussing that question would be an entirely other book: increasingly-narrow cultural definition of “success”; hyper-competitivity; hyper-connectivity; our society asks too much of teachers and educators while paying them too little; cultish obsession with certain university brands.   

			

“Families hire IEC’s or private college advisors for a host of motivations. What’s consistent across any, though, is the understanding that their child needs as much support and guidance as they can get during the application, and transition, from high school to college/university.” 


			
This is why a private college advisor’s job is not only dispensing practical information or looking over a college admissions essay. The process is a conduit, helping the student formulate their conception of their identity as a young adult. It’s a chance for them to express themselves through their interests and tell their personal narrative. They get to articulate who their friends are, what relationships they value, the types of people they want to spend time with, and the types of people they prefer not to be around. As the student goes through this process and thinks about their goals in this next step of their education, they’re thinking deeply, perhaps for the first time, about what is means to cultivate a life that is meaningful to them. Over time, this idea of importance can shift. That which we value at 17 years old, or 20, is supposed to change. Life requires us to adapt to our own growth and discovery, to assess our previous positions and accept that unlearning information is sometimes required to become a better, more complete human. Thinking deeply about such things will never be harmful.  

			Of course, successful admission to college/university is the goal, but it must be said that creating a young person who is their own champion and can advocate for themselves is, in fact, an elemental part of the process for the transition to university (and life, in general). 


		

	
		
			  

			



The Role of a Private College Advisor

			

Before you can decide whether a private college advisor is the right choice for you, it’s important to understand what role a private advisor plays and what kind of help they can, and can’t, offer.  

			

Q: Why hire a private college advisor? 


			
Families hire IEC’s or private college advisors for a host of motivations. What’s consistent across any, though, is the understanding that their child needs as much support and guidance as they can get during the application, and transition, from high school to college/university. 

			For many high school seniors, college admissions is the biggest, most intensive challenge they’ve had to face. There are a lot of moving parts, from test prep to summer programs, budgetary concerns and financial aid, essay writing, acquiring recommendations, and thinking about majors and programs of study. And all these concerns pale in comparison to the monumental task of just choosing where to apply, from the thousands of universities in the U.S. and abroad. There’s a lot of ambiguity and uncertainty baked into the whole process, and it can be deeply overwhelming, not only for the student but the whole family. 

			Unfortunately, with all the uncertainty, families also experience a lot of conflict during this process. Students experience pressure from all sides, they get conflicting advice, or no advice at all, and they get overloaded with the input of others. They don’t know where to begin, so they avoid doing so. Young people are frustrated. Families are frustrated. Communication breaks down. The whole ordeal starts to seem impossible, with student just spinning their wheels on experiences and activities that they may have heard will make them a stronger applicant. It’s just so difficult to get really clear, objective guidance for this process that has come to feel highly secretive and uncertain.  

			So, what does a private college advisor offer? 

			First, they are someone with a lot of experience surrounding the college application process. They can act as the voice of knowledge to dispel the uncertainty and ambiguity that you and your student may be struggling with. They can answer any questions you or your child have, either about the application process, itself, or about the transition from high school to college, including orientations, move-ins, major and program choices, and general transition advice. If you don’t have experience with higher education, or your student doesn’t have access to a school counselor, a private advisor can give you more in-depth understanding about universities, in general, and the different institutions and programs available. 

			Second, a private college advisor can winnow the application process down into smaller steps to help your teenager break through application paralysis. They can help your teen figure out where to start and then, subsequently, lay out a reasonable timeline so that you, as the parent, don’t have to be their project manager (which never goes well).

			  Third, they come in as a third party with no preconceived notions or expectations of your student. As a mentor, an advisor’s aim is not to tell a student what they should do, but rather to listen to them and support them as they learn to navigate the system for themselves. They are there to prompt your teen and guide them to a place of greater self-awareness as they consider what their strengths and weaknesses are, what they’re interested in, and what would be a good fit for them. Ultimately, the hope is for the student, themselves, to be able to articulate their goals and plan the steps that will get them from the present moment to where they want to be, with as much sound information as possible.  

			Finally, a private advisor is someone who bridges expectations and opens lines of communication between 1) the parent and the student, 2) the student and the school, and 3) the student and the universities they’re considering. They ensure that the parent is informed and feels as connected to the process as they truly wish to be, while also giving the student the space to learn how to navigate challenges independently. In other words, my job, and one of the goals of this book, is to make sure that everyone can enter- and undertake- this journey with sound information and a valuable foundation of knowledge. This book will help to fill-in any information gaps.  

			There’s an analogy I like to use with parents to describe what I do. Some may find the scenario familiar. Imagine you have a teen whose room is wildly messy. You ask them to go clean up, but walk by a little while later only to find them somewhere in their room just staring around, paralyzed by how and where to begin. It’s not that they don’t know how to put things away. It’s not that they don’t know where everything goes. It’s not that they don’t know what’s clean or dirty. It’s that the mess feels so big that they don’t know where to start. At this point, you as the advisor come in and say, “Hey, let’s start over here in this corner. Let’s put all these clothes away.” And then as they complete that, you say, “Now let’s do the desk, and then your bed.” And as you nudge them along, they start to figure out what to do next, on their own. Teenagers learn how to tackle these small problems individually, by being shown and led. At the same time, this process isn’t as simple as a messy room. Students haven’t seen it before, let alone dealt with it. So that’s part of why the college application process feels so enormous. It is big, don’t get me wrong. But in no way is it insurmountable.  

			

Q: How is a private college advisor different from a school counselor?	 


			
While you might expect the school counselor and private college advisor to fulfill, more or less, the same role, the two actually have tangibly different parts to play in the college application process. However, it would be fair to say that both have the same ultimate concern, which is to ensure that each student in their care is set up to succeed when transitioning from high school to college.  

			Both, counselors and private advisors, help students and families understand the necessary parts of a college application, keep them motivated and communicating, and provide clarity around the practical aspects of higher education such as funding, or the differences between institution types (for example, universities and community colleges). How the two roles differ is also important for any family to understand.  

			School counselors are instrumental. At the same time, they are responsible for many students at once, which naturally limits the amount of time they are able to dedicate to any given student or single family. Of absolute importance, the school counselor provides students with the data they need to use as a jumping-off point, otherwise known as the “School Profile”, which is the school’s application and acceptance/rejection history. For example, a counselor can show a student the general admissions trends over the previous few years, including what percentage of applicants each university has admitted from that particular high school, and whether any of those admitted applicants have a profile similar to this particular student. They can also detail whether the admitted applicants from previous years applied during an early round or regular decision, and help the student understand where they stand within the overall year group of their high school class. Even for schools that don’t rank, a school counselor is able to give an initial assessment as to whether a student’s choice of classes is considered rigorous enough for certain universities. If a student is really interested in a specific school, the counselor can tell them the number of students from their high school that were admitted to that university in previous years. From there, the student can further explore their options on their own, with the knowledge of where they have the best chance of admission. All of this information is valuable and the school counselor is the only one who possesses it. 

			The other large part of a school counselor’s responsibilities is to act as a liaison between the student applicant and the university. They generally have contacts (or can make contact) at each university, and can arrange for a student to speak with an admissions officer at any school of particular interest. They’re also responsible for writing letters of recommendation for students—but more on that later.  

			A counselor is also someone students can go to for advice on their admissions essay. For example, if a student needs help with topic ideas or wants some insight regarding their initial brainstorm, a school counselor is a fantastic sounding board. Additionally, when the essay is going through a final review process, the counselor should be happy to be a final pair of eyes. All told, school counselors are helpful to consult at the beginning and end of each step. They make sure that each student has help with the broad strokes of the application process. For many students, this is what is needed. For others, a private advisor complements the school counselor and is able to pick up where the school counselor leaves off.  
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