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			I would like to dedicate this book to my children Patrick and Meghan who have taken me on many beautiful life journeys, this book coming to fruition being just one of many.

			To Harold who encouraged me to pursue my writing dreams after putting this cherished endeavor on the backburner for far too long.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1: So, Your kid wants to go to college

			Congratulations on making one of the biggest, most defining decisions of your child’s life regarding their career path, their future. But before we delve into the myriad of reasons why you have begun to read this book, I want to give you a little insight into its genesis. One of the biggest things I learned on our own very personal journey was the power of listening. Listen to everyone. The classmates, the parents, the teachers, the high school counselor, the students giving the tours on campus, the college admission counselor. Everyone. And most importantly, listen to your child and that little voice that wakes you up in the middle of the night. Then make up your own mind. In the end all that really matters is that the college you select makes sense first and foremost for your child and THEN for you. I fervently believed and still believe that success will come when the college selected makes sense on as many fronts as possible. And remember, nothing is perfect. We aren’t going for perfect. We are going for a good fit that will help you launch a productive, decent human being who can stand on his/her own two feet and not end up at 35 living in your basement. Am I right? You bet I am.

			In the not so distant past, this decision to even discuss college was huge in many families. Not everyone was encouraged to entertain this option. Trade prep classes, business classes were much more prevalent at the high school level. Many students needed to get out into the world and start making money to make their own way. In today’s world, with the technology explosion, start ups, online classes, WAH (work at home) options, the career choices have exponentially multiplied. The sky is the limit, if you can think it, you can probably create a niche for yourself. Some colleges even offer the option to create your own major if they do not offer a specific course of study you are bound and determined to pursue. I knew someone who attended college to study Sanskrit! But with this increase in sophistication comes an increase in competition, an increase in cost to be competitive and an increase in competition for the top college spots that will prepare the prospective leaders and thinkers of tomorrow. Conversely, going to a top college does not necessarily ensure success. It may open doors, but success is ultimately the fruit of your own labors once thru those doors.

			Just to illustrate this progression, in my own graduating class, approximately 50% went on to college. I myself did not decide to look into attending college until the fall of my senior year. I applied to one college. I did not have a resume, no AP classes, no IB program, no national records, no claim to fame. I was admitted and four years later I graduated. A friend also applied to one school per his parents’ directive. He also was accepted and graduated four years later. Another parameter was if you were “allowed” to go away to school. A classmate was allowed to go away but her selections were limited by a five hour driving radius from her home. Our senior years were not fraught with worry. We never imagined we wouldn’t get in! Years ago, once you decided to attend college, where you went had more to do with how much money was available for tuition, room and board, books, etc.

			None of us really even wondered if we would be accepted. There was a more apparent method to the madness. For the most part, you applied, you paid (or went into debt which you conscientiously paid back), and you went. My own father went to several colleges, amassing over 200 credits. He was skeptical as to whether or not I would buckle down. At my high school graduation, he told me to “get in, get out, get a job.” And I did. I had worked since I was 12, first at babysitting, then waitressing and then as an aide both in a nursing home and a hospital. I also had a two week stint at McDonald’s, but after being locked in the freezer accidentally, I took that as a sign the fast food industry wasn’t for me. Things really do happen for a reason!

			It was a different world then, a different set of circumstances, and years later I found myself to be a parent of two wonderful but very different children. I quickly learned that they would need completely different paths on the long road to college and career. I felt overwhelmed and ill equipped to guide them when it came to the new realm of college admissions. It had become a giant twisted ball of string with intricacies that felt like a sucker punch at times. I did my best, but it was often very difficult to navigate in a timely and painless manner.

			To complicate our personal journey, a cross-country relocation occurred when my older child was in the 7th grade. The school’s headmaster advised us to move at the end of the 7th grade rather than waiting until the end of 8th grade. He had two rather interesting comments. One being that middle school can be awful socially so staying put or going to a new school really wouldn’t matter much from that standpoint! He also thought moving a year before choosing a high school might be beneficial as we would have a whole year to get our feet under us rather than making a snap decision from afar. Good point which I still think was the right call, although it ended up being so for very different reasons. I will throw in a third piece of advice I received regarding moving children. Move at the end of the summer instead of the beginning. Let them have the summer where they are with friends they know. It is difficult to meet friends when school is not in session. In our case, camps and summer plans had already been finalized so we opted to move in August right before the beginning of the school year which I still feel was the best decision, at least for us.

			Obviously relocating for professional reasons takes precedence over high school selection concerns but it is worth mentioning that there is an impact to be aware of going forward. One thing to be avoided if possible is moving during the school year or during the high school years. The former is difficult as the year can end up being a confusing mess on many fronts. The latter, moving during high school, can have a huge impact on the resume which will be discussed in Chapter 7. The “when life gives you lemons, make lemonade” lesson here is that the move and ensuing upheaval/hardships could be great fodder for a phenomenal college application essay. Just a thought.

			Let me expound for just a moment on the high school selection issue. Our move caused a domino type reaction on a couple of levels. The area we came from had options for public, parochial and private schools. The area we moved to had only public and private. This was compounded by the fact that some one thought it was a great idea to limit the private school applications to only one school! I still think that is pointless. In addition, we had no idea that the decision to apply to school would need to be made in the FALL of 8th grade. Ugh. So even though the intention had been to have time to get acclimated, we ended up needing to make a snap decision anyway. We opted for an IB (international baccalaureate) program requiring an inter-district transfer. Coming from an all boys Catholic school for 7 years and going into this program was pretty akin to fitting a square peg thru a round hole. A new foreign language would have to be selected. Summer school was required to get the proper classes on the grade school transcript to allow for the proper progression in the new school’s math department. This caused for a rather hectic summer between 8th and 9th grade. You are probably wondering why we went to so much trouble. Looking back I honestly wonder that myself sometimes. But I knew enough by that time to appreciate the aforementioned domino effect. I knew if we didn’t bite the so-to-speak bullet then it could and mostly would have very unfairly haunted a very motivated student. We did the best that we could with the information we had at the time. And that, my friends, is all we can ever do.

			I am sure that last bit of information was unsettling, so let me tell you a funny little story. On one of our tedious 45 minute drives to my older child’s high school, my younger child who was close to 6 years younger was with me on one such drive. We were having a nice chat when, as we pulled into the parking lot, her face lost its usual animated expression. She caught my eye in the rear view mirror. With her flare for the dramatic (which can’t possibly come across on paper), she pleaded with me. With eyes as big as saucers she wailed, “PLEEEEASE don’t make me come here!” No problem sweetie! She ended up several years later at our perfectly fine neighborhood high school. Different kid, different path. No right or wrong, just different.

			The last two areas I want to point out here pertain to networking and culture shock. In many ways these went hand in hand for us and can be extrapolated to any school, be it grade school or college. We found ourselves in an area that was very different from what we were used to experiencing. While it was interesting to have new experiences, it was hard to make connections at times. Do not underestimate the value of being able to gain insight from families that have students older than yours. These insights, good or bad, will be very helpful when you are in the position of selecting a college. Our learning curve was derailed, but we did eventually garner the necessary information and this less than perfect path has lead to my desire to write this book. I have learned a lot, and I would like to share this information and spare you the pain and frustration I often felt, at least as much as possible. Today it is much more complicated and there is so much more in the way of opportunities. It is my fondest wish to help each and every one of you so that your child will ultimately be able to attend the college of THEIR choice and be on the career path of THEIR choosing. And oh, maybe enjoy their college experience along the way.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2: If you are going to play the game, you have to know the rules

			My son said this to me after all of the college applications had been sent, decisions received. I am VERY happy to report that he was accepted to and attended his dream school. But it is true, you need a game plan. By making that statement, my son was alluding to making a real study of the colleges and what they can offer you as well as what you can offer them. Everyone talks about “the FIT.” But I have come to see that few people really understand what this is and how to go about evaluating it. The successful relationship forged between a student and a college is really quite symbiotic in nature, and the most successful ones will have balance. Unfortunately, there is no hard and fast set of guidelines or rules when it comes to college admissions and to complicate matters, circumstances change from year to year. This will create an atmosphere of fear, uncertainty and even hysteria. So since we, as perspective college students and parents can’t control the situation, we can control how we approach this huge undertaking. We as parents can control how we react to situations as the events and dilemmas reveal themselves. We can also try to keep a level head and help our children do the same as they proceed thru the process. In an effort to help level the playing field, I decided to collect our thoughts, findings and offer our experiences in an effort to help humanize and demystify what has become a rite of passage in most homes. There have been many little tidbits of information that we have learned and would like to share the wealth. There is no sense to each year’s applicants reinventing the wheel so to speak. Many things do remain the same and if you stick to some of the basics, which can suffice for a set of rules, it will help your student get those apps (applications) out the door while still keeping a smile on their face and their all important GPA intact.

			After making the very personal decision to attend college, the real work begins. While this may seem tedious and even unnecessary to some, if done methodically, this will ultimately help streamline the last decision you will make: which college offer to accept. If you follow certain steps, when it comes time to deciding which colleges to apply to and then which one to attend, you will do so without feeling that you didn’t do enough research or preparation. To take the pressure off somewhat, you need to realize right now that as there are so many great schools out there and so much information about the programs they offer, it is simply impossible to investigate them all. Having said this, if you start in the freshman year, you will be able to at least get a feel for a significant portion of them. You will find that as you investigate one school it can lead you to want to investigate another school and/or it will knock certain schools out of the running. This is a good thing. Remember, narrowing the field is a good thing.

			You many think it is ridiculous to start in the freshman year. True, many if not most freshman have no idea what they would like to study. Now if the prospective student is lucky enough to know this key piece of information about themselves, that in itself will guide the research. But if the student really has no idea about the major that they will ultimately select, there are other things they already do know. Do they like to write, do they like math or science or art. They also know if they like hot or cold weather. The student will also know or will shortly know what the financial picture is regarding monies allocated for college. All of these factors need to be thought about and verified. And you might as well do it now before you decide on a certain subset of colleges. The prospective student and parents need to sit down and have an HONEST dialogue about what can and can’t happen. Below is a guide to help steer this conversation as it is a tough one to sometimes get started. But once you see what your options are, everyone will be better equipped to make and agree upon a REALISTIC list of colleges.

			Items for the First College Discussion Checklist

			1.Decide what type of college to consider: 2 year versus 4 year; private versus state; religious versus non-religious; confine to in-state or also out of state, how far, consider international options and if so what countries. (Chapter 3 further explores more parameters to consider.)

			2.College visits: set number of visits and the budget for this endeavor.

			3.Realistic financial resources for the college visits, testing, college attendance.

			4.Will the student be expected to work and if so, when (summer, during school)

			5.Discuss student’s financial responsibilities in regards to the upcoming expenses

			6.Discuss the student’s obvious strengths and weaknesses and if they would like to pursue a strength in the job market or is this something that is more of a hobby.

			7.Leave room for growth. This discussion in some areas will be fluid and will change. The 14 year old having this discussion will definitely not be the same person applying to college. (We hope…)

			8.Make plans to review the list that is created in 3 months and make a commitment to do this quarterly. Once this initial list is created, it will be less time consuming to revise it. Put a date on the calendar for the next discussion so you don’t lose track of it and time slips away.

			Another issue that parents do not always consider early on is whether or not they should employ an outside college counselor. Today’s average high school counseling department is severely overworked and understaffed. The average college counselor can be responsible for up to 600 students in a large high school! Now, not all will be seniors, but they simply will not be able to address each and every specific question that arises. My experience has been that most go above and beyond the call of duty, but they still cannot do it all. If you have the resources, I feel allocating some of these funds towards an outside counseling service could be invaluable. But this is also something that you will need to research. My best advice is to interview several, depending on your availability and stamina. Ask questions regarding cost, ease of contacting the counselor, their experience in this arena. Do they know the local colleges only or are they knowledgeable about out of state or international colleges? Will they test your student to access hidden talents? Will they be able to help proofread essays then the time comes? Will they help with filling out of the applications and provide the student with deadlines to keep them on track? (This fringe benefit ALONE could be worth the investment! This would alleviate a major source of nagging and go a long way to helping maintain peace and harmony at home!!) Will they be able to help locate summer programs and internship? Yes high schoolers can be eligible for internships and take summer classes for college credit. A good counselor can do most of this, but again, it is ultimately up to the student and the family to make things happen. The school and outside counselors should be viewed as important parts of the team, not the captains. The student should be empowered to be the captain and hopefully with this power, they will be motivated to do the research to hone their list while building a quality resume, getting good test scores and keeping up their GPA.
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