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See what other readers had to say about

Chicken Soup for the Soul:

Teens Talk GETTING IN...
TO COLLEGE

Admissions how-to books abound, yet Chicken Soup for the Soul: Teens Talk Getting In... to College reminds us that the best counsel of all comes from reading the real stories of those who have known firsthand the anxiety and uncertainty of the college application process. This reassuring collection shows high school students and their parents that there is no single right approach or perfect school and that it’s the “who” that counts the most, not the “how” ... or “where.”

~Sally Rubenstone, Senior Advisor,
College Confidential (collegeconfidential.com)

Finally, a resource that focuses on the process and experience of applying to college instead of on how to get in. Authentic, emotive, and entertaining — a necessary read for all college bound students.

~Ryan Chang, Founder & CEO, Ivy Consulting Group


What a valuable addition to that big stack of SAT, ACT, and college guides! Chicken Soup for the Soul: Teens Talk Getting In... to College really puts the whole college application process in perspective. Insight can make the unknown a very fun and rewarding experience, and that’s exactly what this book will give you.

~Kent Healy, co-author of The Success Principles for Teens and
“Cool Stuff” They Should Teach In School
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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to all the nervous high school students
and parents going through the college application process.
We share your pain... and your excitement.
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Foreword


If there’s a book you really want to read,
but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it.

~Toni Morrison

This book was created in response to a real need — a book that provides emotional support to high school students and their parents as they navigate the college application process. This is the most traumatic episode in many kids’ lives, and in the lives of the parents suffering alongside them. Record numbers of high school students are graduating this year, and applying to colleges, which are sorting through double, even triple, the number of applications they received just a few years ago, for the same number of slots.

My teenage daughter, my teenage neighbor, our high school intern, my friends... have all asked for this book. It is not a how-to book. It’s a book to support you as you go through this painful process. You are not alone, and the stories in this book open a window into the experiences of other high school students as they prepare to apply to college, go through the application process, wait for the answers, and grapple with their choices.

My kids would have benefited from this book while they were applying to college, and that is why we made it for you. Last year, my eighteen-year-old daughter, a college freshman, asked me to please create this book for the kids behind her. As the Toni Morrison quote above says, if there’s a book you want to read, but it hasn’t been written yet, then go ahead and write it — or ask your mother to do it! That’s the beauty of Chicken Soup for the Soul — we saw a need and we have responded.

I really wanted to vent in this foreword. We had mixed results in my household — my daughter and all her best friends got into their early decision or early action schools in December of their senior year. On the other hand, my son and many of his friends suffered major disappointments despite stellar test scores, grades, and accomplishments. And neither of my children was accepted by my alma mater, which was quite upsetting for a loyal alumna. Last winter, I seriously considered chopping up my wood Harvard chair and throwing it in the fireplace.

The college admissions process is inherently unfair, random, and inexplicable. I felt a bit like an admissions officer in reviewing the stories that were submitted to us for this book. We picked 101 great stories and poems, and we regretfully passed on dozens of additional great stories. Random, unfair, and inexplicable — I apologize.

We have included a few stories from around the world — from kids applying to schools in Australia, Canada, England, and Scotland. Since you are all students of grammar, I just want to point out that we have deliberately retained British spelling in stories from contributors outside the United States.

Enjoy this book. I hope it relieves your stress a little. The good news is that there are millions of other kids going through the same process, but of course that is the bad news too. Anyway — good luck. You will live through this.

~Amy Newmark
Publisher, Chicken Soup for the Soul
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Planning... and Having a Life

Judge your success by what you had to give up in order to get it.

~Author Unknown
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Four Years of Stress: A Cautionary Tale

Carpe diem! Rejoice while you are alive; enjoy the day; live life to the fullest; make the most of what you have. It is later than you think.

~Horace

I had been stressing about getting into college from my first year of high school. I remember sitting in my freshman biology class, learning about evolution, genetics, and fruit flies, thinking, “I better do well on next week’s test if I want to get into college.”

It was ridiculous, I know. Starting ninth grade, there are about one million other things I should have been worrying about, like friends and boys and teachers. To a freshman, college hovers promisingly — albeit distantly — at the end of a long and fun road filled with proms, crushes, friends, and youth. But in my mind, the admission process lurked from a preset date in the future that each passing day was counting down to. I couldn’t escape it; I could only prepare for it and hope that my fears about not being accepted anywhere, and therefore living a poor, sad, lonely life as punishment would not come true.

To be honest, I can’t really identify what was making me feel such silly pressure. Perhaps it was partly my family, who had worked hard to send me to a private high school and expected me, as “the brains” in my family, to go to a great college, do well, and thusly live a fabulous life (as going to Harvard would automatically usher me into heaven on earth).

On the other hand, perhaps it was my previous experience applying to private high schools that made me so anxious: just as for college admissions, there had been essays to write, transcripts to produce, and interviews to ace. The only difference was that I wasn’t applying to college, I was applying to high school, and I was only thirteen and overwhelmingly unsure. It had been a grueling, upsetting process, and maybe I thought that by preparing far in advance, I would somehow make the next time I had to apply for schools easier and less upsetting.

In the end, perhaps it was just my own disposition working against me. I am a planner, I am a worrier, and I am an over-preparer. Mix those traits with the demonized image of college applications lurking four years on the horizon and you get one very obsessive, very stressed Nacie.

The result was that I planned my entire high school experience around what would look good on my high school resume. I made sure I got into the advanced placement classes for history and English, my strong subjects. I tried to mask my weakness in math by carefully maneuvering into lower level classes, thinking a higher grade in an easy class would look better than a poor grade in a moderate level class. To round out my transcript, I overloaded on extracurricular activities, and spent most nights and weekends during high school in the theater, the photography dark room, or the astronomy observatory. Every opportunity that came my way was scrutinized by how involvement would help or hurt the way I looked to colleges. It was totally foolish.

So the years of high school passed by, each in their own unique and challenging way. With the approach of each summer vacation, my anxiety grew: one more year finished, one step close to college applications. At the end of my sophomore year, I started really obsessing over it, and by Christmas vacation of my junior year, I was in full-blown panic mode. People started talking about visiting colleges in the spring, my mom began to collect potential college brochures, and my dad started to prep me for my admission interviews over dinner.

Then it all started in earnest. There were applications sent to favorite schools for early decision, missed classes to go to interviews, and a sudden interest in anything that came in the mail bearing a college seal.

I felt sick with stress. I realized that the past three years had been filled with the displaced dread experienced upon waiting to board a huge rollercoaster. Suddenly, it felt like I was being locked into my plastic seat and launched full throttle into the air. The train had left the station, the momentum had started, and I realized with horror that all the worry I had carefully nurtured since the start of high school was meaningless and could do nothing to protect me from the loops, turns, and twists senior year would throw me.

And it did throw me. It was stressful, scary, intimidating, intense, and sometimes heart wrenching. The worst was hearing someone else got into the school you wanted and you were denied or, worse, relegated to that purgatory known as the waitlist. I got into several schools, but was rejected by several more. Each rejection stung and smacked with the feeling that if I had only tried a little harder, done a little more, it would have been an acceptance.

But before I knew it, the year was over, everyone had found a destination for the fall, and I was graduating from high school wearing a white dress and crying a single tear for the four years of memories I was too busy worrying to make.

It is true what they say: college is wonderful, a life changing experience. However, if someone asked me if it was worth all the drama and panic it caused in my life, I would have to say no. In fact, at this point I believe there aren’t many things in life that merit that type of worry. Thankfully.

Looking back on the way I tortured and stressed myself over those years I cringe and wish more than anything I could tell myself not too. High school is an amazing time in life, when you are old enough to become your own person, but young enough to make mistakes without regret. I think back to so many of those carefree afternoons and Saturdays when, instead of enjoying the freedom and frivolity of being sixteen, I had my nose buried in a book about the top ranked colleges that year.

It is true that you need to work hard and stay focused to get into a good school, but there comes a point where you have done all you can and the only thing that is left is to cross your fingers and hope for the best. Worry, stress, and anxiety do nothing to help any situation, and college admissions are no different. I learned the hard way that the real skill in the admissions process is not earning a stellar GPA or accumulating hundreds of hours of extracurriculars or fretting about an uncertain future. If you spend every minute wishing for or dreading the future, then you will never see how wonderful and special it is to be where you are right now, in this moment. The real skill is preparing and applying, all while still living your life, devouring every experience, and waking up each day being excited and grateful for the present.

~Nacie Carson
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The Waiting Is the Hardest Part

Purpose serves as a principle around which to organize our lives.

~Unknown Author

I’ve been waiting since the fifth grade. At the age of ten, I decided that Yale was the college for me, and anyone who disagreed wasn’t even worth talking to. When someone asked me what I was going to do when I grew up, I would smile and reply that I was going to Yale. “Oh!” they’d exclaim, “That’s a very good school. What do you want to study?” That question always stumped me. “I don’t know,” I would reply, “But I’m going to Yale anyway.”

I don’t have a clue what sparked my infatuation with the college; maybe I overheard the name, or perhaps I read about it somewhere. But once I started learning more about the school, my enthusiasm continued to grow until just the utterance of that beautiful word could make my heart beat faster. Eventually though, just like all good relationships, my bond with Yale became more than just a love-at-first-sight sort of thing.

During middle school, my best friend developed similar feelings about Harvard, and we became, essentially, Ivy League groupies. We talked for hours on end, about GPAs and double majors and roommates. As we researched further and learned even more about our dream schools, I began to realize that somehow, as a naïve little ten-year-old, I had gotten it right. Yale truly was my dream school, and it still is today.

I’ve spent seven years daydreaming about Yale; picturing the moment when my acceptance letter comes, imagining myself walking to my first ever class, meeting the perfect Yale Man, graduating, getting married, having a perfect life, et cetera, et cetera. There’s nothing wrong with dreaming, right? Now, as a junior in high school, I’m slightly more knowledgeable than I was back in elementary school, and I realize that my chances of getting into Yale are even narrower than my worldview was back in fifth grade.

That doesn’t really mean anything to me, believe it or not. I’ve grown up a lot since the time when I first fell in love with Yale, and since then, I’ve realized that there are many other amazing colleges out there, and quite a few that could be (almost) as dreamy as Yale. I know that I’m going to major in journalism, and that I want to travel to the East Coast. And surprisingly enough, there are schools besides Yale that fit perfectly into those criteria.

No matter where I go to college, I owe Yale a lot. My dream of going there has driven me to work a lot harder than I ever would have normally. I know that colleges want people who are good at everything; or at least people who strive to be. So I’ve tried things, like swim team and water polo, that normally I wouldn’t have done, and the experiences have been fantastic. I push myself academically, in the hopes of impressing the admissions board at Yale; enrolling in the toughest honors program there is, and taking extra classes beyond that. If I didn’t have my goal of making it into Yale, I would never push myself so hard, because there would be no need. It’s come as a surprise, but all the hard work has been fun, in an exhaustingly gratifying sort of way. I’ve spent all this time waiting for my chance at Yale, but my dreams don’t allow me to just sit around and twiddle my thumbs.

I care a lot more about my grades than I ever could have imagined. I’ll never forget my first A minus. The year was 2006; the class Honors Chemistry, and I felt like a complete and total failure at life. I’ll never forget the surge of disappointment that coursed through me as I stared down at my first semester report card; it was as if someone had dumped a bucket of freezing cold water over my head and left me standing there, spluttering and gasping for air. To say I was devastated would be an understatement; to suggest I was overreacting would be completely true.

Even though that moment occurred less than two years ago, I can already look back at it and smile wryly, and shake my head at how high-strung I was. After I failed so horrifically in that first semester of Chemistry, I made certain such a catastrophe would never happen again. So I studied for hours on end before each test and quiz; I convinced my teacher to create extra credit opportunities, and I panicked whenever I made an error. Stressful? Obviously. Over the top? Of course. Kind of ridiculous? Perhaps. But I was successful; I got all As that next semester and I figured it had all been worth it.

Now though, I look back and I’m not so sure. I know that it’s important to care about grades, and there’s no doubt that it’s great to get all As. But Yale wants students with amazingly interesting and busy lives, and because that’s what they want, while waiting for my chance to take my shot at Yale, I’ve made my life more interesting and busier than I ever thought possible,

Applying for college is all about waiting, but not just the wait for an acceptance letter. It’s also about the maddeningly long wait for a chance to even apply. I’ve been waiting for years to write my application to Yale, and my chance is coming soon. As I near the end of this wait, I’ve come to see that no matter how horribly long and seemingly unbearable waiting is, it can change lives for the better. The same goes for college. Even if the college of my dreams denies me, I’ll have an amazing experience at whatever college I go to, and I believe that this can be true for all my college-bound peers out there. It all depends on what you do — with your wait, and with your life.

~Tress Klassen
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A Worthy Goal

The only people with whom you should try to get even are those who have helped you.

~John E. Southard

When I was a baby I was abandoned in an orphanage. Thankfully, I don’t remember, but the pictures I’ve seen tell a heart wrenching story. Most children left in Romanian orphanages are forgotten and it doesn’t take long for their muscles to deteriorate.

I was no exception. The first year of my life I wasn’t given any food. I sustained minimal existence on week chamomile tea and occasional diluted formula. There were no toys to stimulate my development, no one to talk to me, hold or love me. It was a cold, dark and bleak environment. The only good thing that happened to me during the first year of my life is that I was chosen to be one of the six lucky infants to be adopted into an American family in 1993.

When I look at the tiny passport photo my parents used to bring me into the United States, I wonder what they were thinking. How did my parents have the courage to spend borrowed money to bring such a sickly-looking child into their home? My skinny arms and legs were useless. I couldn’t even clap my hands!

My parents believed in me. Mom quit her job and worked relentlessly with scores of therapists. I considered myself special because of countless “play” sessions I had each day. I didn’t know it was work. I eagerly anticipated the myriad of therapists who entered my home every day to entertain me with their bags of tricks and treasures. I remember crying when the “play ladies” had to leave for the day, but Mom gladly “carried over” where they left off. Dad converted the basement into a giant play land where my sister and I could roller skate, swing or swim in a pool of Styrofoam peanuts. We had the coolest house on the block.

When I entered kindergarten, my therapy stopped. My parents continued to work with me especially during times of regression, which inevitably came after each surgery I had. Today there are no visible signs that I had such a rough start to my life. Yes, I had devoted parents who taught me the depths of my own courage and strength. But equally important were the therapists who worked with me each day. They were the unsung heroes.

In sifting through the childhood photographs that mark the progress of my growth and development, I’m in awe. I overcame every obstacle no matter how great it was or how many I had. But I didn’t do it alone. I accomplished enormous goals because of the dedicated team of therapists who had nerves of steal and patience of a saint.

Why was I selected from the thousands of orphans to leave Romania in 1993? I truly believe God chose me because I have very important work to do with my life. I had to learn first hand what it’s like to struggle through the quagmire of therapies, overcome those obstacles, and understand the importance of it all so that I can help others.

I want to be a “play lady” that some anxious child waits for, peering out the window of his or her home as I once did. I want to be a physical therapist so that I can devote the rest of my life to coaching people to work through the physical challenges they face. I want to be a cheerleader to them. And my greatest reward will be to watch them leave as a “whole” and “healed” person.

I want to be that unsung hero, and in order to get it, I must reach deep within and muster the courage to go to school each day. I need to get the highest possible grades in order to be accepted into the best college for physical therapy. Education is the key to my success. Without it, I will be an ordinary girl blending into the crowded halls of my high school. I am lucky. I know what I need to do. My life may have started out poorly, but I have found a way to ensure the rest of my days will be positive. Going to school may be boring to some, for me it’s the only way.

~Andrea C. Canale
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Product Design

Children require guidance and sympathy far more than instruction.

~Annie Sullivan

It seems like the day I started high school, every single teacher I had said that it was important to get good grades because then we’d have high GPAs, and then we’d be able to go to college. None of the teachers actually came right out and said it, but the unspoken message was that if you messed up even ONE SINGLE TIME, your entire life would be ruined. The pressure to look ahead to the future seemed to start the first day of high school.

I did okay in the first half of ninth grade. I took all the classes I was supposed to take and got mainly Bs with a few As tossed in. For electives, I had classes that I liked, a few I didn’t, and some I couldn’t wait to get through. But I passed them and that was all that mattered. I was always thinking about that stupid GPA and the fact that I had to keep it at least at a B average if I ever wanted to do something with my life other than collect aluminum cans from the side of the road.

Then came the second semester and an elective I took called Product Design. For some reason, I thought that this would be a class about designing things like labels or cereal box covers. I like to draw and I figured Product Design would be an easy A. How hard could it be to come up with a new design for a pop can?

It took about three seconds into the first hour of Product Design to figure out that I should have read the course description a whole lot more carefully. Product Design had nothing to do with logos or pop cans or cereal boxes. It was about using things like drills and lathes and welders. It was basically a metal shop class that I belonged in about as much as a candy bar belongs on the dashboard of a car on a ninety-degree day.

To make everything even worse, the teacher was one of those I’m-telling-you-this-for-your-own-good types. Only he wasn’t only just telling us things for our own good — he liked being nasty when he told us we stunk at welding or drilling or whatever he had us do.

Looking back, I should have dropped Product Design after the first week. But I didn’t. I kept waiting, thinking it would get better or I’d somehow miraculously get better at doing things I’d never done before. I also didn’t drop because of my GPA. I wanted to keep it high and I was sure I could at least score a B in Product Design.

That was the longest semester of my life. Every single project I did was a nightmare. And everything took me two times longer to do than it did for the rest of the class. From January to May, my grade hovered around a C, and that was only with staying after school four days out of five to work on whatever the latest project was.

The stress was getting to me. At night I dreamed about welding. I woke up positive that I was going to weld my fingers together or go blind from the flame on the arc welder. I felt like I was going to throw up every time I stepped into the Product Design room. All I wanted was for the year to end.

But I didn’t want to flunk. What would an F do to my GPA? I’d already decided that I wanted to go to college someday and I was pretty sure that I’d need a scholarship. So how could I get a scholarship if I got an F in Product Design?

And what about my parents? I’d never flunked anything before. They’d freak out if I brought home an F on my report card. I stopped having nightmares about welding because I stopped sleeping. All I could think about was why I didn’t drop that stupid class when I had the chance.

Finally, after I messed up the last assignment and knew that I’d never be able to pull my grade up above a D, I told my mom. I figured that it would be better for her to know what was coming instead of being blindsided when report cards arrived.

She listened, nodded her head, and shrugged her shoulders. “Don’t worry about it,” she said.

I stared at her. She must not have been listening as closely as I thought she was. “I’m getting a D or an F in Product Design,” I repeated.

“That happens,” she said. “It’s not the end of the world.”

“But I might not be able to get into college!”

Mom looked at me. “Who told you that?”

“Everyone tells me that. The teachers, the guidance counselor — they all say you have to get all As and Bs if you want to go to college.”

Mom hugged me. “Honey, you’re a freshman in high school. Why are you worrying about college now? I didn’t even think about college until I was a junior.”

“It’s different now.”

“Not in this house,” she told me. “You have plenty of time to get your GPA up. Tell me one thing: did you learn anything in Product Design?”

“Yeah. The teacher was a jerk.”

“Did you learn anything about welding and metal work and all that other stuff?”

“Yes,” I admitted. “But I suck at all of them.”

“The point is, you know more now than you did going in. Isn’t that what really counts?”

“I guess so.”

“Then don’t sweat it. And next year when you sign up for electives, you might want to know what you’re taking first.”

“Believe me, I will.”

Mom hugged me again. I felt better. Not great, but better. And the more I thought about it, the more I decided she was probably right. I had three more years to take classes and get decent grades. I wasn’t going to sweat it.

And I was definitely going to know what I was taking in every single class for the rest of my life.

~Hank Musolf
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A Black Mark

Worry is a thin stream of fear trickling through the mind. If encouraged, it cuts a channel into which all other thoughts are drained.

~Arthur Somers Roche

Everyone has something that they wish they could change but are forced to lay bare when applying for the college of their dreams. For some, it’s the overall grade point average, or SAT scores, or extracurricular activities that they didn’t do, or sports that they did but didn’t stand out in. For me, it was a single grade in a single class in a single semester.

The class was Advanced Placement Biology. The grade was a C.

I received an A in all of my other honors and advanced placement courses. But the C grade for AP Biology jumped out at me, screaming, from a column of As.

I received a C through a simple yet baffling combination of teenage angst and drama that occurred right before the final exam. The exam was worth 30% of my grade, and I was unprepared, physically and mentally drained. My poor performance slashed my A grade to a C. If my class grade prior to the exam had been a little bit lower, I would have failed the class.

That was little comfort to someone who was previously a straight A student. I was out of the running for valedictorian, since there was little room for error in my competitive class. But even worse, I immediately believed that it seriously took away my changes for getting into my top choice for college.

Friends and family shrugged my worries off with truth and logic. “Why are you worrying? Even with the C, your overall GPA is just fine. You’ll get into whatever college you really want to go to.”

But against all reason, I could not stop worrying about the one thing that I could not change. “I got a C in AP Biology.” I could not stop repeating it over and over to myself. A or B would have been understandable, but a C?

It was like an ugly pimple that I couldn’t see myself, but I knew everyone else could. In my mind the black mark on my transcript and on my face grew larger and larger until it was the first, last and only thing I could imagine anyone noticing about myself on my application or in person.

I imagined the responses of the admissions committee at various universities.

“This girl must be a slacker.”

“Whatever happened to her in the spring semester of junior year in AP Biology shows that she’s not worth our time.”

“Clearly, she has issues, and her issues do not belong at our university.”

From November, when I submitted my applications, until March when I received notices of acceptance and rejection, I stressed, I worried and I overanalyzed. I wasted more energy and emotion than should ever be spent on something that couldn’t be changed and could not have the power to control my fate.

My dad remarked, “I think what you’re doing is not necessary,” but when I insisted on applying to a lesser-known university because I was so worried that other choices would reject me, he wrote the check for the application fee.

As the application process drew to a close, I told fewer and fewer people of my worries. My friends no longer had a sympathetic ear to lend, and my family was tired of the grueling marathon. I kept my paranoia to myself, as the stress grew silently and disproportionately from what was reasonable.

The single grade in my past had become linked to success in college, my future and thus my overall happiness for the rest of my life. I was frightened into thinking that because of it, I would be rejected from all desirable colleges, never have a good career, and therefore be doomed.

The applications process blinded me, distorted my logic, and prevented me from accepting the truth that others repeatedly told me: admissions committees do not accept or reject someone based on one grade, and a single college’s acceptance or rejection does not ensure feelings of happiness or failure forever.

I have made many more mistakes in my life since then, but that was the only one that led to months of obsession, paranoia and stress. Yet I would not change that one black mark at all — the events that led up to it. I have no lingering regrets about the colleges that accepted me or rejected me and none about the college that I chose to attend.

All I regret is allowing something so small to corrode my insides for so long, when the future is determined not by mistakes that we all make at some time, but how we move on after they’ve been made.

~Joan Hyun Lee
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Enjoy the Drive

Life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans.

~John Lennon

When I was in third grade, someone told me that I could go to any college I wanted if I played the French horn. The next year, I told the band teacher about my new passion for the French horn, but ended up with a trumpet in my hand, because the teacher wanted me to start with the simpler instrument. I played trumpet for five years, but stopped before high school, when I would have switched to French horn, because band would have conflicted with soccer, which was going to be my college sport.

So I gave up the French horn for soccer, the sport that I loved, and I made the JV team as a sophomore. But I thought that I would never make the varsity team senior year, so soccer wasn’t going to get me into college. Then, someone told me that I could become a rower and get recruited to any college that I wanted.

I gave up soccer and switched to crew in spring of my sophomore year. But I was too small to row and ended up as a coxswain. I coxed the boys’ crew team for the next two years. We spent hours on the water in the mornings and afternoons but it was worth it. And after all, how many five-foot-tall girls get to tell eight six-foot-plus guys what to do, and have them listen? Senior year we came in fifth in a national regatta.

Finally, I had found something to get me into college and several crew coaches at top schools were interested in recruiting me.

Ironically, I decided that I didn’t want to make a four-year commitment to a coach that I wasn’t sure I would keep. So I didn’t use my coxing to get into college either.

Early in high school someone had also told me that I needed to start a club in order to get into college. I started a political club and then spent an unreasonable number of hours organizing students and hitting the campaign trail, spending more time on campaigning and helping candidates than on schoolwork. I was planning to be a government major, so this was the perfect way to start down the path to my ultimate career in government and policy-making.

I never played the French horn, I didn’t row, and I spent more time campaigning than doing my homework, in preparation for my political career. I didn’t use band, soccer, or crew to get into college even after countless hours devoted to those “recruitable” activities. And I haven’t taken a single government course in college.

It seems that I botched all of my get-into-college plans, but what I ended up with were amazing high school experiences. In addition, I could talk about them passionately and sincerely throughout the college application process.

And one of my high school passions, being a volunteer EMT, has actually continued, and today I am still an EMT on my college campus, as well as a pre-medical student, which I guess is where I was headed all along.

High school should not be viewed as just an entrance ramp to college; it should be its own journey.

~Ella Damiano
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Turning “I Can’t” into “How Can I?”

Optimism is the foundation of courage.

~Nicholas Murray Butler

Because I was born with severe cerebral palsy, my parents — eager to find help for my condition — moved us from Iran to the United States when I was only eighteen months old. And if that were not challenge enough, I would later discover that for most of my life, I had been stalked by two killers. But first, some background.

I grew up attending schools where having a handicapped student was novel, but that never proved to be a problem for me. I always felt accepted by my classmates and everyone at school. From my wheelchair vantage point, going through grade school and high school was fun and fulfilling.

Growing up, I assumed I could never move out of my parents’ supportive home and have the kind of college experience most teens do. You see, I’d always relied on my parents for the most basic of tasks. Every morning, they would help me get out of bed and stumble to the bathroom, then assist me with showering, brushing my teeth, and so on. Then they’d help me get dressed and ease me into my ever-present wheelchair — not to mention feed me, gather my books, and get me off to school.

Doing things teenagers normally do — rebelling, demanding freedom, taking risks — was a wistful, daunting proposition for me, because I depended on my parents so much. I believed nobody else would help me. So I ignored and suppressed my desire to go off to university. After I completed two years at a nearby community college, I thought I’d have to attend a university within driving distance of my parents’ house, get dropped off for classes, picked up afterwards — the same old drill. What choice did I have?

As I watched my classmates finish community college and move on, I felt empty inside. And angry. I wanted to be moving on with them. Sure, I should be happy making the Dean’s List and getting good grades. But countless times, I got stuck in the thought, “If I weren’t handicapped, I’d be living on my own and creating a great life at college like my peers.”

Then one day, my humanities professor at the community college suggested I move out of the house and apply to the University of Southern California. “You’re nuts,” I wanted to tell him. “How could you possibly understand the effort and intricacy it takes for me to meet my basic needs every day — let alone live away from home?”

But I must admit, because someone else could see the possibility, I was inspired. Why should I weigh myself down with limited thinking? Why stop my creative mind from exploring possibilities and solving challenges that living on campus would present? In asking these questions, I realized the powerful difference between saying “I can’t” and asking “how can I?”

By saying “I can’t,” I was already beaten; by asking “how can I?” my brain would automatically churn out possible solutions. I figured that since my brain is just like any other muscle, the more I used it, the stronger it would get. So when my professor planted the thought that I really could achieve my dream of living independently on campus, my desire came alive.

Don’t get me wrong. My deciding to go to USC wasn’t as simple as packing my bags, telling Mom and Dad to “just send money,” and wheeling myself out the door. It became a long, grueling journey fueled by research, sacrifice, and problem-solving along the way. I had to explore all kinds of things, such as getting assistants to help me, not only with attending classes and taking tests, but also with meals and getting me ready in the morning and at night. Could I possibly find one person to do all of this? Could I chop up the tasks among several people? What could I realistically handle on my own without assistance? Simply asking questions helped me formulate solutions short of requiring my parents to drive back and forth every day to help me. That would defeat the whole purpose.

Not long after starting my search, I found a roommate willing to help me in the mornings and at night, so I got that part covered. Then, in my classes, I figured out that by making friends, I could ask for assistance with issues that came up like helping me type papers. I had to arrange taking tests with staff members in the office of disability; they would provide me with someone to fill in my answers on the tests. On a regular basis, I’d have to meet a friend or hire an assistant to help me at lunch and dinner. Getting these arrangements set up meant I could enjoy a fabulous new experience — living on campus for two years.

If orchestrating all of this seems like a big chore, believe me, it was. Imagine having to coordinate every “mundane” task around the schedules of several other people. No way can I say having to jump through so many hoops was “fair.” But long before this, I had decided I could sit back with a “life’s not fair” attitude and wallow in “being right,” or I could accept my situation and figure out ways to even the playing field going forward.

Yes, it sounds corny to say it out loud, but I truly believe life is what we make of it. I’m proud to say I relied on my positive thinking and made living on my own at university happen. No, my disability didn’t go away. I didn’t “overcome” cerebral palsy. I can assure you I still have it. But I discovered the identity of those two killers I mentioned, the ones who had been dogging me, and so many other people. They’re dream killers — negative thinking and reduced expectations. They add a highly destructive element to the world. Yet no one has to accept these deal breakers, no matter what disability comes with the package.

Sure, it may be okay for some to settle for a “safe” job with a “decent” mate and say they’re happy because they’re “secure” in this world. But like negative thinking, reduced expectations and safe choices destroy the essence of life.

Don’t get me wrong. I don’t suggest rashly rushing into new things. On the contrary, having cerebral palsy has given me the ability to patiently assess situations before ever moving forward. That’s how I methodically and sensibly achieved my dream of living on campus while earning a marketing degree.

Today, I run my own business as a professional speaker, business consultant, and award-winning author. And what keeps me going is constantly asking — and answering — these two questions: How can I do what seems impossible? And how can I love my life just the way it is?

~Sourena Vasseghi
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Playing Catch Up

If you have made mistakes, even serious ones, there is always another chance for you. What we call failure is not the falling down but the staying down.

~Mary Pickford
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From Maybe to MBA

Just don’t give up trying to do what you really want to do. Where there is love and inspiration, I don’t think you can go wrong.

~Ella Fitzgerald

I’m about to receive a BA from Florida Atlantic University, and I was recently accepted into the MBA program at the University of North Carolina. Not bad for someone who almost failed high school, right?

For as long as I can remember, I’ve had a burning desire to become the biggest success my family has ever seen. I am the youngest of three girls, and like many “babies,” I fought for my parents’ attention. You see, although I come from a great family, with strong bonds, we were, at best, an average, middle-class family. Mom and Dad were always working, and my sisters made just enough trouble to keep my parents’ attention. Because I really was a good kid, my sisters — and their escapades—made it very easy for me. My parents were so preoccupied with my sisters, they didn’t notice when I began struggling in school. After all, as the good kid, I’d never needed them to notice before. But that “goodness” didn’t give me immunity from the poor choices that put me on track to fail high school.

It wasn’t until my first year of high school that I realized how much courage it would take to succeed as a teenager. As soon as freshman year rolled around, all of my friends were suddenly consumed with alcohol and drugs. Few were concerned with their grades or excelling in much of anything at that point. Of course, I tried to be the good example. For a long time, my friends used me as the “go-to” person when they got in trouble—sort of a teenaged Dear Abby. But before long, my own grades — and interest in my own success — dwindled and disappeared. I went from being an A student to earning mostly Bs, and before I knew it, merely passing became my goal.

I’m not sure exactly what hit me, but I remember waking up one morning thinking “who is this person I’ve become?” That thought was immediately followed by another: “This needs to change, and it needs to change right now.” That was my epiphany. Suddenly I began focusing only on my schoolwork, convinced that if I let myself fail, I would continue to fail for the rest of my life. And that was my biggest fear.

Almost immediately, my crowd of friends changed, my grades improved, and I assumed the attitude of a positive and determined student. By the end of the second semester I had raised my grades from Cs and Ds to all As (again). I worked hard to get into honors classes and, in my sophomore year, I was officially invited to be a part of the honors committee. From the beginning of my sophomore year until the end of my senior year, I was an honors student, earning almost all As. In my senior year I looked around and realized that all of the people I had surrounded myself with during my freshman year were gone. At some point, they had all dropped out. Some were in jail, others on probation, and the rest were still trying to “live life in the fast lane.” None of them had realistic goals. I still, to this day, cannot express the triumph I felt the day when I realized that I had finally “made it.”

I excelled academically in my last three years of high school, and I graduated with a 3.7 GPA — just five one-hundredths of a point away from graduating with honors. I worked hard to graduate in January rather than June, and I was awarded a scholarship that paid for 75% of my undergrad tuition.

My high school GPA and my financial situation chose my college for me: I attended the community college close to home and earned my Associates degree two years later. Once again, I felt like I really “made it.” I entered Florida Atlantic University, a state university close to home. What can I say? I guess I was comfortable at home. Now I’m living in another state, but I’m finishing my undergraduate degree through distance learning, and the end is in sight. I’ve applied for and, contingent on attaining my undergrad degree on time, have been accepted to the MBA program at the University of North Carolina. I’ve “made it,” once again!

I’m on my way to becoming what I want to be, but I almost settled for what I could have been. I realize now that there is no limit to what I can do when I set my mind to it. It is true, after all, that there are no limits to personal success, and that dreams can come true — with hard work and determination!

~Marie Franqui
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Class Act for a Major Clown

It takes a long time to bring excellence to maturity.

~Publilius Syrus

My son strutted proudly from his third grade classroom side-by-side with his teacher. “I’m going to the Air Force Academy,” Dan announced in such a cocky tone, it caught me off guard. Then he confidently added, “Someday, I’ll fly jets.”

“Oh, good!” Mrs. Brent commented as she flashed me a grin.

Because he was only eight years old, neither of us took him seriously.

But the kid was serious! As he got older, he became more determined. So, my husband, John, began doing research on what it would take for Dan to be considered by the Air Force Academy. Dan would only need to have near perfect grades and be a sports hero, a community service leader, a polished public speaker, an Eagle Scout, an officer in his class at school, and receive a Congressional nomination. Easy? Not for most kids, but especially not for Dan.

He was very intelligent. But he thought school was a time for recreation... not a time for learning. He spent his days entertaining the other kids by clowning around.

The teachers at Dan’s small Christian school were constantly frustrated by his carelessness about class work. His actual intelligence wasn’t reflected in his mediocre grades. Dan didn’t see the need to get class work in on time, write down assignments, or do homework.

By the time our son advanced to middle school, John and I were tearing out our hair trying to convince this brilliant child he couldn’t make it into the Academy without hard work. We tried everything, but the kid was oblivious to our suggestions.

When Dan transitioned to the high school level, his English teacher was a young woman who’d assisted in his fifth grade class. She knew our son all too well. Though Mrs. Harris had to confess there were times Dan’s antics had her breaking into laughter, she’d been exasperated for years with his attitude toward schoolwork. So, after Dan had joked his way through fall quarter of freshman English, Mrs. Harris gave him an “F” in the class. Because of missed assignments and late papers, it was the grade he deserved.

“No-o-o-o!” Dan cried when he saw his grade. “I can’t get an F. I have to get perfect grades. I’m going to the Air Force Academy!” But he had a great deal of respect for Mrs. Harris, so he didn’t argue with his teacher. Instead, the class clown suddenly got serious.

The change in Dan was shocking! He made up for the “F” by retaking English during summer school. After that, his grades became nearly perfect. He began excelling in tennis. He went through the scouting program from “Cub” to “Eagle” in an unprecedented eighteen months! Dan took on pubic speaking by becoming the Master of Ceremonies at many high school functions. Because of his keen sense of humor, he made every event fun. Finally, he was elected senior class president. In that last year of high school, John and I were overwhelmed by the multitude of honors and accolades Dan received for school performance and community service.

As high school graduation neared, we watched in stunned silence as our local congressmen and senator fought over the opportunity to nominate Dan as the ideal candidate for the Air Force Academy. Then, six weeks after high school graduation, John and I waved a tearful farewell as our son departed for Colorado Springs to begin his basic cadet training at the Academy.

While it was hard to let go of our son, for years we’d watched Dan’s dreams become reality as God led Dan away from his undisciplined habits. God had even assigned one stubborn teacher to point Dan in the right direction. Thank God for Mrs. Harris!

According to Dan, God is the reason he not only made it to the Academy, but the reason he made it through their grueling four year program, through flight school, through deployments to two wars, and beyond.
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