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In(tro)duction




WELCOME TO ANYONE NAVIGATING THE COLLEGE ADMISSIONS PROCESS (NOW OR EVER)



So, your child is a high school junior. You’ve known for a long time this day would come. You’ve heard other parents with kids older than yours whisper the word “college” like it was a terminal disease. You’ve seen the taut, maniacal grins of those parents trying to hold it together, and you’ve heard tell of the category five hurricane headed your way. Weathering and conquering the college admissions process with a teenager is a daunting affair. Maybe even the thought of it is daunting for you; maybe not. Regardless, very soon, advice will pour in through friends, your child’s guidance counselor, and your mother’s neighbor’s cousin, if it hasn’t begun trickling in already. The minute your child takes her first standardized test, glossy college catalogs will bombard your mailbox the way hundreds of Hogwarts invitations jetted through the Dursleys’ fireplace at the beginning of Harry Potter. You’ll feel the atmospheric pressure change when the seniors submit their college applications. Their parents’ faces will soften and relax, and the flaming torch will be passed to you. That’s where I come in.


Please put your hands where I can see them. Whether you’re sporting a fresh manicure or your fingernails are bitten to the quick, it’s okay. It’s all okay here. Now slowly, put that torch down—yes, snuff it out right there in the water bucket. You have entered the safe space of our support group, and I am your facilitator. I have decades of experience as a college admissions evaluator, college essay coach, professional writer, college writing instructor, and parent. I have gone through the college admissions process with my daughter, and we both came out the other side. Now my son is a high school junior, like your child. Like you, I’m busy working, shopping for food, cooking it (or begging someone else to cook it), making sure everyone’s where they’re supposed to be on time, managing who needs the car, paying bills, filling out school forms and tax forms and medical forms, taking out the trash, and feeding the dog. Life doesn’t leave me much time to navigate one more thing, but here I am. Here we are. I’m your highly credentialed ally and resource who needs this support group as much as you do.


Look, you may have pictured yourself as a nucleus of calm with all those other crazy parents swirling around you like electrons when this time came. I did too, but I’ve learned that you cannot be that parent all the time. There will be moments when you find yourself with your toes dangling off the edge of Anxiety Cliff, where this process has driven even the sturdiest among us. My goal is to talk you down, arm you with information, and keep you laughing, even if it sounds like the laughter of an insane person. I’ve deployed backup in the form of an adolescent psychologist, college admissions counselors, and other parents and students who have survived college admissions just like I have (and you will). In the sanctuary of these pages, we are all here to help you maintain your strength and sense of self-worth, so easily lost somewhere between your teenager screaming, “I hate you! You’re ruining my life!” and typing your credit card number into the College Board’s website for the twentieth time.


You’ve got this, and now this support group has got your back.




THE KEY TO THIS BOOK




• Mom = Dad = Great–Aunt Agnes = You


• Daughter = Son = Gender Fluid Grandchild = Any Minor You Majorly Love


• College = University = Institution of Higher Education


• Wine = Double Espresso = Beverage of Choice (This is a judgment-free zone.)

















PART I



FALL OF JUNIOR YEAR


FIVE THINGS YOU REALLY NEED TO HEAR RIGHT NOW




1. That perfect baby you held in your arms sixteen years ago was only temporarily abducted and replaced with the moody, aloof, or melodramatic teenager who inhabits your house right now.


2. Just because you heard yourself say “SAT II, ED, EA,” and “demonstrated interest” in a sentence does not mean you are that parent you vowed you’d never become when it was your kid’s turn to apply to college.


3. You are not behind everyone else just because you have no idea what “SAT II, ED, EA,” or “demonstrated interest” means.


4. You are not alone in this craziness. You have us (and your beverage of choice).


5. This too shall pass.

















Chapter 1



The College Search Prequel


SURVIVAL (WHETHER OR NOT YOU’RE FEELING THE FITTEST)


You meet for coffee (or wine) with a mom friend, whose son is a high school junior, just like yours. She ticks off all of the colleges her son has visited, or is planning to visit, or are of interest to him. Your friend, who previously spoke English, is now dropping word bombs like “superscore” and “Coalition App” and “FAFSA” (?!) and using familiar words like “ranked” and “yield” in unfamiliar ways (see Glossary of College Admissions–Related Terms You Can Never Un-Know). You have taken your son to visit exactly zero colleges. You hide behind your coffee mug (or wine goblet), sipping (or chugging) with abandon, trying to hide your expression of concern (or terror).


Your friend’s perfectly lipsticked lips are still moving, but her voice fades away, and your internal monologue takes over with something along the lines of… Should my kid have already begun visiting colleges, or taking tests, or doing SOMETHING for college admission, and if so, what should I have been doing to help him all along, and what should I be doing right now instead of sitting here with this person who has her life totally together, lifting this cup of coffee (or wine) to lips I haven’t bothered to lipstick, but maybe if I were a mom who bothered with lipstick, I’d be on top of this college thing. Am I behind? Is it too late?


News flash: You are not behind.


You are right where you should be. You are so far from alone that I created this support group for you—for us. That other mom was just as nervous as you were. As a defense mechanism, she shored up as much information as possible to make herself feel more in control. That’s just how she rolls. By expelling that information into the air between you, she didn’t mean to make you feel like a teeny-tiny cowering bug of a parent. She was merely building herself up to boost her own confidence that she’s been a good mother for sixteen years, good enough to handle this situation, which is less about college admissions and more about the gradual, painful, deeply emotional process that lurks beneath the entire act of parenting: letting go. Your friend applied that lipstick because when you proceed into the world perfectly coiffed with a red lip, you know for sure that despite any obstacle that may get the better of you, at least you started out the day doing something to arm yourself against it. Maintaining composure begins with a little self-care and a big dose of demystification of the college admissions process, which this book will provide.


The Cardinal Rule of Our Support Group: Forgiveness


No matter how weird it gets, forgive other parents their trespasses, as you would want them to do unto you, and always forgive yourself.


You will employ your own defense mechanisms during this time of upheaval, and they may not be pretty. You will make egregious parenting mistakes, as you have all along, and your child will survive them, as he always has. You’re gearing up for a series of decisions you and your child will make culminating in the quarter-million-dollar question (literally, that’s what four years of tuition can cost nowadays): Where will my baby land in the next stage of his life?


Let’s start at the end of this whole process before we circle back to the beginning because, hopefully, it will make you feel better. At the end of all this college admissions brouhaha, your baby will be okay. He will get into college, leave home for real, and you both will wean yourselves from your daily collective worries and joys.


I recognize that right now you might only see a mourning period on the horizon. However, on the bright side, the time you spend carting your child to the doctor’s office, or perpetually shopping for snacks to accommodate his teenaged friends’ voracious appetites, will be freed up so you can finally try your hand at watercolor painting, or hang gliding, or learning to prepare tortellini from scratch. And your child will finally be liberated from the confines of the curfew you set when he was in middle school that—let’s face it—he’s grown out of (not that his curfew was ever unreasonable).


The scariest part is that at this moment, you can’t picture this place where your child will land. Neither can he. The mystery of it is enough to freak anyone out. Some days, you might picture him tossing a Frisbee on a New England quad beneath autumn leaves exploding with color. Other days, you might picture him clicking on a keyboard in a sleek, chrome, state-of-the-art computer lab reflecting a row of palm trees. In both of these scenarios, the faces of those around him are redacted, their voices camouflaged, as if they are anonymous sources on a TV talk show. You can’t picture the new friends he’s yet to meet any more than you can envision his new habitat with any sense of accuracy. The one thing you know for sure about this picture of your child’s near future is that you’re not in it. I know how scary that is to contemplate when stress, longing, and worry are amplified by the unfathomable depth of love you feel for your child who will soon be spirited away from your home into a mysterious, dangerous alternative world. I know.


All these churning feelings can temporarily transform you into someone you’d rather not be, but even at your craziest, we’ll forgive you. And we’ll continuously remind you to forgive yourself. That’s what we’re all about.


APPROPRIATE VS. INAPPROPRIATE PARENT INVOLVEMENT: REALITY CHECKS


I grant you permission to trust your instincts on this.


Some of your peers, both professional and amateur, will insist that all parent involvement is inappropriate. They will encourage you to unleash your sixteen-year-old to make every decision all by herself about this next (expensive) stage of her life. Yes, it is her life, but in my estimation, the operative part of that sentence is sixteen-year-old.


Would you permit your sixteen-year-old to decide and pull the trigger on buying any other big-ticket item, like a house or a family car? No matter how brilliant she is, her sixteen-year-old cerebral cortex, the part of the brain in charge of decision-making, is not yet fully developed. Yours is. This is scientific fact.


It’s entirely appropriate for parents to become involved in certain aspects of the college admissions process. After all, you have a lot at stake in this decision, starting with your bank account. I’m not advocating for you to micromanage. I’m encouraging you to help your child get started in a realistic way by applying your grown-up perspective to this upcoming transition barreling toward your whole family with the force of the Indiana Hoosiers’ offensive line.


How far away is it realistic for my child to go?


Some kids love the idea of traipsing across the country for a big college adventure—in theory. The reality of actually living twenty-four/seven in that mythical place called college is harder for the only partially developed sixteen-year-old brain to process. You know your child. Go ahead and perform some reality checks on behalf of both of you:




• Is she someone who might be lost if she left the area?


• Honestly, would you be lost if she left the area?


• Is either of you willing to see each other only a couple of times a year?


• Have you factored the cost of plane flights into your budget for college expenses?


• What’s the longest car ride that seems reasonable before motion sickness sets in?




Do I want my child to apply to my alma mater? Seriously, do I?


Over coffee (or wine) with your friend, you might have said, “I don’t care where my son ends up in college, as long as he’s happy.” Chances are that comment was disingenuous if you’ve decorated your entire home in your college’s colors and emblazoned the school’s logo on your dining room chairs. I am not shaming you. The Latin “alma mater” translates to “nurturing mother,” after all.


I loved college and dragged my children to my college reunions every five years as if they were religious pilgrimages. I mortified them more than once by accosting strangers in the airport security line just because I saw my college’s name silkscreened onto their T-shirts. Somehow, though, I truly believed I was not pushing my school on my kids. I brought them on tours of similar colleges and patted myself on the back for my evolved parenting. Later, I realized I had subtly (and not so subtly) pushed my beloved college on anyone who would listen, including my children, since the day I graduated. If you went to college and you’re having a light bulb moment, you’re in good company. Rest assured, you have not permanently damaged your kid.


You may have heard that if your child’s a “legacy” of a particular college, she’ll have a better chance of getting in. If her aunt and uncle met there, or your second cousin’s daughter attends, that does not count as legacy. If a parent or grandparent attended, your child’s application may receive a closer look by admissions staff. That does not mean she’ll definitely be admitted, nor does it mean it’s as great a place for her as it was for you. So back to the reality check: Do you hope your kid will apply to your alma mater? If so (here comes the tough love), it is not acceptable for you to push it on her just because she might have an edge in admissions. It’s her turn to own her college choice—you already had yours.


On the flip side, if you did not have a good college experience, have you been intentionally or unintentionally steering your child away from your alma mater? I aim to awaken your feelings about your child applying to your beloved (or reviled) college, not to control or judge them. Your feelings are always legitimate, and I validate your contemplating them in your own way. I will save you a bundle in therapy with the following message: If your child isn’t as gung-ho about your alma mater as you are, or if she is excited to apply, this is about her, not a statement in favor of or against you or your parenting. I swear this to be true.


What can we afford?


I know you have big dreams for your child. We all do. I’m sure you’ve heard that big dreams can come true at myriad colleges. Yes, so true, you may be thinking, but people only say this sort of thing to the disappointed soul rejected from her top-choice school.


Not necessarily.


Sometimes a student is admitted into her top-choice school, but she receives devastating news from the financial aid department that makes enrolling there impossible. Then her parents end up in the nightmare role of dream-shatterers. You can escape this fate by assessing affordability now. Please have a seat in front of a computer, and let’s get started.




• First you need to know that by law, every college that receives federal aid (most colleges) offers a Net Price Calculator on its website. If you plug in the numbers from your latest tax return, the calculator will spit out an Expected Family Contribution (EFC). That’s an approximate assessment of your true sticker price for each college your child considers.


• If she’s not considering any colleges yet, I repeat, you are not behind. Pull up the websites of one large state university and one small private college. Any will do. Then type in the numbers they request from your tax return, and use their cost calculators to find a ballpark figure of what college might cost you.


• Of course, variables abound. If you’re an independent contractor whose income varies from year to year (or week to week), the numbers from your last tax return will still give you a sense. Improvising and estimating are all I’m suggesting here.


• Look for the phrase “covers full demonstrated need” on those websites. An often overlooked fact: A name-brand college with a hefty endowment can turn out to be cheaper for you than the state school if you can prove “need” on the financial aid forms you will fill out fall of your child’s senior year.


• Even if the college makes no financial promises, if your child applies to a college where his academic credentials are tops in the college’s applicant pool, the college may offer a generous scholarship to lure your kid into attending. Many college websites will describe the scholarship awards they offer and what it takes to qualify for them.


• “Regional reciprocity” means that your kid might be eligible for an in-state tuition rate at an out-of-state university in the same region. For example, if a student from Arkansas wants to study nursing at the University of Kentucky, she only needs to pay in-state tuition due to the Southern Regional Education Board’s tuition savings program for students interested in health professions.


• If you’re divorced and there’s an income discrepancy between you and your ex, some schools require financial information only from the custodial parent. If you can file for financial aid using only the tax forms of the parent earning the lower income, it could save you thousands (and thousands) of dollars.


• Don’t forget that the savings incurred when you have one less family member at home will somewhat defray the cost of tuition. You’ll save on expenses like gas to and from hockey practice forty-five minutes away, plus all that equipment and ten boxes of Honey Nut Cheerios per week.




If you thought your kid’s tsunami of emotions was bad once she hit puberty, try telling a hardworking student that you can’t afford her dream college, where she’s just been admitted. It can hurl a family over the threshold from bickering to full-scale mortal combat. Do as much preemptive damage control as possible now, so you won’t be forced to sell your home and live in your car while your kid’s off enjoying college.



Is my child a contender for the most selective colleges?


We parents see unique and wonderful qualities in our children, including strengths that they often cannot see in themselves. They have so much potential, and we have spent their entire lives cheerleading for them to reach it. That potential reveals itself in various ways to the outside world. The student with the high school transcript so stellar you kind of want to frame it may be abysmal (and miserable) on the baseball field. The student who earns average grades may be a superstar on stage dancing in The Nutcracker.


There’s a saying: Everybody is a genius, but if you judge a fish by his ability to climb a tree, that fish will live his whole life believing he’s stupid. Let’s call the tree Harvard College. If your child ended up at Harvard, would he embrace his new habitat like a monkey swinging happily from branch to branch, or would he become a beached fish there, putting on a game face as he stares up at those leaves but secretly dying inside?


There are more than 4,600 four-year college and university habitats in the United States alone. The Ivy League includes exactly eight of them. Maybe thirty-eight more are labeled “most selective” by one of those college ranking systems. (You can jump ahead to here, The Toxic Impact of College Rankings, if you’re ready to descend down that rabbit hole.) Statistically, it doesn’t make sense only to consider 0.17% of colleges and universities in the nation and leave almost 100% of them out of the running.


To provide some perspective on just how selective these schools are, when Harvard advertises that their admission rate was 4.7% in 2017–18, that does not include 4.7% of all college-bound students in the nation. That means 4.7% of the students who applied. That kid who barely passed chemistry at your child’s high school last year did not apply to Harvard. The class valedictorian might have applied, and it’s the valedictorian who had a 95.3% chance of denial.


I do not mean to bring you down. Your kid will find her habitat. You will help her find it! We parents must bolster ourselves to answer some difficult questions so that we can determine whether or not an uber-competitive college has the potential to become the healthiest, happiest environment for our children.




• Think about all those nights of homework in your child’s past. Did you nag, wheedle, and monitor that homework every single night? Or did your child nag and wheedle you into letting her please stay up just a little later to study for her social studies test?


• Did your child do her thing and earn a variety of respectable letter grades on her report card? Or is she a straight-A student obsessed with perfect test scores?


• Was your child content hanging out with friends at the local pond last summer by day and binge-watching Game of Thrones by night, or did she set her sights on an academic summer program and read fifteen classic novels?


• Now muster one more ounce of courage and answer this question: Is applying to a name-brand, highly competitive college your child’s dream, or is it possibly your dream?




This is the part where I reassure you that whatever you answer is okay. Within the asylum of these pages, you are supported no matter what. Based on your answers to the questions above, I think you know in your heart whether or not packing your suitcase and embarking with your child on an expedition to tour all eight Ivy League colleges over spring break would be a useful exercise for your family. If not, then visiting the Harvard campus on a beautiful autumn day, trailing after a charming tour guide, will ultimately not do you or your child a whit of good. For you, maybe permission not to aim for a stiffly competitive college like Harvard for your kid was what you needed today. Permission granted.


If your heart suspects the Ivy League and the like would be just your kid’s thing, I wish you safe travels. Hey, 4.7% of applicants are admitted to Harvard, after all, and your child could become one of them. Only promise me that upon return, you won’t unpack your bags just yet. Dream schools are easy to identify. The important work of the college search is to locate “foundation” or “safety” schools where the odds are in your child’s favor to—first of all—get in, and then feel intelligent, encouraged, and inspired as she transitions from a teenager into a full-scale adult.



BROACHING THE “COLLEGE SHOPPING” TOPIC WITH YOUR TEEN



Posing the Icebreaker Question: Big or Small, Urban or Rural?


Ultimately, your child will take her own sweet time to start talking to you about exploring college options. However, the “Big or small, urban or rural?” question can help launch the conversation. Let’s troubleshoot. If at the dinner table one night, you scoop up some mashed potatoes and say casually, “So, about college, are you thinking of a big or small, urban or rural campus?” you will likely encounter one of two reactions.


The Active Volcano Response


If your child is a high-achieving, type-A student and hangs out with similarly academically ambitious kids, her reaction to the “Big or small, urban or rural?” question might resemble the eruption of Mount Vesuvius. If brilliant red creeps up her neck or epic shouting begins, this means that all your child hears all day long is college, college, and more college while she’s just trying to get through AP Biology and, at this moment, dinner. (If steam begins spouting from her ears, seek immediate medical attention.)


The Oblivious Child’s Response


If your child is completely oblivious to the fact that this behemoth of a thing called “his future” is about to transpire, when you ask, “Big or small, urban or rural?” he might look at you blankly. If he uses words at all to respond, the sentence might begin and end with the word “Huh?”


This bewildered reaction means your child has not spent one second thinking about college. Either he does not hang out with others thinking about college, he’s very talented at ignoring anything that doesn’t happen within his abbreviated event horizon, or he has assumed all along that his future would just automatically happen for him, the way his clean, folded laundry has always magically appeared on his closet shelves. (I’m not suggesting you’re a bad parent if you still provide laundry service for your teenager. No law says we have to turn every household chore into a “teachable moment.” See here for my take on this.)


The One-Size-Fits-All Solution: Schedule a College Visit


Make an appointment to take your child on one zero-stakes college visit as a remedy for both the volatile and catatonic responses. The point of the outing is to show (instead of tell) your child that getting started on her college quest will not hurt. It’s not like you’re taking her to the doctor’s office to have her blood drawn. Here’s how to plan it:




1. Log on to a college or university website. Big or small, urban or rural does not matter. It can be a local college your child has no intention of attending or a college convenient to an establishment that serves your beverage of choice.


2. Click on “Admission” on the menu, and then “Plan Your Visit” (or some such directive).


3. Sign up your child for an “Information Session” (commonly referred to as an “info” session), during which an admissions representative will treat you to an hourlong presentation, mostly consisting of talk, but usually with some audio-visual enhancement.


4. Sign up for a “Campus Tour,” during which a current student at that college will lead you around campus for about an hour. If given the option, register for the info session for the first hour and do the tour second.


5. When you fill out the contact information form online, you can use your child’s information but your own email address to register. Admitting you’re the parent will not negatively affect your child. However, pretending she’s really the one doing all of this planning merely ensures the email confirmation with directions to the Office of Admission, along with the parking pass, will languish neglected in the graveyard of her inbox, where emails sent to teenagers go to die.


6. If your child’s disposition is volcanic, do your best to mitigate her reaction by telling her this first college visit requires no preparation on her part. It will only take two hours of her life plus transportation. If your child’s default mode is oblivious, tell him that you hope this visit will rouse him from his current sleepwalking state to embark on his own college search. It’s time.




Luring the Future College Student into College Shopping with You


Theoretically, the student himself should take charge of researching colleges and making all the plans for visits, but who are we kidding? Realistically, his classes have become more rigorous, he feels pressure to keep up his grades, he’s slammed with homework, plays a sport or the cello, and wants some semblance of a social life. You have plenty of distractions too, but unlike many adolescents, you can see further into the future than your next Snapchat. If you’re more on top of scheduling the college search than your child during most or all of his junior year, don’t beat yourself up about it. Your child is perfectly normal, and so are you. Take one of the following approaches if you’re hoping to persuade your teen to enter the vehicle with you for that first college visit you just planned.


The Positive Reinforcement Approach


Reinforcement: the action of encouraging something.


Bribe: something that serves to induce or influence.


Do you see the difference? I don’t see much of a difference either. We could debate the nuances, or you can just call the reward you offer whatever you like, as long as it entices your child into the car for a college visit. You can offer a cupcake, a hike, or a Jaguar convertible after that first college visit, and there will be no judgments here.


The Optimistic Approach


If the positive reinforcement route doesn’t sit right with you, optimism provides another effective gateway to teen involvement. I am not saying it’s wrong if you’re having ambivalent feelings about your kid going to college. Your feelings are your feelings. I’m saying, own your feelings, and if they’re positive, demonstrate your eagerness. If not, fake enthusiasm as best you can.


“We’re shopping for colleges!” I said to my daughter in the fall of her junior year. Notice the exclamation point, the cheerful tone, enthusiastic though hopefully not too cloying. (I was going for contagious.) Who could help but want to join in? My daughter went for it, but my husband did not. He says he hates shopping, but this man enjoyed house hunting so much that three years after we purchased our house, he still scanned real estate agents’ ads. So I tweaked my verb and told him, “We’re hunting for colleges!” That did it for him, and my husband hopped into the car.


My son was not so easily persuaded when his turn to explore colleges came around. He had professed a post-graduation goal of living in a van with minimal earthly possessions (#vanlife), so I knew the “college shopping” tactic would not fly with him. Yet I also knew that my so-called Spartan son could easily spend an hour “checking out” camping gear and such van-life necessities as rock climbing paraphernalia (and vans) online. “We’re checking out colleges!” I announced when I scheduled my son’s first college visit. He didn’t exactly leap into the Subaru, but at least he didn’t refuse.


Applying Dictator Tactics


When someone demands I “smile” when I’m in a crappy mood, I sort of want to punch that person in the face (though as a nonviolent person, my natural reflex is to smile obediently, then feel bad about smiling on command for a second or two). You should never have to endure anyone trying to force you to smile. If exclamation points and extreme optimism are not for you, there are other methods, such as introducing the first college visit as a fact of life, not a choice. I told my son, who fit solidly into the “oblivious child” category, “We’re going to Burlington to visit the University of Vermont and Champlain College on October sixth and seventh. Please mark your calendar.”


Planning ahead is the key to this approach. I chose two colleges, one big, one small, with access to both urban and rural environments. I chose Vermont in early October, when the fall foliage splendor would peak, admittedly, more for my enjoyment than his. Most important, I chose to inform my son a full month before that trip would happen. I’ve learned that teenagers rarely make plans earlier than the day before, and on October fifth, sure enough, my son received the inevitable tempting text from his friend inviting him to join a group hike the next day. By then, the trip to Burlington had been seared into the calendar for so long, he had no grounds to negotiate.


The Cardinal Rule for the First College Visit: Let Your Child Take the Lead


You can go ahead and log on to the college website. You can click on the “Admission” page and register your child for the information session and tour. You can transport your child to the college, usher him into the admissions office ten minutes before the planned activities will commence, and nudge him toward the front desk to announce his arrival. Thereafter, try to only speak when spoken to. Letting your child take the lead means erring on the side of silence.


Even if you’re eminently curious, once on campus, do not be that parent who takes over the question-and-answer portion of the information session. You know the one. That person shows up at every presentation of any kind and asks a question, then a follow-up question, and then another, as if he and the presenter are the only two people in the room. Try not to judge this parent, whose sole motivation is—like yours—love for and devotion to his child. He just missed the memo about letting his child take the lead. Refrain from rolling your eyes when he asks that fourth follow-up question because as a parent of a teenager, you know exactly how it feels to sit there on the receiving end of an eye roll with no idea what you did wrong.


Instead of judging or being that parent, sit tight and write down your questions. You can ask them later, if this college ends up a contender for your kid. Bite your tongue until it bleeds, if you must, during the walk from the dining hall to the library. Then in the car afterward, you can morph into full “fun parent” mode, cracking jokes and offering to stop for donuts, to show your child how not scary this college search can be. “See? This is like shopping for a college!” you can say cheerfully, which will, at best, empower your child to feel in control of her destiny. At worst, it will elicit the eye roll you previously dodged when you didn’t take over the Q&A, but you will laugh it off because you are a “fun parent” and wearing a full suit of positive attitude armor. Not even an eye roll can touch you now.


BECOMING AN EDUCATED CONSUMER


With that first college visit behind you, you may be asking, “How do I know where to take my child on her next college visit?”


Where to shop for a college is a serious, big-ticket shopping question, and for those kinds of questions, I always turn to my mother, who loves shopping more than anyone else I know. I’m just going to say it: My mother is “penny foolish.” She’ll splurge on a $199 T-shirt that looks and feels exactly the same as the $9.99 T-shirt I would buy. (Mom, if you’re reading this, I hope I didn’t offend, but can you see my point?) However, my penny foolish mom is “dollar wise.” When it comes to shopping for big-ticket items, my mother is an ace consumer researcher. If you are buying a car or a house, or want to find the best doctor for an elective surgery, my mother’s the one you call. One of the biggest-ticket items of any parent’s lifetime is college, so when my daughter entered her junior year in high school, I called upon the master, and my mother was on it.


Choosing and Using Those Huge, Encyclopedic College Guidebooks


My mom is old school, so we beelined to a bookstore, where she bought three college guidebooks, which I will list in order of helpfulness to us:




1. The Fiske Guide to Colleges, recognizable from my college search in the 1980s, is still my favorite. I like the box that suggests “Overlaps” between the college I’m reading about and other similar colleges.


2. The Insider’s Guide to the Colleges, created by the Yale Daily News, aspires to provide the inside scoop about each college’s true personality to complement the facts. We liked having another perspective, although knowing which colleges had the “Ugliest School Colors” didn’t feel essential to us (but it might be important to you because not everyone can pull off a brown and gold college sweatshirt).


3. Princeton Review’s Best 379 Colleges goes a step beyond lists and provides rankings of schools in categories such as “Best Campus Food” and “Best College Radio Station.” I preferred the books with less emphasis on “the best”—that’s different for everyone.




In all, these books totaled more than 2,400 pages and cost my mother $72.97 (which I would not have spent). Of course, she turned right to the page in each describing her own alma mater and announced, “I would never get in there now,” which is probably true for many of us.


My mother and I had a field day among the pages of the books she bought, window-shopping for colleges that might fit my daughter. We giddily discussed specific schools in hushed tones, since my daughter fell into the “volcanic child” category, but a parent can’t tiptoe around a topic forever. My mother’s visit ended, and then the challenge of raising the topic of college with my daughter for the first time since I’d orchestrated that introductory college visit was left to me.


I began by planting those books my mother had purchased around the house, like land mines. I placed the massive Fiske Guide to Colleges on the dining table that my daughter had commandeered for homework, so she couldn’t miss it. My daughter piled her homework on top. I left the Yale Insider’s Guide on the floor of her room, but I don’t think she even noticed it was there among the wadded-up socks and sweaters that covered every other inch of carpet. My mother, known to my children as Cece, continued her shopping spree online and sprung for the hulking Peterson’s Four-Year Colleges guide, a daunting 1,952 pages (and almost thirty bucks), which arrived by mail. I planted that one on the coffee table in the living room between the couch and the TV. Of course, busy high school juniors rarely have time to watch TV, and when they do, they watch on their computers, so that plant was a bust. For the record, Peterson’s condensed each college entry into such brief sound bites that—though not unhelpful—it placed at number four out of four on my personal helpfulness list.


Eventually, I gave up and stashed all the books in my home office. At least my students would reap their benefits, even if my daughter would not. It was at that point that my daughter said, “I saw in that book Cece bought me…” and we were off. In this age of electronics, an old-fashioned book that takes up a significant amount of surface area is hard for your child to avoid, and, in my opinion, a worthwhile purchase for that reason alone.


Enjoy then ignore the college brochures stuffing your mailbox.


Colleges and universities invest liberally in direct advertising (a.k.a. junk mail). They’ll send you glossy postcards and book-length brochures called “viewbooks” that will catch your eye with their museum-quality photographs, inspirational headlines, and heartfelt mission statements. One college even sent my daughter a poster in a tube.


I don’t blame you if your heart beats a little faster when you open your mailbox to find a pile of postcards addressed to your child including one from Utopia University. Perhaps your child is a great candidate for Utopia (and Heavenly College, and Shangri-La Polytech, which in my fantasy universe is located on a beach in Hawaii), but it’s my unpleasant task to tell you that Utopia sent that postcard to your home to use your love for and pride in your child to their advantage. In their fantasy universe, your family will hope that your kid’s exactly whom Utopia is looking for. Then you’ll pay them an eighty-dollar application fee to maintain that hope.


I don’t know your child, so I don’t know why Utopia targeted him. Perhaps your kid showed interest by signing up for a campus visit, and the Office of Admission is only doing due diligence and following up. Perhaps his name appeared on the list of students with high PSAT scores that Utopia buys from the testing company every year. (This happens in real life.) Perhaps Utopia expanded their mailing list to infiltrate every single mailbox in your family’s school district to attract a greater number of applicants.


Colleges and universities play these games, and the charitable part of me doesn’t blame them. Institutions of higher learning are businesses, after all. We should expect them to deploy marketing and other strategies to stay solvent. For the same reason, I also don’t completely blame the periodicals that instigate these games with the college ranking lists they publish. And I certainly don’t blame you. You’ve spent the past sixteen years believing in your child. It’s almost impossible not to hope others have recognized his potential.


It’s hard to disregard those beautiful viewbooks that make every campus look like a fairy-tale hamlet. In the end, though, all that college literature is direct advertising, like the other colorful catalogs and credit card offers also jammed into your mailbox. You can read them or not and then recycle them as such.



Online College Shopping


While our IRL mailboxes overflow, our children deal with a deluge of college solicitations in their virtual mailboxes. My daughter told me emails from colleges multiplied like bunnies. If she clicked one, two more would appear from the sender. Between emails and the college talk escalating at school, information and misinformation about colleges will assault our children no matter how much they try to avoid it.


If they don’t realize it themselves early on, at some point we can remind our kids that they don’t have to play victim to the information blitzkrieg. They can take charge, since they hold all of the world’s knowledge in their pocket. I’m referring to their smartphones. For a generation that’s grown up on Google searches instead of the Encyclopedia Britannica, the Internet’s an excellent, age-appropriate alternative to paper books.


I suggest that for a list of the best college search websites, you consult the true expert on all things tech: your resident teenager. To start you off, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) site, though dull as dishwater, sticks with the facts about each college listed without providing opinions or rankings based on criteria that might not be yours. Plus, the NCES site doesn’t require you to input personal information to break through a firewall, so you won’t receive spam from them for the rest of your life.


You’ll also find a research tool on the online platform your kid’s high school uses for college planning, usually Naviance or College Kickstart. What? Your child did not tell you that the college counselor already introduced every single junior in the high school to this platform? If this is the first you’ve heard of such a platform, ask your kid, who will either drop his head sheepishly, vehemently deny ever knowing this platform existed, or scream “Stop interrogating me!” when you confront him about it. As another option, you can bypass your kid (who will never share his password with you anyway) and call the high school guidance office for access instructions.



CONSIDERING OUTSIDE INTERVENTION: OPTIONS FROM FLYWEIGHT TO HEAVYWEIGHT



Your ability to communicate with your teenager will change many times in the next few months, even in the next hour. Today, you may feel like teammates planning this grand college adventure. By the end of next summer, you may feel like your teenager’s emotional punching bag. For our purposes, outside intervention means help that is not you, and at some point in time, you may want to seek it. Generally, rescue services offered for college admissions fall into four categories:




1. Preparing for standardized tests


2. Building a college list


3. Writing the application


4. Untangling financial aid applications




I’m going to say this here, and I’ll repeat it later in case you are not able to hear me right now: Securing others to help with this process can be expensive, but it can also be free of charge, and either way, it can be an enormous relief for parents and students alike.


If you feel like your relationship with your teenager could have used a buffer yesterday, you might want to enlist the college admissions version of special ops Green Berets immediately. If you doubt you’ll need help, or you’re not sure, this is a preview of what’s out there, just in case. Your child may need the adrenaline rush of an imminent deadline to leap into gear, but I don’t know many parents who enjoy that feeling.


Option A: Code-Red Intervention—The Full-Throttle College Consultant


For those who can afford one, a full-service college consultant can organize the college admissions process for you so you’ll never feel behind again. Big or small, IRL or virtual, these full consulting services have their benefits and drawbacks.


The Big College Consulting Company


You’ll land on a website or hear about a local business offering multiple services provided by multiple players to guide you through college admissions. Some questions to keep in mind:




• Will they assign one person to your case to lead your family through every aspect of the process? Or will they connect your family with different specialized consultants to help with different parts (for example, a writer to help with essays or an expert cryptographer to help you through financial aid applications)?


• Will they meet you face-to-face at an office or conduct all of their business through phone, Skype, and email?


• Will they use an identical formula for every family, including worksheets to determine college match, or webinars for group financial aid instruction? Or does their consulting process vary significantly from family to family?


• While “en masse” treatment of their services might feel impersonal, will it fulfill your family’s needs and make the big company the most economical choice?




The All-in-One-Person Consultant


Even if the pronoun “we” is used liberally on the website, the “About Us” page will reveal that “us” is really just one person who can provide a personal touch to the admissions process. Questions for her:




• This person will become your guru and amateur therapist. She may also become your temporary BFF, so assess right off the bat: Who is this person, will her experience satisfy your family’s needs, and does her style jibe with yours?


• Does she meet with clients face-to-face at her home office, at your home, in a coffee shop, or in a public library? Or does she conduct all communication remotely?


• If you are a person who likes to bounce ideas off someone as they come up, who needs burning questions demystified, with compassion, before you lose sleep over them, will this consultant be that person for you? Will she take your calls or answer your emails whenever you need help (within reason), or does she keep restricted office hours?




Is a consultant really necessary?


Ask yourself the following questions to determine whether or not committing to a college consultant is an excellent plan or unwarranted at this juncture:




• Do you feel a deep sense of calm wash over you when you imagine someone else organizing all of this for you and your child? Or does the thought of relinquishing control stress you out even more?


• Will paying for this stretch your budget to the breaking point? Or relative to the cost of college does paying for a consultant feel more like grabbing a tin of mints at the grocery checkout counter than purchasing Kobe beef?


• Do you need help figuring out what colleges are out there? Or do you think the Internet and that fat college book you just bought will offer enough of a starting point?


• Will the support your child will receive at school make hiring a college consultant redundant or a godsend?


• Is it worth it to you to find someone who will do the dirty work, such as “prod” your child to hit deadlines, so you don’t have to do the prodding. Or does the prospect of this type of interaction with your kid not concern you in the least? (And if it doesn’t concern you, can we please trade kids during the college admissions process?)


• Does your child have learning differences that a trained professional could best help him address? Or have you filled out so many IEPs over the years that you can handle his accommodations blindfolded?




Based on your responses to the questions above, if your gut tells you that your family might implode trying to figure all of this out yourself, or that your child will probably respond much better to someone who is not you from the get-go, ask around. Search online. Ignore anyone who offers dodgy services because: integrity and jail time. If you decide it makes sense for you, secure a college consultant soon, deem it a worthwhile investment in your family’s well-being, and plug your ears when others question your decision. Prioritizing how you spend your hard-earned money is up to you, not the people out there who will not hesitate to tell you how ridiculous it is to spend money on this as they pay the barista $5.25 for their daily latte. If you’d prefer to prioritize the expensive coffee, that’s okay too, but don’t give your friend a hard time if she prioritizes differently. It’s all good. Remember, gentleness with yourself and other parents is our guiding principle.


Option B: Selective Outside Intervention


If you think you’ll need outside intervention, but only for some parts of the college admissions process, I’ll pipe up when time is of the essence. For now, here’s a rough timeline to help you feel ahead for a change.




1. This week, help your child look for academic outside intervention if he is struggling in any classes. It’s an important year for him to build an academic foundation, feel successful in the face of increased rigor, and acquire valuable study skills for his future. Your child should always approach his teacher first for extra help. Remind him that his teachers entered this line of work in the first place because they want him to succeed. Private tutors are a luxury available as an added buttress.


2. By the end of December, look for an SAT or ACT prep class or tutor if a) you’re concerned about your child’s standardized test taking ability, b) you’re not convinced he’s self-motivated enough to use free online test prep, or c) paying someone else to nag him to study seems greatly preferable to your doing the nagging yourself.


3. By April 1, find a college essay coach if you think you’ll want someone to guide your child through writing his college essays or the entire application because a) writing is not your child’s strength, b) writing is not your strength, or c) writing is your strength, but you know your kid won’t suffer your guidance well. This is not a hard and fast date, but if you wait until the week before an application deadline fall of senior year, it will cost you.


4. Over the summer, line up someone to help you with financial aid forms if a) you’re not great with numbers, b) you don’t feel up to learning a whole new language of financial aid jargon, or c) long, tricky forms make you feel faint. Check with the guidance office at your child’s school to learn if they provide help for parents applying for financial aid. If not, the fun will begin next October, so summer (plus wine) is sufficient to secure the help you’ll need.




If you are staring at this list with horror, thinking, I have no concept of whether or not I’ll need help, or who I might need, or if it’s worth the added cost, or when I’ll know if I might need them… I am virtually holding your hand right now. The time is not necessarily now (or ever) to line up all (or any) of these people. I’ll offer or introduce you to free help whenever I can, so your child will still have money left for her college textbooks, which can cost $250 each. (I kid you not!) Think about budgeting for potential helpers now, and remember that there’s always backup out there if you start to feel overwhelmed. There will come a time when you will know whether or not you need outside intervention, and at that time, it will not be too late.



Option C: Mental-Health Intervention (For You, or Make It a Family Affair)


A complaint session with a friend over cappuccinos or a stiff martini might solve your problems temporarily, but it’s not uncommon for parents and teenagers going through the college admissions process to seek outside help in the form of professional therapy. Come to think of it, it’s not uncommon for people going through any process, including everyday life, to seek professional therapy. Any stigma that once existed is gone.


If you think your kid could use someone objective with whom to talk this through, consult her pediatrician or your friends for names of therapists with experience in adolescent and family therapy. Yes, we are here to support you, but if divulging your own fears and anxieties in the privacy of a therapist’s office will help you remain calm around your child, find a therapist for yourself too. Cross-reference recommendations with your insurance company’s list of local therapists and line someone up now. I’m a big fan of doing whatever it takes to emotionally support yourself and your child when all roads lead to enormous changes ahead.


TRANSLATING YOUR KID’S HIGH SCHOOL LIFE SO FAR INTO COLLEGE ADMISSIONS DATA



Freshman-and Sophomore-Year Grades


It’s hard to get started when all the information isn’t in yet, but let’s make do with what we’ve got. Your child has accomplished half of her high school coursework. You’ve seen the ninth-and tenth-grade transcript. Don’t fall into the trap of infusing the letters and numbers on that transcript with value judgments. Grades are not evaluations of your child’s personality or life potential, and they are most definitely not evaluations of your parenting.


To college admission evaluators, your child’s grades are data points that only convey meaning when placed in a context. Your child’s high school will provide that context in the form of a “school profile” that accompanies every transcript sent to a college. The school profile includes a description of the high school’s location, the student body’s demographics, the honors and AP classes offered, the students’ median grade point average, typical standardized test scores, and other particulars. You can ask the high school guidance office for a paper copy, or it may be posted online, if you want to see it. I hope it reassures you to know that college admission evaluators will know what grades mean within your child’s world when they read through her college application.


What’s already happened on your child’s report card could serve as a motivator or a source of despair at this fragile time. High-achieving students may view a B–singed onto their otherwise pristine, straight-A transcript like the zit that’s all you can see when you look in the mirror. For other students, that B–might be one of the higher grades on their transcript, with a D the grade that spawns despondency about getting into any college at all.


Your child might think that the lowest grade on her report card means “It’s over” for her. She’ll never get into a “good” college or into college period. One thing does not lead to the other, and it’s our job as parents of these developing people who still need us (even if they don’t always show it) to strengthen their spirit. This information may help: Admission evaluators view an upward trajectory in grades favorably. If grades improve as classes become harder in high school, evaluators feel confident that your child can succeed as classes become even more challenging in college. In fact, your child’s lowest grade from the past is not the end of her college prospects, as some students may conclude. It’s only the beginning.


Grades Happening Now


Junior-year classes are usually the toughest so far, and they offer a chance for your child to prove her mettle. Though it’s impossible to predict the future behavior of a person whose hormones are in flux, if your child has always been the ambitious sort—signing up for all honors classes and studying late into the night to achieve As in them—you can assume this behavior pattern will continue junior and senior year. The more As she accumulates as she tackles progressively more difficult coursework, the more that B–from freshman year fades into the background on her transcript.


If your child has done the minimum, and her grades show it, chances are that dramatic changes will not occur within the next eighteen months, but you never know. One of the most common refrains I hear from students is “I wish I had worked harder earlier in high school.” Some students turn it on when the pressure rises. A chipper reminder from you that “junior year is a fresh start!” might motivate an upward shift. It’s worth a try. As another incentive, that first visit to a beautiful college campus, where your kid hears about all the appealing opportunities offered there, can light a fire beneath a previously sedentary student’s derriere.


The October PSAT


The PSAT/NMSQT (Practice SAT/National Merit Scholarship Qualifying Test) is a standardized test offered to high school juniors in mid-October. Usually people just refer to it as the PSAT without all those other letters. It’s widely reported that standardized tests best evaluate family income and how well students take standardized tests, not intelligence or college readiness. Still, your child should take the PSAT fall of his junior year, and try his best, for these reasons:




• Most students need to submit some sort of standardized test scores to colleges, so any opportunity for test-taking practice will help familiarize your child with the format and environment for all similar tests.


• When he receives the scores (by December), he’ll have another data point to help him begin researching realistic college options. Don’t get too attached to this number, which will change, often significantly, in his near future.


• If he’s riddled with anxiety on the days leading up to the test, and/or his scores are very low, he can visit the National Organization for Fair and Open Testing (FairTest) website and browse a list of more than 1,000 “test-optional” (no need to submit any test scores at all when applying) and “test-flexible” (students can select which tests they want to submit) colleges and universities. Then you can talk about whether he’d like to have extra help studying for future tests or whether he’d prefer never to take another standardized test again.


• If he scores very high, he may become eligible for a National Merit Scholarship, a onetime, nonrenewable award of $2,500. I’m afraid this will only cover about one-thirteenth of one year’s tuition on average at a private college, but if he wins, your kid’s photo might appear in the local newspaper, so that’s fun!


• Our state university also invites students to apply for other scholarships based on high PSAT/NMSQT scores. Maybe yours does too, so it’s worth it for your kid to fill in a few ovals on a Scantron sheet and give the PSAT a shot.




Public service announcement: Before he takes the PSAT, your child should create a new email address designated exclusively for the college admissions process.


He should use this email address when he fills out the registration forms for standardized tests, campus visits, and everything else college-related. Once those testing companies and colleges get ahold of your child’s contact information, there’s no stopping them. Your kid does not want to miss his high school French teacher’s email about rescheduling the exam for two days earlier because it was buried under college solicitations.


Extracurricular Life (Other Than Video Games)


While in my role as a college admission evaluator, I opened one student’s file to reveal a personal essay that began, “My father ripped dance from my life.” The applicant went on to say that her father had made her quit dance, which she had loved since she was a little girl, to free up time for her to join the debate team. Her dad had insisted debate would look better than dance on her college applications, but this kid hated debate. The student included a grainy photograph of herself posing in an arabesque in what looked like her bedroom, where, behind closed doors, she still danced, despite her father’s dictum. After all that heartbreak, debate made no difference for this candidate at the college where I worked at the time. She was not admitted.


I implore you not to rip dance… or archery, or self-taught guitar, or babysitting, skateboarding, or anything else your kid views as vital to her very being… from your child’s life. In the world of college applications, incessantly staring at a screen watching TV or playing video games is the sole activity I can imagine might raise eyebrows. Otherwise, everything your child does counts as a viable activity (as long as it’s legal), whether organized by the school or not. If your child feels passionately enough about an activity to pursue it on her own, all the better.


A mom once asked me if she should sign up her daughter for crew. She wanted to know if crew would look good on college applications, since all of her daughter’s other activities involved art. I asked this mom if her daughter wanted to row crew. The mom had never thought about that. She was so determined to do what was best for her child, she’d lost sight of what was best for her child.


We all let our anxiety get the better of us sometimes. We worry about disasters that have yet to happen, and probably never will. This mom needn’t have worried. Her daughter’s work in art earned her a Scholastic Gold Key award for a painting her teacher submitted to the contest, and school recognition from the art department. She developed an enthusiasm for art history, which informed her college search, and the all-out bliss she experienced spending hours in the art room after school every day naturally evolved into helping and encouraging younger students. For the record, that afterschool mentoring was bona fide, heartfelt “leadership.” Crew might have made her daughter stronger on the outside, but this mom’s good sense not to rip art from her daughter’s life ultimately produced a happier child, as well as a stronger candidate for college.





TO-DO LIST





◻ Tune out others’ mounting anxiety as best you can.


◻ Appreciate the teen POV (excitement, dread, denial about college looming, as well as other emotions you may be feeling, only magnified ten times because: hormones).


◻ Check your own reality, which is totally legitimate, regardless of what your teenager or anyone else tells you.


◻ Suggest to your child she set up a designated email address for all things college-related before typing a word into any college website or registering for her first standardized college entrance test.


◻ Take your child on a preliminary college visit if you intuit that it will do more good than harm.


◻ Buy or borrow a thick college almanac. Go with the Fiske Guide if you’re undecided.


◻ Conduct an initial assessment of outside help you might need now or later to sustain family unity.


◻ Reinforce to your child that she should focus on her present classwork instead of wasting her valuable time and energy worrying about past grades.


◻ Make sure your child signs up for the PSAT. (Feel free to sign her up yourself and don’t feel guilty about it, if it’s easier for you at this moment in time.)


◻ Encourage your child to enjoy her favorite activities and try new ones that interest her, regardless of how she thinks they will look to colleges. College admission evaluators will admire your kid for being her authentic self.
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