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Introduction

The Genesis of Our Educational Consultancy

We are a mother (Lillian)-daughter (Jennifer) team of educational consultants. While writing this book, we were often reminded of Jennifers college application process. Although we couldnt have known it at the time, that experience turned out to be the genesis of our consulting service.

We first began thinking about Jennifers college prospects in her sophomore year of high school. Even back then, the selectivity ratio was daunting. Everyone kept calling college admissions a crap shoot, which sounded precarious and intimidating. 

As a Canadian, Lillian had applied to one collegelate on a school night, after TV and homework. It never occurred to her to apply to more than one school. But by the time Jennifer was approaching college age, we lived in the ultra-competitive Northeast. College was a defining status symbol, a brand plastered on sweatshirts, hats, and rear windshields. College lists ran to double digits in length, with separate columns for safeties, probables, and reaches. We decided that rather than avoid the system, we would learn it. 

What we have learned since that experience, in more than two decades working with hundreds of students and speaking with numerous admissions officers, is that the college-admissions process actually isnt a crap shoot. As with preparation for any other activityfrom a sports  tournament to a job interviewfollowing a smart, step-by-step strategy makes success far more likely. Over the years, we have refined our own proven strategy, which we now call be alike but spike. The reasons for being alikethat is, performing at least as well as other top applicants, specifically in the academic arenaare simple. First, admissions officers dont want to admit students who cant succeed in the classroom. Four years of academic struggle isnt fair to the student and reflects poorly on the college. The second reason is less altruistic. Each year there is intense pressure on college administrators to boost or maintain their schools rank on the U.S. News & World Report lists (Top Universities, Best Small Colleges, and so on). The academic performance statistics of incoming students heavily influence these rankings. Thus, while accepting candidates with below-average GPAs and SAT scores does happen, its rare. Today, colleges simply expect applicants to fit in. 

As we will show, however, just fitting in with other top students isnt enough; admissions officers routinely claim that more than 80 percent of applicants fall within their desired metrics. Successful applicants also have to stand out, or spike, in some specific area. Contrary to an old myth, selective colleges dont desire well-rounded students as much as well-rounded classes. Of course, colleges dont want their students to be completely one-dimensional, but they do want each student to contribute a special attribute or skill to the college community. They want a superb musician, a star athlete, a master mathematician, and a brilliant dancer. By combining these kinds of students, admissions officers strive to create a vibrant, diverse, and multidisciplinary campus community. The well-rounded student may do each of these activities, but through lack of focus probably wont end up doing any of them really, really well.

With this in mind, we knew that Jennifer needed to stand out from the thousands of applicants competing with her. We thought back to areas in which Jennifer had always excelled. Once we identified this interestsomething Jennifer chose to do when she didnt need to do anythingshe went through a process very similar to the one we describe in our book.  Like the students in our case studies, she was incredibly lucky to have parents who helped her cultivate her interest, which happened to be art. Through a process we now call layering, we sought out art-related summer programs, internships, jobs, and volunteer opportunities. Each opportunity led to and built on the others. By Jennifers senior year, she had developed her interest in the arts into an area of true distinction. 

While Jennifer was developing and layering her passion, she was also making sure that her grades and standardized test scores compared well with those of other students applying. When she applied to college, she was competitive in all respects and outstanding in one. Receiving acceptances from the schools she applied to was both exciting and rewarding.

Its common to hear people tell you to do what you love. And it makes sense: the only way youre going to be great at something is if you genuinely love practicing and perfecting it. This book shows you how to create opportunities to do what you loveor at least what youre interested in (as well describe later, high school students often tell us that they only love video games or hanging out with their friends, so at first we brainstorm activities they like.) At the same time, this book shows you how to match other top applicants academic performance. (The be alike half of our strategy shouldnt be confused with social conformity, let alone mediocrity. What youre conforming to is simply the standards set by the colleges you want to attend.) While we cant promise Princeton-level GPAs and SAT averages, we can provide strategies for maximizing your ability within the high school system.

What In! Covers

In! covers all aspects of the college application process, explaining everything from course selection to creating a college list to essay writing and interview preparation. Following our strategy, we have organized the book into four parts:

Part I: Be Alike. This section shows you how to matchif not outdoadmitted applicants performance in certain key areas. In the chapters devoted to academic achievement, standardized testing, and in-school leadership, you will learn everything you need to do for your academic record to equal or surpass that of other successful candidates at the colleges to which you are applying.

Part II: Spike. The second section of this book is about not being alike. While successful applicants must perform on a par with other students applying to similar colleges, they must also work to become highly distinctivelike a spike on a graphin one area. (Remember, its often the well-rounded student, an ideal that many applicants strive toward, who gets rejected.) In this section, we show you how to create that distinction by isolating a passion and layering it, showcasing it in many different ways and under many different circumstances.

Part III: Pulling It All Together: Being Alike and Spiking on the College Application. As we tell our students, your college application has an important job to do: its four or five pages that must represent some seventeen years of your life. Part III first explains how to prepare to applyby creating a working college list based on your preferences and visiting those colleges. It then illustrates how to create an applicationactivity charts, essays, letters of recommendation, interviews, and supplementary materialsthat instantly and effectively shows admissions officers that you will be both a comfortable fit and a distinctive asset at their college.

Part IV: College and Beyond. The final part of In! demonstrates that the skills you develop in your college application process have long-lasting benefits and direct applicability to post-college life. From exploring a passion to acing an interview, these skills will not only get you into your top-choice school but also lay the groundwork for real-world success.
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How to Use This Book

There are two ways to use In! First, and ideally, you can read it from end to end. Used this way, it provides a strategyno matter how early or late in the process you beginfor getting into the school of your dreams. 

The second way to use this book is as a reference for specific topics. Need help with letters of recommendation? Check out Chapter 10, Letters of Recommendation. Confused about which classes to take? See Chapter 1, Academic Achievement. You get the picture. 

Note: The part that we most strongly recommend reading from start  to finish is Part II, Spike (Chapters 4 and 5). In it, youll learn, through brainstorming and case studies, how to figure out what youre interested in and fully develop that interest. Youll see how small, simple steps can, over time, add up to a big impact. 

Parents Role

We realize that just as parents are generally the first to inquire about our educational service, they are also likely to be the purchasers of this book. Although it is written primarily for students, we know that few students have the time to think about a comprehensive college strategy while studying for standardized tests, engaging in extracurriculars, completing classroom assignments, and yes, squeezing in some fun. At the same time, we are well aware that being a parent is tricky. While we all understand that college is a major family expense and the university your child will attend often has long-lasting implications, parents still need to walk the fine line between being involved and not too involved, being helpful and not too helpful. Interference can backfire. Here is some advice weve shared with families:

First, trust your instincts. As a parent, youve gotten this far!

Expect the college application process to be an extension of your existing relationship. How have you worked with your child in the past? Has it been a close partnership, or have you helped from behind the scenes? Whatever the dynamic, it will probably continue (with a few bumps) in much the same fashion. 

Many parents worry about getting too involved. While we understand this concernespecially in light of the media coverage given to the helicopter parent phenomenonwed also ask you to consider the findings of the March 2007 College Board study. Over 1,700 students who recently completed the college application process were asked about parental involvement in that process. Their findings? More than 95 percent said their parents were involved to some degree or very involved in their college application process. Of that  95 percent, more than 60 percent were very happy with their parents level of involvement. However, 30 percent wished their parents had been more involved. This figure rises to 40 percent among students with lower SAT scores and household incomes. Only 6 percent wished their parents had been less involved.* The takeaway lesson? Parental over-involvement may be less of an issue than previously assumed. Again, trust your instincts: even though your kids may nag, complain, or scream, chances are they are secretly grateful for your support and glad that theyre not confronting this stressful and time-consuming process on their own. 

Finally, although students are often grateful for parental support, keep in mind that colleges want to learn about your child, not you. We often tell parents that their job is that of an unpaid intern: to schedule, organize, proofread, review, and plan. While you should never write your childs essay, you can check for spelling errors or grammar mistakes. While you should never accompany your child into an interview, you can schedule her interview and make sure she arrives on time. Is there a question about tour and information session dates? Thats a call you can make. A question about course requirements for a bio major versus a pre-med major? Thats a call your son or daughter should make. (For more on this topic, see pages 15052).

How Is Our Book on College Admissions Different?

In! differs from others of its kind in a few important ways. First, while many other books on college admissions explain (with varying degrees of success) how students can make the most of individual components of the applicationfor example, essays, standardized test scores, or interviewsno other book helps students combine all these elements into a more comprehensive  and more effective strategy. For example, we dont just show you how to create an outstanding activity chart; we explain how to create a chart that reveals to admissions officers the ways in which you are both comparable to and distinct from other applicants. Given the intense competition surrounding college admissions, its not enough to create a successful application piecemeal; the pieces must function together as a seamless whole.

Second, our book shows students how to identify and cultivate an area of interest that will make their application unique. Many students arrive at our offices convinced that they are exactly the same as all their friends, with no unique hobbies or interests. After a little digging, however, genuine interests emerge. Yet even after isolating these interests, many students arent sure how to explore and expand them, so that they evolve from hobbies into passions. By providing case studies, examples, and resource lists, we explain how to cultivate the activity that makes you stand out.

Third, and most importantly, In! shows how small steps can add up to large accomplishments. Passions are not created in giant leaps, but rather through small, thoughtful steps in a specific direction. Students are always surprised at how seemingly trivial activities can lead to opportunities they might never have expectedand how this process can lay the foundation for a lifetime of creative exploration. 

Finally, unlike most books about getting in, our story doesnt end at high school graduation and acceptance into college. Exploring a passion through varied channels is not just a strategy that gets you into college. Its something our most successful students do again and again throughout their college, postgraduate, and professional careers. As in college admissions, equaling your professional peers in the basics is expected. At the same time, developing a special talent or niche is almost always a prerequisite for professional success, whether youre a pro football player or a tax lawyer. Similarly, interviewing well, creating a strong activity chart or résumé, obtaining positive recommendations, and maximizing a financial-aid package are all skills that matter after college. Perhaps the only form that makes a financial-aid form look simple is a mortgage application.

Rather than viewing college admissions as something to be dealt with as quickly and painlessly as possible, we see it both as an opportunity and as a crucial stage in any young persons development. Its an important opportunity to mature, expand your horizons, and discover what makes you tick. We have repeated our college-preparation process with hundreds of families all over the country and the world; it works. Not only does In! get you in, but it also gives you the tools and confidence youll need for future success.

About Us

A graduate of McGill University, Lillian Luterman has been advising students on college and boarding school admissions since 1989, but has been involved in education throughout her career. Having a masters degree in speech pathology and counseling, Lillian has worked with students of all levels and backgrounds, from those with learning disabilities to gifted students aiming for the top-tier colleges. She lives with her husband in Westport, Connecticut.

A graduate of Harvard College with a masters degree from Cambridge University (U.K.) and an MBA from Harvard Business School, Jennifer Bloom began working with her mother in 2005. Previously she spent more than ten years in marketing and advertising. She has worked for companies such as American Express and Ogilvy & Mather, creating and launching new services as well as award-winning advertising campaigns. She lives with her family in New York City.

Together, Luterman and Bloom founded Entryway Inc., providing premier counseling and specialized workshops.



* High school students want parents to be more involved in college planning, CollegeBoard studentPOLL, vol. 6, issue 1, 2007, http://www.collegeboard.com/about/news_info/report.html.
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Be Alike

Throughout this book, well be repeating the mantralike phrase be alike but spike. All this phrase means is that the students who get into top colleges are alike in certain key waysthat is, they all meet certain minimum standards of academic excellence, test performance, and extracurricular leadership involvementbut also spike, or excel, in other, more distinctive ways. Distinguishing between the two categories is important, because there are areas in which spiking, or standing out, in the eyes of admissions officers is very difficult; simply comparing favorably is the name of the game. It may surprise some readers to learn that its nearly impossible to stand out through academic achievement, standardized test scores, or in-school leadership alone.

But think about it a little more and it makes sense. Its like your mom always said: you have to go to school, get good grades, take standardized tests, and participate in a few extracurriculars. Colleges arent going to award you extra points for doing thatespecially when youre competing against kids who have performed equally well in the same areas. In fact, not meeting these basic criteria may put you out of the running for an acceptance at your top-choice school. Admissions officers at selective colleges admit that more than 80 percent of applicants meet the minimum fit in criteria of admitted students. What colleges will really pay attention to is evidence of outstanding intellectual curiositya true love of learning for learnings sake, particularly as expressed outside of classes...but take a deep breath, well get there.

Even if they wont set you apart, your grades, standardized test scores, and in-school leadership activities will be the foundation on which the rest of your application stands, so theyre a natural place to start our step-by-step breakdown of the college admissions process. Part I of this book consists of three chapters: Academic Achievement, Standardized Tests, and In-School Leadership Activities. While being like other students in these three areas wont guarantee that your application sails through admissions, it will ensure that nothingno glaring weaknesses or omissionswill stop it cold, either.
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Academic Achievement

Overview

In this chapter youll learn:

• The role of academics in the college admissions process

• Which courses to take to prepare for college

• How to improve your grades or make up for poor past performance

• What a High School Profile is and how to review and understand it

• How parents can help their childs academic performance

What Is an Academic Record?

Your academic record consists of the type and level of courses youve taken and the grades youve earned in them. Again, unless youre a super-genius who has taken college-level courses throughout high school, its hard to spike on the basis of this record alone. The high school curriculum is a fairly standard one: World History, Physics, Geometry...youre one of thousands, if not millions, of students taking similar courses at any one time.

So what should your academic record do for you? Very simply, it should show that you are able to fit into a particular college and handle the curriculum. In this way, youll meet the schools academic standards and be at least as good as or like other students attending the school. Your record should also show that youve challenged yourselfwisely (see Advanced vs. Regular Courses on page 23).
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What Courses Do Colleges Expect Me to Take?

First and foremost, many colleges recommend that you take four years in each of the five key high school subjects:

• English

• Math

• Social Studies (History)

• Science

• Foreign Language

Our advice is to stick to this curriculum if at all possible. Dont assume that just because your high school allows students to drop foreign language and science during senior year, colleges will endorse that recommendation. In many cases, they wont. If you decide that you just cant sit through one more year of Spanish, check what your top-choice colleges recommend before you drop it. Hint: these arent really recommendations. Assume that what a college recommends, it actually requires! The most competitive schools will want to see that youve fulfilled all of their recommendations and done so in the most competitive classes that your high school offers.
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NO LOOPHOLES

As a general rule, never assume that competitive colleges will respect any academic loopholes your high school might provide. One of our students, a bright girl we first met during her sophomore year, had gotten poor grades as a freshman. When we asked her why, she explained that her lax performance that year didnt count because her high school averaged only sophomore-through-senior-year grades in computing GPA. That may have been true of her high school, but many colleges will recompute GPAs to average in freshman-year grades, so slacking off that year is a bad idea. Likewise, dont try to cheat the system by taking elective or easy courses that deliver easy As. Even though some high schools compute only an unweighted GPA, many colleges will recalculate a weighted GPAthat is, one that factors in the difficulty level of each course.

BE CONSISTENT

Another rule of thumb: colleges reward consistency. Dont start taking Spanish during freshman year only to switch to French during sophomore year. Stick with your chosen language. If youre passionate about  a language for which your high school doesnt offer four years worth of courses, you may want to get creative and seek out unusual options.
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DONT SACRIFICE ACADEMICS FOR ELECTIVES

Finally, dont sacrifice academic courses for semi-academics. Dont take Psychology instead of a basic science like Biology, Chemistry, or Physics. Use your time in high school to acquire a strong foundation in standard academic courses. Once youve fulfilled those basics, then feel free to explore electives.

WHEN SHOULD I SWITCH UP OR DOWN A LEVEL?

If your grades fall below a B- in an AP class, consider switching down a level to a less competitive course. Dont assume that the weighted GPA will rectify this low grade. If youre scoring at the A or A+ level in a normal-level course, you may be invited to take the accelerated course the following year. Switch only if you can maintain a B or B- level in the advanced course; its not worth switching if you cant. Although colleges always like to see that youre challenging yourself academically, remember that its also wise to be realistic about your strengths and weaknesses.

For example, we had a student who attended a high school where she did not have to qualify to take AP classes (for a detailed explanation of AP and IB courses and tests, see pages 4852). She had gotten a B- in  her regular U.S. History class. As a junior, she opted to take AP World History, against our recommendation, and scored Cs on tests and papers in the first quarter. We advised her to drop down to a lower level of History. She did and began to score in the B+/A- range. Although we encourage students to take the most competitive courses offered by their schools, its important for colleges to see that the student knows what her capabilities are. Getting Cs is not impressive to colleges, even if it is in AP courses.

Achieving consistently high grades in advanced courses is ideal. However, schools will also look favorably on students who show a steady upward grade trend. Students often will begin high school without the focus and maturity that high school classes demand. Only by sophomore and sometimes junior year will they develop these qualities. Colleges understand this and will factor it into their considerations, so if your grades as a fourteen-year-old freshman werent all that they could have been, dont despair.
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The Million-Dollar Question: How Can I Raise My Grades?

• Master the Basics. Be disciplined. Come prepared. Dont be late. Ask questions. Do your homework. Fundamental stuffbut until youve taken these simple steps, you can ignore all further advice. Extracurricular activities and hanging out with friends, while important, should never interfere with schoolwork.

• Show teachers that youre interested in their class material by contributing out-of-class sources. Did you read an op-ed column that examines the makeup of the Supreme Court, something you are studying this week in your U.S. History class? Did the Science section of the New York Times explore the biology of termitesa topic you just covered? Clip the article; e-mail the story; share with the class.

• Contribute to discussions in class. Try to help other students learn. A perceptive comment is wonderful in its own right, but to a teacher, its even better if it helps other students understand a point more clearly.

• Focus your test and quiz preparation on what teachers spend time reviewing. If a teacher takes time to review a particular problem or concept, chances are youll be tested on it.

• Seek out extra help. If you dont understand what a teacher covers in class, its your responsibilitywhether or not you like the teacherto ask for help before or after class.

• Make room in your schedule for free periods. We often recommend that students choose their courses so they can schedule in a free period each day, especially during their junior and senior years. Use these free periods to talk to your teachers and get extra help wherever needed.

• Get in the habit of handing in final papers three days in advance. Ask your teacher to review your rough draft (remember, its not really a rough draftits the best work you can do prior to the review). Listen to her comments and incorporate them. Not only will this improve your grade, but youll learn a lot in the process.

• If youre struggling with a class and in-school help isnt helping, or if the teacher just isnt available enough to make a difference, consider hiring a coach for that class. If at all possible, try to find someone who is familiar with your school curriculum.
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What Is a High School Profile?

The High School Profile is a report thats available from your guidance office upon request. It will accompany your transcript and be sent to all of your prospective colleges. It is a matter of public record, and although few students do this, you should ask your guidance office to see a copy. Its main job is to put your transcript (the classes you took, the grades you received) into context with respect to your class. For example:

Here is a sample High School Profile from a competitive college preparatory high school:

[image: img11.jpg]

Some of the main sections of the High School Profile are explained below:

[image: img12.png] This chart explains how your weighted and unweighted GPAs are calculated. It also reveals the different course levels this high school offers (AP through C Level).

[image: img13.png] This chart reveals the high schools grade distribution, putting your grades in context for the admissions officer. At some high schools, the average grade is closer to a C, while at this high school, the average grade is closer to a B+/B.

[image: img14.png] This chart explains which courses were available for students to take.

Are you taking the most rigorous courses your high school offers? Dont be fooled into thinking that an admissions officer wont know that your high school offers advanced courses, if you chose not to take them.

On the flip side, if your high school does not offer honors or AP courses, you will not be penalized for not taking them.

Finally, your High School Profile will explain to admissions officers that there was a reason you didnt take Latin 5 Honors. It simply was not offered.

[image: img15.png] What are your high schools requirements for graduation? Have you simply fulfilled them to graduate or have you gone above and beyond the base requirements?

[image: img16.png] This high school reveals students average GPA and SAT scores. How do yours compare? An underprivileged student from an under-resourced school who has SAT scores in the low 600s will be viewed more leniently than a student who attended this school, where the average SAT is a 600 and many of the residents are described as college graduates in professional and business careers.

[image: img17.png] Revealing the number of National Merit Scholar Finalists and Commended Students, based on students PSAT scores, puts this achievement into context. At this high school, 39 students won this impressive award.

[image: img18.png] Note the total number of students taking AP (Advanced Placement) tests. In this high school, 445 students took 910 AP tests; there were 841 3s or better (out of a possible score of 5). Taking AP classes and tests at this high school is not as unusual as it would be at a less competitive high school, and this information will be taken into consideration by admissions officers.

[image: img19.png] How many students from this high school attend college? This statistic is very revealing to admissions officers. Did you attend a privileged high school, such as this one, where 90 percent of students attend a 4-year college, and attending college is essentially expected? Or did you attend a high school where keeping an academic focus was much more difficult? Your transcript and application will be reviewed accordingly.

• An admissions officer may view your transcript to see that you received As in every class you took.

○ The High School Profile will, however, reveal that you took the least difficult classes your high school offered.

• An admissions officer may wonder why you took only two years of high school Latin.

○ The High School Profile will reveal that the high school offers only two years of that language. There were no more advanced Latin courses offered.

• An admissions officer may wonder why a student with 700+ SAT scores has only a B-level grade point average (GPA).

○ The High School Profile will reveal that the mean GPA at this rigorous high school is closer to a C, making the students B average much more impressive.

For these reasons and many more, the High School Profile is an important component of your college application.

If your high school profile doesnt clear up academic issues that you think are confusing, consider including a very succinct (12 line) explanation in your applicationor even better, ask your guidance counselor to do so.

Make sure that your academic record is not only clear but correct. Inaccuracies do exist. You might even check to ensure that teachers are accurate in calculating midterm and end-of-year grades. Weve found that despite honest efforts, teachers do make mistakes!

I Messed Up. Now What?

Was your poor performance limited to one or two classes? If so, you might be able to retake those classes. This doesnt mean that your GPA will immediately rise, but you will be able to demonstrate to colleges that this grade isnt representative of your capabilities. Unless you failed, you probably wont be able to repeat the class in your high school. Look for  summer classes at local community colleges and summer school.

When you want to improve your high school record, you might consider taking a gap year. Sometimes this involves study overseas. There are international schools all over Europe, and some will admit American students for a year of additional study after high school. For example, Oxford Advanced Studies Program offers a postgraduate (PG) year for international students. Other studentsespecially those from overseasconsider a postgraduate year at an American prep school to improve their English and their chance of admittance to an American college. This extra year of study, if financially feasible, not only gives students another year of experiences from which to draw and therefore make themselves more attractive candidates but can also significantly expand their world view. See below for more information on gap years, postgraduate years, and study abroad, and the Resources section for a selection of gap year and study-abroad programs.

Gap Year, Postgraduate Year, and Study Abroad

GAP YEAR

Many students ask us about the possibility of taking a gap year. This question usually arises because studentsfor a variety of reasonsare not sure they want to go directly to college. Our students often use a gap year to expand and continue activities within their area of interest or pursue a postgraduate year or a thirteenth-grade equivalent (see below) at a high school offering this option. If they choose to apply (or re-apply) to colleges, they may end up doing so with an even stronger application.

In other cases, students are burned out and feel they could benefit from a year off before they begin college. High school today is a truly rigorous experience, and each year at college is costly. Many parents want to make sure that students do not rush blindly into that next step.

We always tell families that while a gap year can be a wonderful idea, it almost always requires extensive planning to ensure that the time is spent wisely and productively. Organizing a gap year is often far more complicated  than sending in a deposit and moving to a college campus: you must create both your extracurricular and academic program on your own. Because your past experiences may be limited (as youve just graduated from high school), many internship and work opportunities may prove difficult to qualify for. That said, a number of our students have spent wonderful, productive gap years exploring an interest. Their experiences have included working with a service organization in India, interning at the United Nations, working on an organic farm (exchanging labor for room and board), creating an independent documentary, and studying Italian architecture in Italy. In many cases, these activities were extensions of their high school spikes (see Chapter 4, Spike), pursued with a focus that is difficult to achieve during a typical school year.

Perhaps you have already applied to college and are considering a gap year. A question we are often asked at this stage is whether colleges will allow you to defer an acceptance for a year. Colleges typically grant deferral on a case-by-case basis. Check with your specific school about its policy. If it does permit deferral, we always recommend letting colleges know how you plan to spend that year. If you do defer your acceptance, you will need to put down a deposit; if you put down a deposit and decide to change your college choice after your gap year, you will forfeit that deposit. Note that some colleges are strongly in favor of a gap year. Princeton, for example, announced in 2008 that it will help accepted students structure a precollegiate gap year in a culturally unfamiliar context. Often this involves community service overseas: teaching English, working in a health clinic, creating art with children in an orphanage, etc.* Harvard has also encouraged its students to pursue a gap year prior to arriving on campus.

See Resources on pages 27374, 276, 28990 for books and organizations that will help you plan your gap year.
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Postgraduate Year

One special kind of gap year is a postgraduate (PG) year. If, for any number of reasons (for example, sickness, lack of motivation, extensive athletic commitments), a student has not done as well in high school as he  is capable of doing, has not taken challenging courses, and is motivated to improve his grades and overall GPA, a PG year can provide substantial benefits. PG years are often offered at private boarding and prep schools. It is possible to enroll in challenging courses at these schools, do well the first semester, and reapply to college with a more competitive application. However, this is an expensive propositionoften as expensive as a year away at college. Also note that students may have difficulty doing extremely well their first semester while adjusting to a new environment and living away from home. Nevertheless, for students who wish to improve their high school record, can afford to pay for the experience, and are willing to enter college a year later than expected, a PG year may be the answer.
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Study Abroad

Gap years often involve studying abroad. We caution families to be mindful of the relative lack of control and the element of the unknown associated with study-abroad programs, including the living situations these programs provide. Despite careful research, a former student of  ours had to cut short his gap year in Italy because members of his host family kept offering him various, shall we say, illegal substances. (At least he learned the Italian words for all of them.) Stories like this are rare, but be sure to learn as much as possible about any program youre considering before committing to it. Once you have committed, communicate with your host family before leaving home. Know and prepare for the environment youll be joining. Consider well-established programs and check references. Always check with your high school guidance office to see if the credits you will be earning during the gap year are transferable. Well-established international schools generally have the facilities for helping you with this as well. See Resources for a list of reputable study-abroad programs.

A Final Warning: Senior Slide

We all know what happens at the end of senior year. Youre into your top-choice college. Enjoying yourself. Life is good. Yes, having your grades drop from an A to a B in a couple of classes is to be expected. But anything more drastica C or Dmay result in a warning from your college (academic probation before you even begin!) or worse. Every year offers of admission are revoked because of severe senior slide. Yes, really!

We had a student who was accepted early in her senior year at the University of Michigan under their rolling admissions program. After she received a low midterm grade in Chemistry (C), she was contacted by Michigan and told that if she didnt raise her grade, her acceptance would be revoked. Alarmed but motivated, she managed to raise her grade to a B+ by the end of the term. Crisis averted.

Colleges assume that youll maintain your current grade levels, so dont flirt with disaster by throwing academics out the window after youve been admitted. Keep the grades reasonably high, and have a great senior spring.



*Creation of international bridge program endorsed. Princeton University Web site, press release, July 15, 2008, http://www.princeton.edu/main/news/archive/S21/60/67K74/index.xml?section=newsreleases.
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Standardized Tests

Overview

In this chapter youll learn:

• Why standardized tests are controversialbut still important

• What the major tests are like and how to prepare for them

• Which tests to take and which scores to submit to schools

• What to do on the day of the test

• How the tests fit into your overall admissions strategy

• General timeline for taking standardized tests

Standardized Tests: The Controversy!

Standardized tests are not anyones favorite part of life, and for a lot of people involved in education they are a favorite punching bag. Just a few of the criticisms commonly leveled at the tests include:

• They reflect preparation, not innate intelligence or IQ.

• They dont really predict how well a student will do in college.

• Their content is biased, for example against poor and minority students.

• They reflect one mornings performance, as opposed to a GPA, which reflects four years worth of work and study.
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Even the history of the SATs name reflects the controversy. Originally, SAT stood for Scholastic Aptitude Test. However, there was concern that the test didnt test aptitude, so the name was changed to Scholastic Assessment Test. But some people argued that it didnt truly assess scholastic performance either, so now its just the SAT. Thats right: the letters dont stand for anything.

But before you dismiss standardized tests, realize that they are still required by most colleges and make up an important part of the application. If a school requires them, youll need to prepare properly and try to do as well as you can. Well go so far as to say that when applying for admission to the most prestigious colleges, it is difficult to overcome poor standardized test scores.

If the tests are so controversial, why should they be administered? There are several reasons. First, a number of colleges use something called an Academic Index, or AI (see So Whats an Academic Index? on page 40). In some cases, standardized test scores make up two-thirds of the input for your calculated AI. Admissions officers use this index  as a main determinant of acceptance. Second, college administrations publish standardized test scores as a proxy for the (ideally, improving) quality of first-year students. Third, these scores are an important factor in the well-known U.S. News & World Report rankings, and no school wants its ranking to go down.
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Finally, standardized tests are still valued because, quite simply, they are the only national standard by which to compare students academic achievement. From the perspective of an admissions officer, comparing students on a national basis is extremely difficult. Grades, recommendations, essaysall are specific to a given high school. Many high schools have even started suppressing student rank. Standardized tests, however, are a standard measure of student performance, from New York to Honolulu.
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Standardized Tests and the Be Alike but Spike Strategy

Unless you fall into a special category of desirable applicants, assume that your scores must fall within the average range for admitted students. This means that your scores must lie between (or above) the 25th75th percentile of other admitted applicants to that specific school. However, comparing well with other students will not guarantee admission. At the super-selective schools, even a perfect score will not guarantee admission. Some schools, like Harvard, boast about how many perfect score  applicants they reject. Yet while a perfect score doesnt always mean youre automatically admitted, a score below the 25th percentile usually does mean that youll need to be a special case to gain admission. Special cases include legacies, star athletes, recruited minorities, and students with an unusually special or attractive talent.

If youre sensing that its very hard to stand out, or spike, with standardized test scores even in the best of cases, youre right. Nearly always, good scores will help satisfy the be alike side of the equation by demonstrating that you compare favorably with your most academically gifted peers. As elaborate test prep becomes more and more the norm, high achievement on standardized tests has begun to be expected of those seeking admission to top schoolsnot a mark of distinction that will open doors by itself.
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Grades, Scores, and Not Testing Well

As professionals, we cant tell you how many times we hear of brilliant students who dont test well. Sometimes these students have test anxiety. Sometimes a very bright student will see ambiguities in the multiple-choice questions and can make arguments for more than one  right answer. For whatever reason, its true that there are some very bright students who have a hard time with standardized tests. Although were empathetic, our advice to these students is always to try to learn how to take the SATs. Most selective colleges dont have to choose between students with good grades or high test scores; they have plenty of applicants with both. The idea that sterling grades can overcome subpar test scores at a college that requires them is by and large a myth. Also, an inability to perform well under test pressure is not exactly an asset in college. College will be filled with many stressful exams; its not going to help you to say that you cant handle the stress. Besides, brilliance is often defined by performance under pressure. We once worked with a boy whose mom called him both an exceptional student and an exceptional tennis player. Yet, as skilled as he may have been in tennis practice, he did poorly in tennis tournaments, and as bright as he may have been in theory, he didnt test well. As in sports, the name of the game in standardized testing is converting your abstract potential into concrete achievementbecause schools, unlike moms, wont take your brilliance as an article of faith.

At the same time, the last thing colleges want is a class of students with high standardized test scores and low grades. Colleges perceive this type of student as one who is unwilling or unable to live up to his potential. Colleges, like your future employers, see past performance as indicative of future performance and expect the same low grades to continue in college. They also see the SAT as a single days performance, as opposed to your grades, which represent four solid years of work. If you have high SATs and low grades, be prepared to write an application essay (most often an optional or supplemental essay) explaining why your grades are low (for example, illness, heavy extracurricular involvement, family circumstances), conveying how you have matured and now understand the importance of schoolwork and academic achievement, and pointing out that your grades have (hopefully) improved over time (see Chapter 9, Essays, for more advice on this topic).

Grades vs. Test Scores: Two Case Studies

In one extreme case, we worked with a student with Aspergers syndrome who scored in the mid-to-high 700s on the verbal and math sections of the SAT but did extremely poorly in his classes. His average grade in high school was a C or D, and he had even failed some subjects, usually because he did not get assignments in on time. We advised this student to attend a small, pre-professional college that specialized in graphic design, an area that he had a talent for and was passionate about. Regardless of your strengths and weaknesses, the most important thing is finding a college thats right for you.

In another case, we worked with a student who had a relatively strong GPA of 3.7 but SAT scores in the low 500s, even after concentrated effort and tutoring. She had a very strong work ethic and teachers liked and respected her. In order for this student not to fall through the cracks, we felt her best option was to apply to colleges that did not require SAT scores. She was ultimately accepted by Middlebury, which is just such a college.

Which Test(s) Should I Take?

The tests each school requires are in flux. Some colleges require SAT and Subject Tests or ACT with the optional Writing Section and Subject Tests. Others may require just the SAT or ACT. Some may require only Subject Tests or AP Tests. Check the colleges Web sites, as these requirements can change on a yearly basis. Also inquire as to whether a specific Subject Test is required.

THE RUNDOWN: EVERYTHING YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT THE MAJOR TESTS

SAT

While imperfect, this test is a key component of college applications. Some schools consider it a fairly accurate predictor of first-year performance. Each school weighs this test slightly differently. The test is  currently made up of critical reading, math, and writing sections, with each section scored between 200 and 800 points. These scores are then added together to come up with a total score ranging between 600 and 2400. Guessing on the SAT is generally discouraged unless at least two of the answers can be eliminated as wrong, as a quarter point is deducted for each incorrect answer. Some colleges (engineering schools, for example) look more closely at math scores, while verbal scores are more important for students planning to study the humanities. Some schools place less importance on the writing section than on the critical reading and math sections. Our advice is to weigh the writing section as strongly as the others and allow plenty of time for preparation (see How to Prepare on pages 5456).

 PSAT

Simply a preparatory test for the SAT. The PSAT is administered only in October and typically taken by juniors, although in some schools, sophomores are encouraged to take the test as well. Scores range from 20 to 80. Add a 0 to the end of PSAT scores to convert them to SAT score equivalents (60 turns into a 600). We advise you to review your answers on the PSAT test as a way of outlining your SAT preparation strategy.
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SAT SUBJECT TESTS

Many colleges require or recommend that students take two Subject Tests as part of the admissions package. At the time of publication, Harvard, Georgetown, and Princeton require three Subject Tests. Even if a college merely recommends (and doesnt require) them, be aware that your application package is being compared with those of students who have taken the recommended number of Subject Tests (and done well on them!).
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Subject Tests are offered in the following areas: Literature, U.S. History, World History, Math Level 1 (consisting of algebra, geometry, trigonometry, algebraic functions, statistics, and other miscellaneous items), Math Level 2 (consisting of algebra, geometry,  trigonometry, statistics, functions, and other miscellaneous items), Biology E/M (based on ecology or molecular biology), Chemistry, Physics, Chinese with Listening, French, French with Listening, German, German with Listening, Modern Hebrew, Italian, Japanese with Listening, Korean with Listening, Latin, Spanish, and Spanish with Listening.

Most of the above are curriculum-based tests, usually taken in June at the completion of the relevant academic course. A few of the Subject Tests are not curriculum based. These floater testsLiterature, for examplecan be taken at any time of the year. Other examples of tests that can be considered floaters are the language Subject Tests, designed for students who happen to speak those languages fluently at home. Students who are native speakers of a language often do best in the language with listening Subject Tests, which are offered only in November.
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We often advise students to take the SAT Subject Test in areas they intend to pursue in college. Take the Chemistry and Biology Subject Tests if you plan to be a pre-med major. If you plan to be a French literature major, take the French and Literature Subject  Tests. If youre applying to a specific school within a collegesay, the Cornell College of Engineeringthe Math Level 2 and Chemistry or Physics Subject Tests may be required. But be careful: if your scores dont measure up to your passion for, and commitment to, the major, colleges may be concerned about your level of future success in that area.
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You cannot take the SAT and Subject Tests on the same date. Each Subject Test lasts one hour and, like the SAT, scores range between 200 and 800. You can take up to three Subject Tests at one time, although ideally students should not take more than one Subject Test at a sitting. If absolutely necessary, take two at one time, but dont take three if you can possibly avoid it. Taking three tests at one sitting will make studying three times as strenuous, and it will also limit your flexibility in canceling: if you choose to cancel one of the scores afterward, you must cancel the scores for all the tests you took at that sitting.

ACT

Fast becoming just as popular as the SAT, this test is less focused on aptitude and more focused on students academic knowledge of English, math, science, reading, and sometimes writing (the writing section is optional). Many students prefer this test to the SAT and find it less tricky. Some admissions officers also prefer it, considering it more closely correlated to school curricula (see SAT or ACT? on the facing page) No points are deducted for incorrect answers, so guessing is encouraged. Scores for each section range from 1 to 36, with 36 being the highest. The scores from each sectionEnglish, Math, Reading, Science, and the optional Writing Testare averaged to create an overall score that is also between 1 and 36. Just as the PSAT is the preparation test for the SAT, the PLAN Assessment is the preparation exam for the ACT. It is identical to the ACT in every way, except that the scores do not count toward college admission. The PLAN is typically taken in the fall of tenth gradea year earlier than the PSAT.
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AP (ADVANCED PLACEMENT)

If you take AP courses, you will be expected to take the corresponding AP exams at the end of the courses. AP tests are very highly regarded; they are seen by the most selective colleges as the most accurate predictor of first-year performance. Each test has a score range of 15; a score of 3, 4, or 5 may provide you with college-level credits. However, each  college differs in its policy toward granting credit. Some selective colleges see a score of 3 as average performance and will grant credit only for 4s or 5s. AP tests in less common subjects, such as Geography and Psychology, are generally seen as less challenging by colleges than tests  in more traditional subjects, such as Physics, English, and Chemistry. Foreign language AP (and SAT Subject) tests are generally seen as extremely challenging, as many fluent students take these tests and may disrupt the curve. AP Tests are administered in May.
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(IB) INTERNATIONAL BACCALAUREATE

The IB program was developed to provide a consistent educational standard for high-achieving students, regardless of where they  studied. Today, we often recommend seeking out IB courses if a student is seriously considering attending college abroad, where the IB curriculum is widely recognized and highly regarded. Many high schools all over the United States, both public and private, offer the IB Curriculum (go to www.ibo.org for a complete list). To earn the IB diploma, students must complete the following program at an accredited school.

The IB program consists of:

• Six academic courses:

1. Language A (native language)

2. Language B (a modern language)

3. Individuals and Societies (e.g., history, economics, geography)

4. Experimental Science (e.g., biology, chemistry, physics)

5. Mathematics and Computer Science

6. The Arts (e.g., art, music, classical language)

Note: At some high schools you have the option of completing individual IB courses without completing the entire IB program.

• Theory of Knowledge, a critical-thinking course that constitutes an integrated approach to learning in which students make connections among the different academic areas.

• Extended 4,000-word essay based on independent research.

• CAS150 hours of service divided equally among three categories: creativity, action, and service. Activities are chosen to promote personal growth and world awareness and balance the purely academic nature of the program.
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Testing is done in May of junior and senior years. Three of the subjects are tested at the higher level (these may qualify for college credit), and three are tested at the subsidiary (lower) level. International examiners assess exams and the most selective colleges view strong IB exam scores very favorably.

Note: Exams are graded from 1 to 7, with 7 being the highest. A passing exam score is 4, while 5 is typically required by selective colleges for credit. If you choose not to send your scores for a given AP or IB exam, some colleges may assume you did poorly.

For more information about this program, see the Resources section.

TOEFL (TEST OF ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE)

The TOEFL is designed for non-native speakers as a test of their proficiency in English. Many colleges in the U.S. and Canada require this test of international students who are applying from non-English-speaking countries. They will generally accept the SAT verbal score as an alternative evaluation of proficiency. If eligible, you may take the TOEFL to supplement a low verbal score even if it is not required. Today, most students take the Internet-based test (iBT) rather than the paper or computer versions. Scores fall between 0 and 120; there are also scaled scores (between 1 and 30) for each of four sections: Listening, Writing, Speaking, and Reading. This four-hour test cannot be taken more than once a week. Scores are valid for two years, although colleges typically consider the most recent score.

How to Prepare

Although in the olden days many students took the SAT without preparation, today this approach is viewed as irresponsiblenot to mention unintelligent (and the test is, after all, about showing off your smarts). Here are some tips on getting ready.

1. We believe in leaving yourself at least six months to prepare. This means that if you plan to take the May SAT, you must begin preparing in the beginning of the preceding December. That may seem like a lot of time, but its not when you consider whats involved. We have been told by some tutors that there are approximately 50 different types of math problems on the SAT. And there are approximately 1,000 vocabulary words you should try to master. On the other hand, dont start preparing too early; you might peak too soon and arrive at the test burned out.

2. Take practice exams. This is by far the best way to prepare (with one exception; see #3). For the three months leading up to the exam, plan to take one full test each week. If possible, do this on Saturday mornings, under realistic testing conditions. Correct the exam and determine why you made the mistakes you did.

3. The best way to prepare for the verbal sections is to begin reading from an early age. Of course, this is easier said than done. But if a student is an avid reader, we can almost guarantee that he will have little trouble with the verbal portions of the SAT. Even if that student isnt you (yet), start reading well-written books and publications as soon as possible to prepare for the test. Some of our favorites are the New York Times (especially op-ed pieces), the Wall Street Journal (especially the front page), the Washington Post, the New Yorker and Time. Mark words that you dont understand and look them up. Continue studying and memorizing them as you would the words you missed on a practice test.

Note that not all SAT vocabulary words are esoteric; some are simple words with less common definitions. We had a very bright student who memorized practically every long word in the dictionary, then came away from the test laughing because she had been stumped by stand, as in stand of trees. (She could afford to laugh; she had still scored extremely well.) Context is crucial, and reading, not memorization, is the only way to improve this aspect of your vocabulary comprehension.

4. Purchase an SAT vocabulary book, create your own flashcards, and learn the words. The process of making flashcards is a great memorization strategy, and the same words are repeated again and again on the test.

5. Many of our students benefit from a tutor. A talented tutor provides a strategy for approaching the test and fosters discipline with regard to preparation. Knowing that your parents are paying for the tutor can also encourage work and study. (See more on comparing tutoring options below.) Some students also take one of the numerous standardized testpreparation classes. Although these are not as intensive as one-on-one sessions, some students thrive on the camaraderie and competition a classroom environment provides.

Some students think (or some of their parents tell us) that theyre too advanced to need tutoring. We dont doubt their brilliance, but even the worlds best athletes use coaches to improve. A good tutor can teach the finer points of test strategy as well as fill any gaps that  the students school curriculum may not have covered (for example, algebra skills). That said, tutoring is most beneficial for students whose practice test scores fall in the 500700 range for any given section. Students whose practice scores fall in the mid-700s can improve their performance still further with tutoring, but they wont be getting quite as much bang for their buck, as their incremental improvement will be less dramatic.

6. If necessary, retake the test. Many students improve their scores with retakes. Often students find that the critical reading section is easier for them on one test date while the math section is easier for them on another. Colleges may select the highest math, critical reading, and writing scores from all the tests you have takenthe practice known as super-scoringand combine them to come up with your overall score. But dont tempt fate. If your SAT scores reflect your best practice test scores, move on! Under very few circumstances should you take the SAT more than three times. And although colleges generally consider only the top scores, they do see all your attempts if they are among the growing list of schools that dont accept score choice (see pages 5051 for an explanation of super-scoring and score choice).

Which Test-Preparation Option Should I Use?

The answer to that question depends on the answer to this one: How do you learn best? One on one? In a small group? In a larger classroom setting? All of these options provide familiarity with the test format and questions, discipline in studying, and a strategy for answering questions; each option simply caters to a different learning style. Whichever you choose, most tutors firmly believe this is a test that can be learned.

INDIVIDUAL TUTORS

Individual tutors customize the preparation process so that you can work on areas you need the most help with and dont have to waste time on areas you already know. But individual tutors can be very expensive;  they generally charge by the hour. Still, many parents rationalize the cost by seeing it in the context of the cost of a four-year private college (between $160 and $220K, the last time we checked). Some families decide that individual tutoring is worth the money if it can give their child a better shot at getting into his top-choice schools.

Individual tutors generally come from two sources:

1. Word-of-mouth recommendations. In this case, you have a good idea of whom you are hiring. Often this person also has a proven record, having been used by a trusted friend. Sometimes the tutor is a current or former teacher, sometimes simply a former high scorer with prestigious academic credentials. Make sure the tutors are very familiar with the questions and strategies that pertain to the tests themselves, not just the academic subjects as they are taught in school. Also, to  get the most for your money, make sure the tutor isnt simply proctoring the practice exams. Plan to do the exams on your own time and review incorrect answers together.

2. Some test-prep companies offer individual tutoring and have a consistently high standard of performance with excellent tutors and low instructor turnover. Reputation is extremely important in evaluating which company to hire, as you are hiring the firm and not an individual person. Larger companies also offer the benefit of being able to switch tutors if you feel that the one assigned to you isnt teaching material in the way you can best understand. In addition, large companies may also provide weekly test-taking sessions under real testing conditionsa true benefit for those who recognize that they dont have the discipline to duplicate these testing conditions at home.
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CLASSROOM TUTORING

You may also hire a test-prep company that offers preparation sessions in a classroom environment. Here again, word of mouth and personal recommendations are very important. Keep in mind that in the classroom, you are learning what the class learns and the tutors are not able to customize the material to each individuals needs. However, there are some excellent classroom-tutoring companies available. Our advice is to pick a convenient test-prep company and find out which tutor within that company has the most popular classes. The law of numbers doesnt lie and the most packed classes are usually packed because they have the best teachers. Large classes are less expensive and carry one fixed price. The better companies often have guarantees if your test results dont improve by a certain number of points.

SELF-STUDY

Although many students do benefit from some tutoring, some students are able to prepare for standardized tests on their own. They are typically disciplined and able to set aside preparation time each week. There are  many excellent test-prep manuals available to guide your progress. 

Note: Even for students who do get tutoring, self-study is a critical component of preparation.
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On the Day of the Test

• Sleep. A lot. Not just the night before, but the few previous nights as well. Some of our students admit to experiencing terrible insomnia the night before the test, and thats okay, as long as you get plenty of sleep on the three nights beforehand.

• Know where youre going. If youre unsure, make the trip the day before. Leave yourself plenty of time to arrive.

• Know what to bring to the test (water, food, ID, pencils, calculator with extra batteries, and so on). Earplugs are strongly recommended. We once had a student who was given a separate room in which to take the test because of a special time dispensation; unfortunately, it was the room right next to the lawn where the marching band was practicing. Most testing rooms will be a lot quieter than that one, but screening out unwanted noise can always help you focus.
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 • Know what to expect. If youve taken enough full practice tests under realistic testing conditions, you should be all set in this regard.

• Finally, mark those answer bubbles carefully! Mark one out of order and all the rest of your answers will be off. This is the oldest piece of SAT advice in the book.

Now That I Have My Score, Where Can I Get In?

Each year, most high school guidance offices compile GPA, SAT, and Subject Test scores for each student. They list colleges alphabetically along with the number of students who were accepted, rejected, or waitlisted at each college that year (without using the students names, of course). Families can access this information online or find it at the high school guidance office; it is usually provided by Naviance or another software program (see page 108 for more on these programs). The information can be invaluable, as you can compare these statistics against your own to get an idea of where you might gain admission. Dont take the information at face value, however, as it doesnt convey the whole story. For example, was the student a legacy, a sports star, a highly sought-after first violinist, a recruited minority? These designations can make a significant difference in overcoming lower test scores and in boosting your overall chances of admission (see Chapter 6, Researching and Creating a Working College List, for more on this topic).
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 Remember to Register

A number of years ago, one of our students had spent several months diligently preparing for the SATs. He had a tutor who worked exclusively with him, and he was fully ready to take the test in May of his junior year. At around 9 P.M. the Friday night before the test, we got a frantic call. How do I get hold of a registration ticket? he asked. We instructed him to check the packet that was sent after he registered. After I what? Then we understood: neither he nor his parents had remembered to register for the test, despite our frequent reminders to do so during the course of that year. Although we finally found a location in New York City where he could take the test as a walk-in the next morning, he obviously could have eliminated a great deal of last-minute stress by registering on time. Imagine the thought of all that preparation going for nothing. There are also rare instances when you just cant take the SATs: during the huge blizzard in Buffalo in 2006, for example, which forced cancellation of the test there. But snowstorms, floods, or even locusts shouldnt prevent you from actually registering for the test!




End of sample
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IN-SCHOOL EXTRACURRICULARS
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IN-SCHOOL EXTRACURRICULARS
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IN-SCHOOL EXTRACURRICULARS
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NOTE FOR ATHLETES

As you may already know, there are rules governing how a coach
can get in touch with a student. Students must first register with
the NCAA, and coaches are not allowed to contact students before
July 1 prior to the student’s senior year. Even during the recruit-
ment process, contact is governed by NCAA rules.

However, there are no rules preventing a student from getting in
touch with a coach. Contacting coaches at your top-choice schools
during junior year can be very beneficial, as it will increase the
chances that you will then be sought out during the actual recruit-
ment process. Expect the coaches you contact to ask for grades,
DVDs of your athletic performances, and the like. If they ask for
any of these materials, feel free to send them directly to the coach
rather than through the admissions office.
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Type of College

Average Tuition/Year

Public two-year 52402
Public four-year (in-state) 56,585
Public four-year (out-of-state) | $17,452
Private four-year 525143
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MOST PRESTIGIOUS OVERSEAS COLLEGES

UNITED KINGDOM CANADA
Cambridge University Dalhousie University, Halifax
LSE (London School of McGill University, Montreal
Economics) University of British Columbia
Oxford University University of Toronto
Trinity College, Dublin University of Western Ontario
University of Edinburgh

University of St Andrews
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WHAT ARE MOCK INTERVIEWS?

Very simply, mock interviews are pretend interviews that allow the
interviewee a chance to practice interviewing before the actual
interview. The best mock interviewer is a parent or other trusted
adult. If they’ve interviewed in this capacity before and know what
questions to ask, great. If not, provide a list of sample questions. (If
youlike, you can use the list of questions in this chapter as a general
guide.) You shouldn't try to repeat the answers to those questions
verbatim. Rather, you should attempt to answer each question
just as you would in the admissions office: smoothly, with poise
and confidence, and as if it were the first time someone had ever
asked you that question. Most important, treat the mock interview
as you would a real interview (that means no giggling, jokes, or

responses ending with “How did that sound, Mom?”).
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FOR PARENTS

WHAT ABOUT US? INTERVIEW TIPS

FOR PARENTS

Parents have an important role to play before interviews. You are
often in charge of scheduling college visits and interviews. Moms
and dads can make excellent mock interviewers and can even be
good clipping services, cutting out interesting articles about cur-
rent events. During the interview, however, parents should be
invisible. That may mean waiting outside the admissions office—or
in the car if the interview is at an alumni’s house—until your son or
daughter is finished. We even recommend refraining from intro-
ducing yourself to the interviewer. They’re interested in your son
or daughter, not you!
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SAMPLE LETTER TO ACCOMPANY
SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS

Prof. Dean Phillips

Visual Arts Department

Top Choice University

Main Campus, 123 Jefferson Street
Smithfield, MA 02100

Apiil9, 2012

Dear Professor Phillps,
Thank you for taking the time to speak with me last Wednesday.
Hearing your perspective on the Visual Arts Department only
confirmed my desire to attend Top Choice Universlty. | plan to
apply under your early decision program this fall. During my visit
next month, ' looking forward to auditing the class you recom-
mended, Mr. Byron's survey course on Drawing, as well s viiting
the studio department.

Please find a selection of my slides included on DVD. Asyou can
see, they encompass a range of materials: charcoal, ol and water-
color. Also note the enclosed lst of awards and prizes my artwork
has won.

Again, | ook forward to meeting in person next month. Thank
Youso much for your time and attention. Ifyou have any questions,
feel free to contact me at 555 555-5555 or anybody@email.com.

Bestregards,
Jane Doe
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B Smaller

“He doesn't have to worry about bis preschool placement—be interviews well.”
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FACEBOOK FIASCO: SOCIAL NETWORKING AND
COLLEGE ADMISSIONS

Recently, one of our students interviewed with an admissions
officer at her top-choice college. At the end of the meeting, she
was practically guaranteed admission. When she found out she
had been waitlisted, she and her family were shocked and disap-
pointed. What had happened? Further investigation revealed a

Facebook entry that was controversial, to say the least. The moral
of this story? Don't post anything online that you wouldn’t want
published on the front page of the New York Times.

s social networking sites like Facebook and Twitter become more
ubiquitous, students should keep in mind that everything posted
online is available to anyone who takes the time to look at it,
admissions officers included. Especially at smaller colleges, where
the impact of each individual student is significant, admissions
officers can be expected to examine social-networking Web sites
very carefully. Make sure yours s “grandparent-ready” (that is, it
doesn't include anything that you wouldn't want your grandpar-
entstoread).
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OUT-OF-SCHOOL EXTRACURRICULARS
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“Summer's coming. Haw does pre-med camp sound?”
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EMPLOYMENT
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THANK EVERYONE

Send thank-you notes to everyone you interact with on your visits—
especially those you meet on an individual basis (interviewers, pro-
fessors, financial-aid officers, and so on). A single note is sufficient;
there is no reason to send additional notes or gifts. The mother of
one of our students once found herself in an admissions office while
her daughter was being interviewed. She noticed that the bowl of
chocolates she was eating from had beautifl wrappers featuring the
school’slogo and colors. When she asked the receptionist about them,
she was told that an applicant’s mother had had them specially made
and sent them to an admissions officer. Now here they were, in the
corner of a waiting room, being eaten by the mother of a competing
student! The chocolates were sweet but the irony was bitter. Blatant
attempts to “score points” with admissions personnel are likely either
tobeignored or to backfire. A courteous thank-you note, on the other
hand, goes along way. (For a sample thank-you note, see page 217).
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California: Chapman University, California State University at
Fullerton, Claremont Colleges (Pomona College, Claremont McKenna
College, Harvey Mudd College, Pitzer College, Scripps College),
University of Southern California, Occidental College, California Institute
of Technology, University of California at Los Angeles, Pepperdine

University, Loyola Marymount University, Santa Clara University,
Menlo College, Stanford University, University of California at Berkeley,
University of San Francisco.

Southeast: University of Richmond, Randolph-Macon College, Duke
University, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Elon University,
Guilford College, Wake Forest University, Salem College, North Carolina
School of the Arts, Davidson College, University of North Carolina
at Charlotte, University of Georgia, Emory University, Oglethorpe
University, Vanderbilt University, Belmont University, Savannah College
of Art @ Design, Clemson University, University of South Carolina,
Furman University, Washington @ Lee University, University of Virginia,
College of Willam & Mary.

New York City area: Columbia University, Fordham University,
Barnard College, Yeshiva University, New York University, Parsons School
of Design, Fashion Institute of Technology, The Cooper Union, The New
School, Sarah Lawrence College, Pace University, Hunter College, Pratt
Institute.
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FOR PARENTS

STAYING OUT OF THE WAY

Although you will want to get to know the college too (a good deal
of your money will be going to this school), it’s important for your
child to experience the school on his or her own. Plan to take the
tour and information session together, but allow the student to
stay on campus overnight, or at least check out the library and stu-
dent center without you. Interviews (see Chapter 11) are definitely
astudent-only experience, as are any meetings with professors and
coaches. Admissions officers and professors are all too familiar with

“helicopter parents,” and you don’t want to be labeled as such.
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B. Smaller

“Don’t cry, Mom. Lots of parenis have children who didn't get into their
firstchoice college, and they went on to live happy, fulfilled lives.”
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DEPOSITS

Can you give one school a deposit while remaining on the waitlist
for another? Yes, because waitlists are not sure things. If the waitlist
school comes through, you can then let the school to which you've
sent a deposit know that you are no longer interested. Because it
wasn’t a school you applied to ED, you aren’t bound to attend; you

will, however, forfeit your deposit.
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“Do you have any references besides Batman?”
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CAREER SERVICES

Use your college career services office; it's an amazing resource.
Its staff should be able to advise you on all aspects of summer and
postgraduate planning and exploration: career opportunities, gradu-
ate and professional schools, fellowships, internships, interviewing,
résumé and cover letters, company research, on- and off-campus
recruiting, alumni contact information, and more. Remember that the

office serves not only current college students but alumni as well.
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“TEST-OPTIONAL” SCHOOLS AND

MERIT-BASED AID

Students applying to “test-optional” schools (see page 39) often
assume that test scores are as irrelevant to financial-aid distribu-
tion as they are to admissions consideration. However, many col-
leges that question the validity of SAT or ACT scores in college
admissions, and therefore don’t require them, still use these scores
in awarding merit-based scholarships. Examples include Dickinson,
Gettysburg, Goucher, Gustavus Adolphus, Hobart and William

Smith, Lake Forest, Muhlenberg, and Lawrence University.
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“Dad, the dean has gone over your financial statement, and he
does't think you're working up to your full potential.
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FINANCIAL AID AND EARLY DECISION

If aid is a factor in deciding where you will go to college, we rec-
ommend that you do not apply Early Decision (ED). Applying ED
means that you are obligated to attend the college if accepted and
therefore can’t compare aid packages from different colleges or try
o negotiate better ones. Also—and this is taking the cynical view—
since the college knows you're bound to attend, it may not struc-
ture the most attractive aid package for you.

What you should do is apply early in the Regular or Rolling
Admissions cycle, well ahead of any deadlines. That way, colleges
won't have used up their fixed pool of aid by the time you apply
and will still have plenty of flexibility in the types and amounts of
aid (especially grants) they can award.
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REJECTION VS. DEFERRAL

Contrary to conventional wisdom, it's sometimes better to get
rejected than deferred, as rejection allows you to plan your revised
college list more accurately. Many colleges prefer to let students
down slowly, especially if they are legacy children or siblings of
alumni. Although we understand the sentiment, this policy tends
to build false hope. Our advice is: if you're deferred, expect your
chances of acceptance to be slim. We're not saying you might
not be pleasantly surprised; rather, you should hope for the best
and plan for the worst. (For deferral strategies, see the appendix

“Deferral and Waitlist Strategies” on pages 263-67.)
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HOUSING CONSIDERATIONS

In colleges where housing is very limited (city schools, for example),
or even where some of the housing has been renovated and some
has not, it may be to your advantage to make a decision on atten-
dance as early as possible, because rooms are usually assigned on a
first-come-first-served basis. We know some students who applied
under Rolling Admissions in October, were accepted in November,
and immediately sent a deposit to ensure housing—even though
their decision wasn’t due until May 1 of the following year. Contact
the college admissions office as soon as you have been accepted to

determine their housing policy.
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POPULAR COLLEGE CLUSTERS

Below s st of areas with a high concentraton of colleges and a sampling
of schools tovisitin those areas, The colleges span  wide spectrum (fewstu-
dents may be interested in both Emerson and MITI), and the selection i by
o means exhaustive, yet it may be helpful in planning your college visits.

‘Washington, D.C., area: Johns Hopkins University, University of
Maryland, American University, George Washington University, George
Mason University, Georgetown University.

Pennsylvania: Carnegie Mellon University, University of Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania State University, Bucknell University, Lehigh University,
Lafayette College, Dickinson University, Muhlenberg Universty, University
of Pennsylvania, Princeton University, Temple University, Bryn Mawr
College, Haverford College, Swarthmore College, Drexel University,
Villanova University.

Boston area: Harvard University, MIT, Emerson College, Boston
College, Boston University, Brandeis University, Tufts University,
Northeastern University, Babson College, Simmons College, University
of Massachusetts Boston, Suffolk University.

New England: Yale University, Wesleyan University, Trinty College,
Connecticut College, Fairfield University, Middlebury College, Colby
College, Bates College, Bowdoin College, University of Vermont, Amherst
College, Willams Colege, Dartrmouth University.
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“My first choice college should have Iots of closet space.”
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WHY DO ADMISSIONS OFFICERS CARE

IF YOU VISIT?

For better or worse, many admissions officers today place great
importance on prospective students’ visits to their school. Assuming
you have the financial means to visit, they want to be sure that
you're applying not just because it was easy to fill out their Common
Application. We've even heard that some colleges count the number
of times you visit. And admissions officers may view not visiting as
asign that you lack significant interest in their schaol—that you're
hoping to get accepted but not really planning to attend. No school
wants to admit applicants who aren’t serious about attending the
college, because doing so would lower their yield rates (see page 112
for more on this topic). Colleges want informed consumers. Even
So-called safety schools may think twice about admitting candidates
who they suspect aren’t serious prospects and will admit less quali-
fied students who they feel are serious about attending.
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'WHEN DON'T THESE PREDICTIONS WORK?

Kids can sometimes “fall through the cracks” when there is noth-
ing distinctive about their application (see the “Spike” part of
this book to avoid this fate). We had a student come to us after
her Early Decision application had been deferred by a school that
should have been a probable for her in terms of her SAT scores and

GPA. After talking to her about her extracurriculars and out-of-
school activities, we realized that the picture she painted on her
college application was very different from the one apparent to us.
On her college application, nothing stood out and she‘d shown no
apparent leadership. Students are often too modest on their app

<ations—this is one time when it's okay to boast! We helped her

understand how to group her activities and describe her accom-
plishments, which were very real, and what to emphasize with
vegard to her commitment and leadership. We encouraged her
to include out-of-school activities that she hadn’t thought were
important, such as regularly reading classics for her own enjoy-
ment and starting an online book group with friends from differ-
ent parts of the country. She was eventually accepted by the school
that had deferred her. (For more on application self-presentation,
see Chapters 8-12).
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YIELD RATES

Why is it important to commit to attend a college? It's a valid ques-
tion. The percentage of accepted students who decide to attend
the school is called the yield rate. Yield rates are very meaning-
ful to colleges. They are closely tracked by college administrators
and powerful alumni, Most important, yield rates figure heavily
in the US. News & World Report rankings. For example, in 2009
Harvard's yield rate was 76 percent, Georgetown'’s was 47 per-
cent, and George Washington's was 34 percent, according to the
colleges’ Web sites. According to 2010 U.S. News & World Report
rankings, Harvard was ranked 1st, Georgetown, 23rd, and George
‘Washington 53rd. For better or worse, schools are always trying to
increase their standing on this metric. Yield rates are one reason
why the Early Decision process is so attractive to schools: appli-
cants who are accepted through ED have a 100 percent yield rate.
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SOFTWARE FOR CREATING A COLLEGE LIST

Today, many guidance counselors use computer software to com-
pile an anonymous database of students’ GPAs, standardized-test

scores, and record of college admissions. With this information,
guidance counselors can compare current students’ GPAs and
test scores against those of past students’ and assess chances of
college admissions. Often, this software is supplied by Naviance.
The information can be enormously useful, as it can help you
confirm safety, probable, and reach schools based on other stu-
dents in your high school. However, these tools have their draw-
backs, including:
1. They don‘t factor in class difficulty.
2. They don't factor in any non-academic variables: extracurricular
involvement, legacy status, minority status, recruited-athlete
status, and so on. Take these factors into consideration when

compiling your list.
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LOOKING BEYOND BRAND NAMES

Just as we advise students not to base their choices entirely upon
US. News &7 World Report rankings when creating a college list, we
also encourage parents and students to look beyond brand-name
colleges. Sure, everyone has heard of Harvard, but that doesn't nec-
essarily mean that it's the best place for everyone. Much has been
‘written on this topic, and we often recommend the Website http://
wwwictclcom//, based on Loren Pope’s book Colleges That Change
Lives. For example, most students don't know that Juniata College in
central Pennsylvania has an average class size of fifteen students and
aratio of two faculty advisors for each student. Or that recent gradu-
ates of Rhodes College in Memphis, Tennessee, have earned pres-
tigious Fulbright, Watson, and Rhodes scholarships. Don't neglect.
colleges like these that aren't on the tip of everyone’s tongue. They
may not have huge marketing budgets, but they do have great aca-
demics, small class size, and excellent professors, and they offer stu-

dentsa highly customized and personalized educational experience.
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RATING COLLEGES BASED ON CORE CURRICULUMS

A recent study by the nonprofit American Council of Trustees and
Alumni (ACTA) rated colleges based on their commitment to a
core curriculum of courses that the council considers essential to
2well-rounded, competitive education. This curriculum comprises
“general education” requirements i seven key subject areas: com-
position, literature, foreign language at the intermedate level, US.
government or history, economics, math, and natural or physical
science. The Web site whatwilltheylearn.com examines the general
education course offerings at more than seven hundred four-year
institutions and finds that all but sixteen fall short of requiring

all seven subject areas. The winners of the study? Among them,
Baylor University, City University of New York-Brooklyn College,
Texas A&7M University, the United States Air Force Academy, the
United States Military Academy, the University of Arkansas, and St.
Thomas Aquinas. The goal of the study was to give families greater

ightinto whata four-year college education actually delivers.
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YOUR GUIDANCE COUNSELOR
Atsome point, typicallyin the spring of your junior year (but not sooner—
the senior class will have priority until then), your guidance counselor
will begin to discuss colleges with you, determining what kind of schools
interest you most and why. Based on your GPA, curriculum difficulty
level, standardized-test scores, and out-of-class activiies, he or she wil
help you refine your lst of safeties, probables, and reaches. Later, in the
fall of your senior year, your guidance counselor will write you a key letter
of recommendation (see more on this topic in Chapter 10). A few things
tokeep in mind:

1. As we also advise in Chapter 10, get to know your guidance counselor.
Stop by her office, say hello, and et her know what you've been up
to both inside and outside of classes, Even if your guidance counselor

justarrived at your high school during your senior year (unfortu-
nately,this does happen), you should stilry to form a relationship
with her.

2. Understand the important role that your guidance counselor plays in
‘your college application process. Not only does she work with you to
finalize your college lst and write that key ltter of recommendation,
sheis also the main contact for any admissions officer with questions
about your application. That's ight—the admissions officer at Top.
Choice University may call your guidance counselor f she has any
questions about your application.

3. At some high schools, you guidance counselor may ask you o fill out
aninformation sheet (providing personal data, st of activities, and
s0forth) that willform the basis of her letter of recommendation.
Don't blow this off. Think through the questions carefully, and be
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both thorough and thoughtful in your responses. Your guidance coun-
selor recommendation is an important part of your application (see
Chapter 10).

4. Finally, be aware that although your guidance counselor has your best
interests at heart, she is employed by your high school, not by you or
your parents. A big part of her job s to consider how the high school
asawhole, not merely the individual student, doesin college adris-

sions each year: She has to work hard to maintain and even improve
the high school’s standing in the community, and one of the ways
she can do thiss to ensure that all of her students get admitted into
acollege. It may not be the college that is your "ultimate reach first
choice” or even a college that is your perfect i; instead, it may bea
college that balances the overall plan the guidance counselor has for
the high school. Whether or not all students are admitted by, and go
ontoattend, four-year-colleges affects many matters of localinterest,
including the high school's educational budget and real estate values
inyour town or city.
Note: In private schools, the guidance counselor must ensure that the
alumni, as well as the school administration, are pleased with the stu-
dents’ overall performance in terms of college acceptances. This can
impact not only alurmni generosity in supporting the high school but also
the number and quality of future applicants to the school.
50 always remember that it's your guidance counselor’s job to consider
each of her advisees in relation to the others she is responsible for that
year, and to come up with a balance of colleges that makes sense for the
high school overal, and hopefully, though not necessarily for you.
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FALLING IN LOVE WITH A SCHOOL

When researching schools, keep in mind that you may fall “acci-
dentally in love.” We worked with a student who only wanted to
attend a Big 10 sports-focused school with football games every
Saturday. We encouraged him to look at an academically focused
school—Washington University in St. Louis—just to make sure his
instincts were right. He arrived at the school for a visit and changed
his mind completely. Another student was sure from the start that
Cornell was for her; she loved the size and spirit of the school. She
was accepted there, but also at Williams—a much smaller, more iso-
lated school. She visited Williams and fell in love. We encourage all
students to visit the colleges they are considering. What you think
you know about yourself—and the type of school you “absolutely”

want to attend—may change.
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“If he wwas really intelligent, be wouldn't limit
bis applications to East Coast schools.”
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T didn't do anything on my summer vacation—
should Twrite about what I bought?”
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HIGH SCHOOL ATHLETICS

There is no doubt that high school sports are a wonderful way

to demonstrate teamwork and leadership. For many students,

athletics are one of the peaks of their high school experience.
However, for many juniors and seniors, there never seem to be
enough hours in a day, and this can be doubly true for student-
athletes. Daily (sometimes twice-daily) practices, home games,
time-intensive travel to away games—all of these can interfere
with academics and other extracurricular commitments. For
some students, this time commitment is beneficial; the sports
season requires them to develop excellent time-management
skills, and their grades actually improve during the season. For
others, athletic commitments cause their grades to drop—some-

times precipitously. Our advice to these students is: remember
that most high school athletes will not be recruited as college
athletes, and that as much as you love your team, your grades still
count more. (Even for recruited athletes, grades are an important
criterion for getting recruited.) Coaches may disagree, but we
recommend never biting off more than you can chew For some
students this may mean not participating in a varsity sport each
season, and instead continuing to play only those varsity sports
that they are truly passionate about. Others may decide that

club-level sports are more realistic due to their other commit-

ments. Determine what feels right to you.
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Andy plays perfectly well with others—it’s
others who don't play well with Andy.”
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“What we have here is technically impressive, Jason,
but regrettably lacking in passion.”
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BRAINSTORMING

Here are some questions you can ask yourself as you brainstorm
spike ideas.

© What are you best at in school?

© What causes move//inspire you?

® What club or activity do you most look forward to attending?

® What magazines do you always look at or buy?

© What online sites are you drawn to?

© What do you want to be when you grow up?

© And most basic of all: What do you really enjoy doing?

Answer as many of these questions as possible. Which answers
came to you quickly? Why?
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GENERAL TIMELINE/GUIDELINE FOR
STANDARDIZED TESTS

Students and parents often ask for a standardized-test timeline.
Althoughitis difficult to providea timeline that will be appiicable toall
students, e lst below serves as a general guideline for standardized-
test options, based on grade level and curriculum. Choose the test
and timing appropriate to your curriculum, preparation schedule, and.
requirements/recommendations o the colleges on your st

9TH GRADE FALL: PLAN (very optional—a pre-PLAN)

9TH GRADE SPRING: Subject Tests appropriate to class curriculum

10TH GRADE FALL: PLAN (the pre-ACT)

10TH GRADE FALL: PSAT (very optional—a pre-PSAT)

10TH GRADE SPRING: Subject Tests appropriate to class curriculum

10TH GRADE SPRING: AP Tests appropriate to class curriculum

1TH GRADE FALL: PSAT

1TH GRADE NoVEMBER: Listening language tests for native
speakers of a language

1TH GRADE FALL/SPRING: Math Level 1, Math Level 2, Language,
Literature Subject Tests.

11TH GRADE SPRING: SAT (March,/May/June) / ACT (April/June)

1TH GRADE SPRING: Subject Tests appropriate to class curriculum

1TH GRADE SPRING: AP Tests appropriate to class curriculum

12TH GRADE FALL: Math Level 1, Math Level 2, Language,
Literature Subject Tests.

12TH GRADE FALL: SAT/ACT

12TH GRADE SPRING: AP Tests appropriate to class curriculum
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HOW CAN YOU HELP YOUR CHILD PREPARE FOR
STANDARDIZED TESTS?

Students wil differ in the extent to which they welcome or
resist your help, and as always, you'll want to strike a balance
between pressuring them too much and too lttle. Support your
child’s study process as much as possible and always offer help
if he or she s struggling, Break out index cards of vocabulary
words during car plane, or train trips. (College visits are  natu-
ral time to do this) Help come up with fun mnemonic devices.
‘The time before dinner can become a daily vocabulary game
show; you might even offer prizes for right answers to 25, 50,
or 75 words. A Starbucks or Tunes gift card can incentivize even
the most jaded teenager.

pEmallen

“My parents never talk to me about S-E-X—
allthey talk about is S-A-Ts"
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GETTING ACCOMMODATIONS FOR A LEARNING
DISABILITY DESIGNATION

Students with different types of learning disabilities may be eli-
gible for special accommodations when taking the SAT or ACT.
Obtaining them usually requires special testing by a psychologist
as well as recommendation by the high school. Often, the stu-
dent must attest that similar accommodations, such as extended
time, were made by the high school when the student took exams.
Typical examples of accommodations offered are use of a calcula-
tor, use of a computer for typing, one-and-a-half time, or double
time, depending on the type of disability.





Ops/images/img32.jpg
SAT OR ACT?

Many students these days are choosing the ACT over the SAT.

There are a number of reasons why the ACT might be a better

option for some. For example, the ACT:

« Ismore closely correlated to the high school curriculum.

‘* Requires little memorization—all formulas are provided and
vocabulary s not tested.

# Tests science for those who are excellent science students.

‘» Doesn't subtract points for incorrect answers.

© Is generally less “tricky.” We believe that on the SAT there are
‘often two good answers, with one just a little bit better than the
other. The ACT is generally more straightforward.

‘We worked with a student who scored in the low 700s on both
‘his verbal and math SAT sections, but scored a perfect 36 on the ACT,
resulting i his winning merit scholarships, That said, if you are apply-
ing to a highly exclusive school, and live on one of the coasts—where
the SAT remains the most prevalent test—there is stil a minuscule
preference for the SAT. Schools will expect you to take this test and
excel.

Finally, it's important to understand that both the ACT and
SAT are graded on a curve, and thus test "relative” performance.
In deciding which test to take, it is therefore also important to
determine which one you are likely to score higher on in relation
to your peers. Are you better than most at remembering formulas
‘and vocabulary words and deciphering tricky multiple-choice ques-
tions? Then it may make sense for you o take the SAT.
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SCORE CHOICE AND SUPER-SCORING

WHAT IS “SCORE CHOICE"?
Score Choice is simply the abilty to send certain scores, rather than
allyour scores, o colleges.
The ACT has always operated on a score-choice basis. That is,
students who take the ACT have always had the ability to choose
which scores (by test date) they wanted colleges to see. Prior to
March 2009, the SAT did not recognize score choice. That is, if a
student sent his SAT scores to Top Choice U, they would see scores
from all of hs SAT attempts. In March 2009, however, the SAT and
Subject Tests adopted a score-choice policy, so you can now decide
which scores you want colleges to see.
That being said, some colleges have not adopted a score-choice
policy and still want to view every ACT, SAT, and/or Subject Test
attempt made by a candidate. As with super-scoring, colleges’ poli
cies on this topic change from year to year. Check the colleges on
‘yourlist for their latest guidelines.
Note:
 Scoresfroman entire ACT or SAT must be sent. You cannot
choose to send just your math score from one test and reading
comprehension from another

 Subject Test scores can be chosen by indivicual tes, rather than
test date. For example,ifyou took US. History and Literature on
the same test date, you can choose to send Literature and not

US. History.
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CANCELING YOUR TEST SCORES

Perhaps you became ill before or during the test, or you felt that
you weren't properly prepared when you saw the test questions.
For the SAT and Subject Tests, you are allowed to cancel either at
the test center or before the following Wednesday. For the ACT,
you can cancel only while you are at the test center. Once you leave,
you are not longer permitted to cancel your ACT.

Note: You must cancel the scores for all tests you took or regis-
tered for on that day, and the registration fees will not be refunded.
For the most up-to-date policies regarding scoring and canceling
options, check the test Web sites (see Resources section for links).
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AVERAGE SUBJECT TEST SCORES

As counterintuitive as it may seem, average Subject Test scores

vary from test to test. This is because the group of students that

takes each test is different. For example, in 2009 the College

Board reported that the average Chinese with Listening test score

was an almost perfect 763. This shouldn’t lead you to conclude

that the Chinese test is slam-dunk easy; it's just that most of the

students who take it are completely fluent in the language. See

CollegeBoard.com for more on this topic.

English

Literature

580

History and Social Sciences

United States History
World History
Mathematics
Mathematics Level 1
Mathematics Level 2
Sciences
Biology-Ecological
Biology-Molecular
Chemistry

Physics

599
589

599
648

598
641
638
655

Language Tests
Chinese with Listening
French

French with Listening
German

German with Listening
Maodern Hebrew
Italian

Japanese with Listening
Korean with Listening
Latin

Spanish

Spanish with Listening

763
618
637
616
609
650
667
689
763
618
646
652
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WHAT IS “SUPER-SCORING"?
Much has been written about this recent practice as it applies
to both the SAT and ACT. Some colleges—when they receive
multiple ACT or SAT tests from students—select the highest sub-
scores from each test, For example, Julie takes the SAT twice.
On the first test, she scores Math 700, Critical Reading 650, and
Writing 600. On the second test she scores Math 680, Critical
Reading 700, and Writing 650. She sends both scores to Top
Choice U. If Top Choice U's admissions office super-scores, they
would calculate her super-scored SAT as the highest sub-score
from each test; in other words, her new final score would be:
Math 700, Critical Reading 700, and Writing 650, resulting
in a final score of 2050. Many colleges claim this is why they
want to see every SAT and ACT score and are opposed to score
choice; they themselves can then select and combine the high-
est sub-scores from every test the student has taken, resulting
ina higher overall score for the student.

Note: Notall colleges super-score. To make matters even more
confusing, some adrissions offices super-score the SAT but not
the ACT, and vice versa. The list of colleges that do super-score is
changing, so check all of the colleges you're interested in for their
most up-to-date policies.
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TEST REGISTRATION DOS AND DON'TS
Don'tfoget 1 registerfor thetests on et Yournust do tisappros
mately four o ive weks I advance ofthe test date o avod paying
2 atefoe Notethat the SAT s avllable indifferen satesat ciffrent
times, Contact yourchi’s uidance offic if ou ae unsure of how to
regiter. Youantyourchidtobe bl o take the tstinalocatonthat
scomfortable,farviaand convenient, akhugh ' possbethat your
ik may no wan t take th tstat s own high school, preferring
0 take it anomymonsly at 2 neighboring school, Whatever the case,
regitering wel inaance of th deadine i essental. Taking the tet
standby that s, in place ofstudents who don't show up or he st
oftenpossibe; howeve dontreyon this approsch Findout where the
‘am il e ivenand what your chid eeds o bring nterms f er-
fication, penci, cakulators snace for th break period n the test,
and 20 0n Note that any n casesof g commimentscan your
bl akethe eam on a Suncay morring nstead of Saturday.
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A NOTE ON THE MATH SUBJECT TESTS

If you are applying to a selective college and have had the appropri-
ate math course, plan to take Math Level 2 rather than Math Level
1, as it is a more challenging test and more appropriate to advanced
students’ junior-year course load (typically Pre-Calculus, though
of course there are even more advanced students who take Pre-
Calculus as sophomores; AP Calculus [AB or BC] as juniors; and AP
Statistics or Multivariable Calculus as seniors). Also, the statistical
curve of the Math Level 2 test is generally said to be more forgiving
of errors. Recently, a student of ours left six questions blank and
got three questions wrong on the Math Level 2 subject test and
received a score in the low 700s.
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SHOULD YOU SEND YOUR SAT SCORES WHEN
SENDING THEM IS OPTIONAL?

Send your SAT scores only if they will help your application. How
do you know whether they’ll help? First, compare your SAT per-
centile to your GPA percentile. Are your SATs significantly more
impressive? (For example, is your GPA percentile average at 75
while your SAT percentile is a 90?) Second, investigate whether
the college publishes SAT averages of admitted students. Does
your score fall into or rise above the 25th-75th percentile? If you
answered yes to either question, go ahead and submit the scores.

Otherwise, take the option to withhold them.
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NATIONAL MERIT® SCHOLARSHIP PROGRAM

Of the 15 million juniors who take the PSAT, about 50,000 (top
‘one-half of one percent in each state) with the highest PSAT scores
qualify for recognition in the National Merit® Scholarship Program.
Of these students, about 34,000 are notified in September that
they are “Commended Students” and do not continue in the com-
petition. The remaining students progress on a state-representa-
tional basis (the highest scorers in each state) through semifinalist
to finalist status. OF the finalists, the Board selects approximately
8,200 as winners of Merit Scholarship awards. (Note: It s the PSAT,
not the SAT, that qualifies you for this competition.) For more infor-
mation on the National Merit Scholarship program, see their Web
site, http:/ /wwwnationalmerit.org /nmsp.php.

Qualifying as a National Merit Scholar semifinalist is certainly a
distinctive achievement—but not a “get in free” card for colleges.
Stil

if you feel you have a chance at becoming a National Merit

Scholar, do preparation work prior to the PSAT test.
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“It’s alot of pressure on me not to pressure him.”

e suffering from a learning disorder? According to the Learning.
Disabilities Association of America, between 4 and 6 percent of all stu-
dents are dlassified as having alearing disablity Distressingly, approri-
mately 35 percent ofalhigh school dropouts are those with learing
disabiltes,twice the rate of students without such disabiltes.”
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HOW CAN PARENTS HELP THEIR KIDS SUCCEED?

As parents, you have many ways to support your high schoolers academni-

cally and reinforce their study process. For example:

 Try to minimize disruptions; for example, turn off the TV if they want
to study at the kitchen table.

 Help them with their homework if the work is on a topic you remem-
ber. Even i it’s not, you can still test them on material.

» Encourage them to approach teachers before or after school if they
need extra help.

» Provide balanced discipline. For example, you can go out with your
friends after i

» Don't become so distraught over a poor test or paper that your child
never shows you another bad grade again.

 Ifyour child does get a poor grade, strategize with her about how she
can raise her score next time. Let her know you're in this together.

‘@ Determine whether you need to hire outside tutors for your kids.
Sometimes an outside tutor or peer tutor can explain asubject ina
‘way you and the teacher cannot.

 Is your child anxious, overworked, and overwhelmed? Should she
drop a course or anafter-school sport? Does her workload allow her
‘enough time for rest, free time, and fun? Help your child negotiate
these issues and make these decisions.

© Ifyour child s continually struggling, realize that there may be some
unknown factor at play. Is she eating or sleeping enough? Could she

ishing your homework.
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“You're kidding! You count S.4. 152"
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SO WHAT’'S AN ACADEMIC INDEX?

An Academic Index (Al) is used by many selective colleges as a way
of indexing or standardizing students’ academic performance across
thousands of high schools. The Academic Index is typically made up of
three criteria: Grades/Class Rank, Subject Tests, and SAT /ACT scores.
If the ACT score is used instead of both the SAT and Subject Tests,
then the ACT score will make up two-thirds of the Al. Note that the
Al does not include AP or IB tests (see pages 48-53) and that, most
important, grades count for only one-third of the score. While much
has been written about the Academic Index, we mention it mainly to
discourage you from ignoring your standardized test scores, as their

large contribution to the Al make low scores difficult to overcome.
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THE SAT: WHO REQUIRES IT (AND WHO DOESN'T)?
Over the years, many schools have questioned the validity of the
SAT. Much has been written on this subject and today some 760
four-year colleges don’t require the test. These schools include
Bates, Hampshire, Bowdoin, Middlebury, Connecticut College, and
more. For a list of these schools and more on this debate, see www.
fairtest.org. If your standardized test scores are significantly differ-
ent from your GPA, these schools are well worth considering.





Ops/images/img18.png





Ops/images/img120.jpg
College Savings | 529 College | Coverdell UGMA/UTMA | Rebateand
Plan SavingsPlans | Education (UnformGits | Loyalty
Savings. twMinos/ Programs ee
Accounts Unform Tanstrs | afftyprograms
(fomety toMinon) tedbeow)
Educston RA) | Custodial
Accounts
Whocontols | Parent Parent Parentor Parent
the money? austodan
controlthe
accountuntlie
stansierred
tothe chidat
sge 2t
lsmygit YesYouan | Yes No N/A
revocable? | withdrawmoney
atanytime
Whatanl | Aseare Parentresearches | parent Thefolowing
investin? professonally | andchooes | reseaches ity programs
managed, imestments | andehooses | currenty
parentcanselct | (muwalfunds, | imvestments. | offercollege
portioior stods, bonds, saingsrobates:
andsaon)on BabyMine,
behalfofthe BabyCenter,
ahid. MyKids ollege,
SAGE uiion
Rewards
Upromise,
Ebates, Fatwalr,
BondRewards.
Asoconsider
ereditcard
companies
college rebate
progams.
Whatisthe x| The savings plans | No fedeal Atleastpartof | Rebatesarent
advantager | aretax income taxon | theimvestment | subjecttoincome
andquailfied | exmingewhen | esmingsmay | taxor slestax.
disuibutonsare | ditibutions | be exempt from
cemptiom | wewsedto | federslincome
federslincome | payqualifing | tax Some ofthe
ax Somestate | educatonsl | inestment may
S29savings | expenses There | beedatthe
planshavestate | iapenalty | chidsate.
Incometax | ifmoneyis
creds. wsedfornon
educational

purposes.






Ops/images/img19.png





Ops/images/img121.jpg
College Savings | 529 College Coverdell UGMA/UTMA | Rebateand
Plan SavingsPlans | Education (Uniform Gifts Loyalty
Savings to Minors/ Programs (see
Accounts Uniform Transfers | affinity programs
(formerly 0 Minors) listed below)
EducationIRAs) | Custodial
Accounts
Canthe Yes, toanother | Yes, toanother | No N/A
beneficiarybe | familymember | family member
changed?
Whoseassetis | Parent'sasset | Parent'sasset | Child'sasset Parent’s asset
the account, the
parent's or the
child's?
Whocanopen | Canbeopened | Canbeopened | Canbeopened | N/A
thisaccount? | byanyoneon | byanyoneon | byanyoneon
behalf of the behalf of the behalf of the
minor. minor. minor.






Ops/images/img16.png





Ops/images/img17.png





Ops/images/img10.png
Tl pencil you in for recess.”
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GHOSTWRITING RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommenders less familiar with the process of writing letters of
recommendation may ask your son or daughter to supply a few para-
graphs oran outline of what should be included in the recommenda-
tion. I his is the case, you may want to step in and help. Self-assured
and extremely confident kids suddenly get very shy and modest
‘when faced with the prospect of writing even parts of their own rec-
‘ommendation. Parents are often much more able to write effective
and supportive recommendations that reflect what the admissions
officers want to leam from a recommendation. Of course the rec-
‘ommender should edit, delete, add, or subtract as needed. By doing
50, they make the letter their own. Encourage that process. But don't
be afraid to make sure the outline or draft you give them is strong,

filled with specific, compelling anecdotes. That way, evenif they edit

it down, the editing begins at  high level. Also, be sure your recom-

ions, where

mender understands the intense nature of college admi

sterling recommendations are in many cases the norm.
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SAMPLE HIGH SCHOOL PROFILE
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VIEWING YOUR LETTERS OF RECOMMENDATION

Officially (that i, on the recommendation portion of your college
application), students should always “waive” their right to view
their letters of recommendation. If you don't, colleges will not
view your recommendations as honest assessments of your abili-
ties. Unofficially, however, many candidates are shown their letters
of recommendation. (Some students even share their letters of
recommendation with us. See three examples on pages 197-202.)
If you are not shown your letters of recommendation, however,
don't despair. In fact, some high schools have strict policies
against students viewing their recommendations, whereas other
high schools encourage teachers to share recommendations with
their students. You should not ask to see them. If you feel you
need to see the recommendation, you've probably asked the
wrong person.
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“So, What are we aiming for, Timmy— the Nobel Prize o ‘Inspected by No. 72"





Ops/images/img14.png
3





Ops/images/img15.png
4 |





Ops/images/img12.png





Ops/images/img13.png





Ops/images/img4.png





Ops/images/img90.jpg





Ops/images/img3.png
“Hello, I'm Nesbit. I'm three, and I'm right on track.”
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“Is this the story you want to tell on your college application?”
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“Wihere do you get offsaying my kid is grade level?”
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'WHAT IF MY HIGH SCHOOL DOESN’T OFFER
ACCELERATED /HONORS/ADVANCED PLACEMENT/
INTERNATIONAL BACCALAUREATE CLASSES?

Will you be penalized? Absolutely not. Because of your High
School Profile (explained later in this chapter), admissions officers
are aware of which advanced courses are available to you. Just try
to take the most difficult courses your high school offers.
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PARENTS AND ESSAYS

Parents often love to suggest essay topics—and sometimes even
offer to write the first draft (we're not kidding). Not only s this
unethical, but this strategy will almost always resuilt in an essay rep-
resentative of what a forty-five-year-old, not a seventeen-year-old,
would want to write about, in both style and substance. Be sure
that your essay represents you and your own feelings.

“My parents didn't write it—they just tweaked it.”
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ADVANCED VS. REGULAR COURSES

Your academic record is not just about your grades; it's also about
the courses you get them in. In general, you should take the most
rigorous classes you can handle. The most competitive colleges will
expect you to take the most competitive classes your high school
offers in most subjects. That said, if you're struggling under your
course load, you may be taking too many advanced-level courses.
It's okay to choose your advanced or honors courses selectively.
Get to know what you're best at and challenge yourself in those
areas. Identify your weaknesses and consider your overall workload
(even the most well-rounded students can see their grades slip as a
result of burnout).
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“Your essay was grammatically correct but politically incorrect, Arnold.”
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GOING THE EXTRA MILE

A student we worked with studied Latin for two years in his private
middle school and then took Latin during his freshman and sopho-
more years. There were no other Latin courses offered in his school,
so we suggested that during his junior year he do an independent
study with his teacher in an area of Latin that interested him. We also
suggested that as a senior, he ask his freshman-year Latin teacher if
he could be an aide for the freshman class. He followed both sug-
gestions. When his guidance counselor wrote his letter of recom-
mendation for college, she noted the “extra mile” he had gone in
continuing to pursue Latin. In another letter of recommendation, his
Latin teacher was able to describe him as someone who truly distin-

guished himselfin class. He was accepted at his top-choice school.
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“‘What I Did on My Summer Vacation,’ by special
arrangement with the New Jersey State Police.”
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THE TEAM APPROACH

LEARNING TO USE YOUR PARENTS

“The collge-applicaton process nvolves ot of work, which often
pesks just when you're studying for SATs, Subject Tests, and mid-
terms,and busy with your extracurriculr activiis. Forthe sake of
your sleep—not tomention your saity—consider enlising the help
of your parents to make the process go more smoothly and ease
‘your workload. Of course, parentsare bsy to0, but n our experi-
‘ence,they ae usually happy o devote any time they can spare to
helpingyou.

Some students feel that their parents intrfere too much i the
admissons process, Imposing their frustated college dreams on
theirkids. This may be true in a handfl of cases, but more often
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than not parents genuinely want o helptheir kid, and thei par-
ticipation does make the process les stressful. This is your chance.
to guide your parentsfor a change. Give your parentsspeciflc tasks
that will help you and save you time while you're studying for
finals, pursuing extracurriculars, and prepping for your standard-
ized tests,

Here are some examples of how your parentscan help out:

* Registeingyou for the SAT: Testingregisraton nformation’s
available online (see Resources)and through your high school
guidance office.

# Collcting the applications and supplements from each collge.
and putting themin different folders.

# Conducting mockinterviews.

 Helping you prep for standardized tests (testing you on vocabur
lary words,for instance).

 Typing therelevant factualinformation (employment, address,
social security number, and so on) on cach application.

© Researching the applicatio requirements for each of the col-
leges you are considering (such as required or recommended
high school casses, Subject Tests, and thefke).

= Proofreading essaysand applications (fa parent s very detai
oriented).

 Sharing feedback on campus vsis. Remember that parents.
have your nterestsat heart,and they know you really well Take
their views on each college into consideration—but realize that
s ultimately your opinion that counts.

* Scheduling college visits: calling colege-admisions ofices o
inquire about information-session schedules,tours, interview
dates, valablityof clas auditing and overnightstays, diree-
tions to campus, and nformation on where tostay.
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ACTIVITY CHART UPDATES
Have you earned additonal disincrions ater your application has
been submicted? fso, dontfear thatal i st Send the admisions
office an update for  sample,soebelow) highighting any recet, sig
nificant accomplishments.This letcer willbe incudee n your file and.
willlsodemonstrateyour continued interest i the colege,

SAMPLE ACTIVITY CHART UPDATE LETTER
To: Top Choice University

College of Arts and Scences

Admissions Office

7 Smith Street

Re: Chad Davis
DOB.1/12/1994
55:123-45-6789
Early Decision candidite

To the Admissions Offce:

Irecently submitted my application to Top Choice Uriversity and

1 writng toletyou know about  fewr updates to my résumés

I recently appointed treasurer by the faculty advisor for my
school's Model United Nations Congress.

I selected as All-League Honorable Mention for my perfor-
mance this past soccer season.

© Lastly I was nominated for a NYS Scholarshipfor Academic
Excellonce Three students,inmy lass of 300 students, received
<hisnomination.

s youknow, | am eagerlyawaitng newson my ealy decilon applca

on. 1 havethehonor ofttending Top Choie University il workto

makethe Universy an even more excting and dynaricplace.

Thank you for your consideration.
Yours,
Chad Davis
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“You're moving into a place where all the parents
Jive well and all the kids test well.*
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 Confirming that your high school has sent al key information
toeach college on your ist igh school transcript, high school
profie,letters of recommendation, and so on.) and that your
transcript is correct inall detail.
 Confirming that your colleges received all necessary informa-
tion and that your file is “complete.”
When should you call a college, and when should a parent call? You
can have a parent call with questions about scheduling and other
factual information. However, the college wants and expects to
hear from the student when you are calling about anything else (for
‘example, a specific question for someone in the admissions office).
Of course, the manner in which parents can help will be different
for each family. Parents who work full time (and don't for exam-
ple, run their own business) may be less able to help. They simply
and less time. We've seen significant differences
in approach among failies. In some families, Mo brought in a
spread-sheet with a detailed analysis of at least twenty colleges
using at least fifteen variables. In other families, Mom decided
that applying to college was the student's sole responsibiity and
wanted nothing to do with it. Although we hope that parents will

offer some help with the college-application process, the rela-
tionship between parent and student is different in every fam-
il. Establish what works for you-and don't forget to thank your
unpaid interns, oops, parents, for everything that they do.





Ops/images/img1.png
“T'm worried about a monster under my bed
and I'm worried about college.”





