

        

            

                

            

        








Dual enrollment is one of the most overlooked yet powerful

ways families can dramatically cut college costs, and Shelley Branine makes it

clear why it should be on every parent’s radar. Having spent years helping

students navigate the rising price of higher education and tracking college

affordability and student loan policy, I can say her approach is one of the

smartest and most effective tools parents have to avoid debt before it ever

begins—yet far too few ever hear about it. This book gives families a clear,

workable plan to earn college credit in high school, protect their finances,

and shift a student’s entire financial path before they ever step onto a

traditional college campus. Grounded in real experience and practical guidance,

it shows what’s possible when families understand the system and use it as it

was designed.




— Robert Farrington,


America’s Millennial Money Expert®,


America’s Student Loan Debt Expert™,


and Founder of The College Investor




 




I strongly recommend this book to every ambitious high

school student and their parents. Shelley Branine lays out an efficient,

effective guidepath in these quickly changing times for giving our nation’s

kids the best start in life possible. She shows families how to avoid the

growing minefield of hazards that are baked into the traditional path to

getting a quality college degree. This country would be in a much better place

if everyone took the advice laid out in this book!




— Alan Collinge, Founder of Student Loan

Justice


and Author of The Student Loan Scam




 




Shelley Branine’s book is the missing piece of the college

funding puzzle. I regularly work with hardworking parents who are concerned

about high tuition costs and skyrocketing student debt. They don’t want to

sacrifice their retirement to put their children through college. This book on

dual enrollment is a breath of fresh air, offering a solid financial strategy

to build wealth rather than accumulate more debt.




— Deb Meyer, Founder of WorthyNest®,


Author of Redefining Family Wealth,




and host of the Beyond Budgets® podcast.




 




In Finish College in High School,

Shelley Branine brings much needed attention to dual enrollment, an often

overlooked but incredibly powerful pathway to a debt-free college education.




— Andy Hill, Host of Marriage Kids and

Money




and Author of Own Your Time




 




Early College High Schools ignite possibility—giving

students the chance to earn college credit, build real confidence, and step

boldly into their future long before graduation day. The impact is electric.

And author Shelley Branine captures that energy brilliantly. Through her

vibrant storytelling and unwavering passion for student success, she shines a

spotlight on the life-changing power of Early College experiences. Her work

doesn’t just describe the transformation—it celebrates it, elevates it, and inspires

others to join in creating these opportunities for every student.




— Dr. Jill Gildea, CEO - Colorado Early

Colleges




 




Finish College in High School is

one of the best-kept secrets out there—and it blew me away. Shelley Branine

reveals a little-known path that allows families to save tens of thousands of

dollars while helping teens earn a college degree debt-free. She shows that

college doesn’t have to drain savings or leave students buried in loans,

especially for teens who feel bored or disengaged in traditional school. This

book lays out a clear, proven roadmap that not only lowers the cost of college,

but also helps students regain motivation, build confidence, and find a

learning path that truly fits them. It’s one of the smartest and most affordable

approaches to college I’ve ever seen, and a must-read for any parent who wants

their teen to thrive while graduating 100% debt-free.




— Sheryl Gould, Parent Educator,




Founder of Moms of Tweens and Teens,




and Author of SOS! The Technology Guidebook




for Parents of Tweens and Teens
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PREFACE




 




 




Warning: The information in this book has the potential to

empower young people for the rest of their lives. Despite what they may say,

many high schools, universities, and even certain government agencies do not

want you to have access to this knowledge. However, before you dive in, keep in

mind that for your kids to succeed, it may require a shift in mindset for the

entire family.




 




First, it’s important to recognize that eighteen- to

twenty-five-year-olds face greater financial challenges than any other

generation in history. Student loan debt is at an all-time high, totaling over $1.8 trillion, with the average

loan balance exceeding $40,000.(1)

College tuition prices are skyrocketing, having outpaced inflation by nearly

500%. Housing prices are also rapidly increasing, and in less than a decade,

homeownership among young adults declined by nearly 10%.(2) In addition, wages for young adults have not kept pace

with the cost of living, and real income has largely remained flat over the

last two decades, even as housing and education costs have soared.(3) At the same time, student loans are

arguably the most risky and potentially devastating form of debt in U.S.

history, yet we provide them to our young adults in unlimited amounts as if

they were candy.(4)




 




Now more than ever, parents must protect their kids from

financial disaster and earning college credits while in high school is a

powerful option toward building a strong financial foundation. By taking

advantage of these opportunities, your family can save thousands of dollars

while giving your child a competitive edge in an increasingly challenging job

market. This book will help you maximize the number of free college credits

your child can earn while in high school. But first, let me share why our family

chose this unconventional approach to education.




 




Our two daughters graduated college a week before finishing

high school. One walked the graduation stage in May of 2021, and the other

finished in May of 2023. Because they were technically still high school

students, almost every penny of their associate degrees was paid for by the

state of Colorado, allowing them to start their bachelor’s degrees with two

years of college already completed. They were typical high school students.

They don’t have exceptionally high IQs; in fact, one has a disability and has

always required accommodations and extra support with academics. They also did

not miss out on the “high school experience.” They participated in high

school—and even college-level—sports, homecoming, prom, and one served as

student council president. While we have done our best to encourage a strong

work ethic, please keep in mind that we do not consider either of our girls

overachievers. We simply recognized a hidden opportunity in the Colorado school

system and took advantage of it, and most states offer similar options.




 




Before I explain how our girls accomplished this, let me

share why we chose this untraditional path in education. In 1997, my husband,

Erik, and I graduated from a private religious college with a combined student

loan debt of $50,000. When we entered college at 18 years old, we attended a

financial aid meeting where the repercussions of debt were briefly and vaguely

discussed, but no one mentioned it again. No family member, school official,

clergyman or woman, or anyone else in authority ever helped us understand the

importance of financial planning, nor did they suggest alternative methods for

paying for college.




 




Upon graduation, the weight of $50,000 in debt was

devastating. We felt defeated even before we began our professional lives. In

addition, we had no idea how to manage that level of debt. We graduated with

degrees that led to low-paying jobs—one as a teacher and the other as a radio

broadcaster—and we chose to live in Colorado, a state with one of the highest

costs of living. But those are topics for another time. It took us years to

overcome that amount of debt on such low salaries, and early on, we vowed that

our children would not make the same mistakes we made. And so far, they

haven’t.




 




Sadly, today, over 20 years later, the amount of student

loan debt is rapidly increasing, with no reasonable solutions available to

borrowers. As a result, I am committed to using the knowledge I’ve gained from

my daughters’ experiences, along with the insights I’ve gathered from working

with other kids and sharing it with any families who are open to it. I believe

that starting adulthood debt-free gives young adults the upper hand and

empowers them to achieve much more than they otherwise could. However, keep in

mind that unless a large college fund has been established, the journey may

require your family to go against the flow, raise a few eyebrows, do things

that others don’t understand, and possibly face criticism. But eventually, the

critics will wish they had followed your lead. Both of my daughters will

graduate from a four-year university 100% debt-free, and I want the same for

all young adults!




 




“First, they make fun of you. Then they say you’re crazy.

And then they ask you how you did it.” Codie Sanchez


















 




CHAPTER 1:


WHY CONSIDER DUAL ENROLLMENT?




 




 




After graduating from college, I briefly worked in the

admissions department at my university, where I met countless students entering

college with credits paid for by their school districts. Since my husband,

Erik, and I had $50,000 in combined student loan debt, I couldn’t help but feel

envious. I had entered college four years earlier with a less-than-stellar GPA,

which meant that I was eligible for very few scholarships, and as a result,

most of my education was funded by loans. I couldn’t believe that earning free

college credits in high school was even an option. I also recalled my dislike

for traditional high school and realized that dual enrollment would have been a

better fit for me. For this reason, I promised myself that, when I had kids, I

would make sure they understood the value of earning college credits while

still in high school. As a result of our family’s journey, I have also had the

privilege of getting to know many other young people and helping them take

advantage of similar opportunities.




 




Finish College in High School is a

labor of love, inspired by my family’s journey through dual enrollment. My

mission is to empower parents and students who want to take advantage of

earning college credits while still in high school. The truth is that, aside

from student loans, there is limited funding available to help young people

finance college, while tuition prices are rapidly increasing. According to Mike

Rowe, podcaster and creator of the show Dirty Jobs,

“You can’t find anything in the last 50 years that has gotten more expensive

more rapidly than a college degree, not food, energy, healthcare, or even real

estate. It has outpaced inflation by about 500%.” At the same time,

scholarships are minimal and extremely competitive, and the full-ride

scholarship has become an urban legend, almost nonexistent.




 




Aside from awards for the rare star athlete or child

prodigy, to my knowledge, there is only one option available that guarantees

free college tuition for anyone who wants it: earning college credit while in

high school, also known as dual enrollment. My desire

is to help anyone who might feel intimidated, unsure, afraid of missing out,

fearful of the unknown, or concerned about being “weird,” as well as those who

had no idea that these types of programs even exist.




 




The truth is that young people and their parents are being

coerced into accumulating overwhelming debt to pay for college. They are sold

lies such as students should attend their dream college regardless of cost;

bright students always receive full scholarships; student loans are not a big

deal and loan forgiveness is readily available; AP and IB programs offer the

most promising future; the neighborhood school is always the best option for

your kids; and students who attend college while in high school will miss out

on the “high school experience,” among many others. Millions of students

believed these lies and felt they had no choice but to take out student loans.

As a result, they now feel blindsided by the loan industry, which has

completely devastated their lives.




 




I want to help you protect your kids from this type of

devastation. Dual enrollment offers guaranteed free money for tuition and

allows families to avoid accumulating massive amounts of student loan debt.

This book is designed to provide step-by-step guidance and help you make the

most of this valuable resource. You can read it from beginning to end or explore various chapters as

needed.




 




It is also meant to accompany my website, www.FinishCollegeinHighSchool.com,

which was created for parents, grandparents, or guardians considering dual

enrollment for their kids, to ease their concerns and encourage them to give it

a try. This guide will delve deeper and provide everything you need to know to

ensure your child’s success in earning college credits while in high school.




 




College is not easy, and it will require work. However, the

substantial rewards are worth the effort. Please keep this guide close by

throughout your journey and refer to it as challenges arise. Remember, there is

a way over, under, or around any hurdle you encounter. I want to help you

succeed; I want to be your cheerleader, encouraging you to persevere, fight the

fight, and eventually cross the finish line. Whether your child earns a degree

while in high school or simply explores various options, I am here to help you

make the most of every opportunity available, while also saving thousands of

dollars on a college education. Thank you for allowing me to be a part of your

journey. I am excited for the adventure that lies ahead.




 


















 




CHAPTER 2:


IS DUAL ENROLLMENT A REALISTIC OPTION FOR YOUR FAMILY?




 




 




While dual enrollment is gradually gaining popularity among

high schoolers, it is still widely misunderstood by or unknown to many

families. As a result, there are few resources available to help parents and

guardians guide their children through the process. My goal is to provide the

information and support needed to help your child succeed in taking college

classes while still in high school.




 




I firmly believe that with the right support and practical

insights, any student can succeed in dual enrollment, even if they decide after

a few courses that college isn’t the right path for them (I discuss this more

in Chapter 5). In fact, after taking college courses, they might realize they’d

prefer to learn a trade or pursue a career that doesn’t require a college

degree. What better time to discover this than while still in high school, when

they don’t have to pay for tuition?




 




As you read our story, I’ll share some of the mistakes we

made—though there were many more. Most of the successes you’ll read about came

from figuring things out after doing them the wrong way or wasting too much time.

My goal is to share the knowledge we gained from those mistakes to help you

save time and avoid common setbacks.




 




When considering whether dual enrollment is a realistic

option for your family, it’s important to acknowledge the time commitment

required. My daughters, for example, actually preferred the college schedule to

the high school one. They loved attending classes a few days a week for just a

few hours, as opposed to a full day of high school followed by an evening of

homework. The college schedule gave them more flexibility to study or work a

part-time job during the day, leaving more time for socializing. However, some

students may struggle with this flexibility and might need more structure. If

that’s the case, I recommend finding a program that brings college classes to

the high school. I will discuss different types of dual enrollment programs in

the next Chapter.




 




High schoolers who struggle with motivation or tend to be

noncompliant may not initially thrive in college classes. However, they might

also excel once they experience the freedom, flexibility, and academic rigor

that college offers. I can personally relate to this. During high school, I was

unmotivated, struggled with the traditional school environment, and didn’t

succeed in many of my classes. Yet, after graduating, I discovered a passion

for college coursework and became a successful student almost overnight. Many

kids who face similar challenges in high school may find that they thrive in a

college setting, which is why dual enrollment could be a better fit for some.




 




* * * *




 




My Story:


Struggling in High School, Thriving in College




 




When I was a high school senior, my English teacher pulled

me aside after class. “Shelley, you are a terrible student,” she began, her

tone painfully serious. “But,” she continued, “I actually think you could be

really successful in college.” She was right about both. I barely made it out

of high school with a 2.0 GPA, but in my first semester of college, I earned a

4.0.




 




To me, college wasn’t “more school”; it was a completely

different environment. I had more freedom, fewer busywork assignments, and

professors who treated me like an adult. For the first time, I felt respected,

motivated, and in control of my own learning. That change made all the

difference.




 




That’s why I remind families that struggling in high school

doesn’t mean a student won’t succeed in college. Sometimes, the environment is

the problem, and dual enrollment allows students to test that fit early,

without the financial risk.




 




For more information on students who

struggle in high school but thrive in college, see my blog post “Myth:

Struggles in High School Will Also Persist in College” on www.FinishCollegeinHighSchool.com.




 




* * * *




 




That said, it’s also possible that some students may need a

bit more time to mature before taking on college-level coursework. In such

cases, waiting a semester or even a year could make all the difference.




 




This was the case with our oldest, Caitlyn. We didn’t

seriously consider college classes until she was nearing the end of tenth

grade. She had many special needs throughout elementary and middle school,

which I discuss more in Chapter 9. However, by the end of tenth grade, she had

matured significantly and came to us, saying that she was considering dual

enrollment.
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