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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I’VE ALWAYS BELIEVED THAT NO ONE COMES INTO MY OFFICE, OR INTO my life, hoping to be in a book someday. For this work, I had the immense privilege of listening to the stories of individuals who shared their insights with a mix of indefatigable humor and hard-won wisdom. Some of the young adults within these pages first walked into my office years ago, and a few of their stories were shared in the pages of my previous works. Speaking with them years later and learning about their winding journeys in their own words, with the benefit of time and reflection, is something I consider to be an enormous gift. Given this, I have disguised details as needed. Where people are identified by first name, those names have been changed. In a few select instances, a composite character streamlined details while remaining true to the overall spirit of the story.






INTRODUCTION

IT’S A FEW DAYS BEFORE THE WINTER HOLIDAYS, AND I AM SCROLLING through Instagram. The videos are hard to miss: a high school senior, sitting at a computer, clicking away. Sometimes the student is alone, other times surrounded by a group of family and friends. There is an initial concentration—a squinting of the eyes and furrowing of the brow as they click through to find the email that will reveal the seemingly life-changing news. Then, eyes widen, followed by shrieks of revelation and unadulterated joy. The child has been accepted.

Getting into college has become an insidious cultural norm, with bragging rights when students are admitted to schools, car stickers and sweatshirts and entire industries catering to the belief that this one decision can fundamentally alter the entire trajectory of a young person’s life.

As an academic advisor, I have spent more than twenty years guiding thousands of kids and their families through the middle school, high school, and college years, including helping students and families navigate the college application process. I’ve seen the process play out up close year after year—so much has changed, so much remains unchanged, and the same painfully unhealthy focus on college acceptance persists.

Years ago I experienced it all myself. In the spring of my senior year of high school, several weeks after receiving the coveted “you’ve been accepted” package in the mail, my father and I took a red-eye flight from San Francisco to Durham, North Carolina, to visit the Duke University campus for the first time. Until then, I’d avoided visiting campuses in advance of my application process, citing cost concerns but actually not wanting to fall in love with a school only to be rejected. It was one of the many things I did as a teenager that I now encourage students not to do.

Standing in front of the school’s iconic chapel, I turned toward my father and declared, “This is it.” Despite my jet lag, I vividly remember walking into the Duke Store after our campus tour, overwhelmed by row upon row filled with piles of every Duke-branded item you never knew you needed. I watched in disbelief as my comically frugal immigrant father cheerfully added everything and anything to our shopping basket. You want a sweatshirt? A hat? A keychain? No problem. How about that car blanket? Scarf? Add it to the pile! Never before and never since have I seen him spend money so willfully. The happiness and enthusiasm in his eyes made me happy. He was so proud of me. I was relieved. I had been accepted. His work was done. My work was done. (Spoiler alert: no one’s work was done.)

There’s nothing wrong with the feelings of elation that result from achieving a hard-earned milestone. At my high school, some of my classmates were impressed by my acceptance, while others couldn’t hide their jealousy. “You got into Duke?!” the girl in my Calculus BC class asked me as she whipped around and tried (but failed) to hide her disgust. To this day the college application process creates frenemies among high school students, whose competitive drive cuts an invisible cord between once-friendly and helpful classmates—and parents! My high school was no exception.

Even in that environment, however, the underlying approval that came from being accepted felt so, so good, as if some higher college admissions power had given me a blanket stamp of approval. There was an undeniable sense of comfort; I knew where I would be headed next, and I had been accepted somewhere I could be proud of—a highly ranked university, a “good” school. It felt great, and I felt worthy of the overflowing pile of items the sales associate efficiently rang up with care. She had seen this before.

As I scroll through social media all these years later, I fully understand the joy and exhilaration on these students’ and parents’ faces. In fact, the first time I saw one of these college acceptance videos on social media, I teared up. Watching a student surrounded by classmates and teachers at a charter school serving mostly first-generation, low-income, historically excluded students, I couldn’t help getting caught up in the anticipation and joy. At that moment, the video felt like a communal celebration of a long-awaited achievement. To some degree it was.

However, as the algorithm serves me what seems like the millionth highlight reel of college acceptance, my enthusiasm wears. Instead of thinking about the students and families on the screen, I think about my own experience of getting rejected from my “dream school,” which I applied to via Early Decision during the fall of my senior year. Yes, that excitement and relief I felt in the spring at Duke was in part a response to the despair I’d felt a few months earlier when I’d received a thin envelope from that other institution encouraging me to “explore other options” and wishing me “all the best.” Seeing these videos online, I think about today’s high school seniors who have not gotten their dream acceptance letter, about how they feel being endlessly bombarded by these images and videos. It’s one thing to process disappointment and rejection, which is a normal part of life. It’s entirely another to be reminded of it at every digital turn.

It’s easy to fall for the romantic notion that acceptance into a “good” college or university guarantees a lifetime of success. While certain experiences during early adulthood can fundamentally change lives in glorious ways, most adults with at least a couple of decades of living under their belts will agree that life doesn’t come with guarantees, especially around “success.” Why, then, are we falling for this idea when it comes to young people?

To me these videos represent a greater conversation around how we—and by “we” I mean parents, caregivers, educators, and students—have made getting into certain colleges an end-all, be-all, make-or-break finish line. In doing so, we’ve inadvertently created an overvalued, excessively rigid, and false judgment around what constitutes a “good” or “bad” launching pad to a successful life. We become caught up in a cycle that dismisses the fundamental skills critical for long-term well-being in favor of short-term results. The consequences of doing so are dire.

It’s no secret that many affluent families spend an inordinate amount of time and money focused on pursuing undergraduate college acceptance. The pressure to gain admission has been compounded by years of stunningly low college acceptance rates. In recent years, announcements of hyper-selectivity have become the norm for Ivy League schools and their peers. Yale admitted only 4.7 percent of applicants to the class of 2026, and Harvard a paltry 3.19 percent. At the same time, overall applications rose by 10 percent in 2022. Frank Bruni, author of the 2015 best seller, Where You Go Is Not Who You’ll Be, describes this staggering reality as driven by “economic pessimism” or “the sense among parents and their children that every last possible competitive advantage must be seized.”

This frenzy has created a sense of desperation that has led some parents to make unfortunate choices that ultimately don’t support the well-being or the long-term success of their children. This pattern persists, even though the majority of U.S. institutions do accept the majority of college applicants.

This obsession with college acceptance is not experienced just among the affluent and well connected. We often look at data around college graduation and lifetime earnings and mistakenly assume that college graduation is the sole missing link to economic mobility for children growing up in low- and middle-income households. As the cost of higher education soars, some students and parents have been saddled with enormous loans, all to receive a college diploma that provides no foolproof guarantee of long-term prosperity. The laser focus that families and schools direct toward competitive college admissions is harming students’ well-being and reinforcing the fundamental misconception that only a select few elite colleges are the appropriate launching pads to support students’ long-term success. Recent data has revealed that college selectivity is not a reliable predictor of student learning, job satisfaction, or well-being. In fact, the high levels of fear activated by the college process often end up quashing students’ creativity and freedom to create their own blueprints for true fulfillment. If we’re focused on positive outcomes after college, we have to consider the richness of their college experience; do they participate in internships that apply classroom learning to real-life settings, have mentors who encourage them to pursue personal goals, or engage in multi-semester projects?
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As we begin to question the outdated narrative that equates selective college admission and success, we are met with the opportunity to reimagine the kind of support we provide for young people as they embark on the next chapter of their lives. Instead of focusing on racking up accolades, recent data highlight the importance of social well-being and emotional development as key to building strong habits and refining skills that affect long-term success. There exists no perfect equalizer, no singular magic bullet, and we do an incredible disservice to students in investing wholeheartedly in a competitive, demoralizing process that masquerades as a single-track pathway to a successful life.

College acceptance itself has also falsely become a symbol of parenting triumph as well as personal and intellectual/educational success—or failure. Students erroneously conflate college acceptance—or rejection—with their intelligence, ability, and long-term professional and financial potential. Parental anxiety permeates every conversation, as if eighteen years of child rearing and carpooling and science fairs and sports tournaments all culminate in this final evaluation. Within the halls of public, charter, private, and parochial middle and high schools across the country, “getting into a good school” has become a default marker of character and worth. I recently received an email from the parents of a fifth grader wanting to know what it takes to be admitted to a “top-tier college.” It was far from the first time I’ve received an email asking the same question from parents whose child has barely cracked elementary school.

Year after year, I’ve watched as entire families (even pets!) are overtaken by the roller-coaster ride toward college acceptance or failure. I remind them that just getting into college does not make a life, and they all believe me, up to a point. Parents, caregivers, and educators regularly admit to lying awake at night, worried about children’s academic gaps and learning lags, as well as their long-term social and emotional well-being. The false finish line created around college admission is not just exhausting and misleading; it is fundamentally crushing the social well-being and emotional development of our kids. In our quiet moments away from the immense pressure to be accepted, most of us are well aware of how damaging college acceptance pressure has become. It doesn’t have to be this way.

The hyper-focus on college acceptance encourages us to overlook critical skills that young people today will need to develop in our ever-changing world. In the coming chapters, I will share fundamental skills that every student can benefit from developing throughout their schooling and beyond. I’ve spent over two decades working with students from all socioeconomic backgrounds, from all over the country and around the world. From their stories, along with my own upbringing in an immigrant family, I am uniquely positioned to identify what needs to change. My office is located in the heart of Silicon Valley, in a downtown area not far from where I moved to as a middle school student, and a few miles from tech notables such as Apple, Google, and Meta. The whole area has been noted as a cradle for academic stress and anxiety.

In my work, and my own life, it has been abundantly clear that the incessant focus on grades, test scores, endless extracurricular activities, and awards is NOT what makes students happier, more “successful,” or more driven and purposeful. True growth and engagement come from identifying the best system to address and complete everyday tasks and to-dos, as well as authentic exposure to different perspectives and self-awareness of what is energizing and what is exhausting. So many students crave genuine connection and supportive friendships. By teaching students how to reframe or opt out of draining experiences and navigate everyday disappointment in effective and meaningful ways, we allow them to create their own blueprints for success and fulfillment.
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A few years ago, on a personal mission to investigate at the educational barriers to social and economic mobility that hold many kids back, I began traveling around the country, interviewing educators, administrators, students, social workers, and community leaders to better understand the underlying issues so many students encounter on their way to adulthood.

What I learned didn’t surprise me:


	Most students lack day-to-day executive functioning skills that data shows are essential for success as adults.

	Students with limited resources frequently lack exposure to people, organizations, and opportunities that could expand their worldview as well as direct and redirect them toward goals.

	Social and emotional coping skills critical to long-term well-being and success are underemphasized and viewed as secondary, or even tangential, by many parents, teachers, and administrators.



My work in understanding barriers in kids’ lives—and thinking about ways to address and dismantle these barriers—has helped me recognize how those disparities shortchange all young people of the opportunity to flourish personally and professionally. Through my work, I have seen students develop meaningful career trajectories using the skills highlighted in this book. I have helped students who were mistakenly told they weren’t able to attend college, much less earn the master’s degree they ultimately attained. I acted as a mentor and then a sponsor for a student who had spent several years in the foster care system as she graduated from college and went on to earn a six-figure salary working for a technology firm before age thirty. A few students navigated mental health crises that required hospitalizations and long-term treatment. Student stories like these have shown me that the never-ending checklists, must-haves, and to-dos we place on students often work against them in the short and long term. The faulty finish lines we demarcate, however well intended, often prevent kids from gaining the critical-thinking and life skills that can change their lives for the better.

By the time college graduation rolls around, well-heeled students with high levels of social capital are accustomed to tapping connections from long before their college acceptance. Focusing on the skills highlighted in this book will not make up for the host of systemic challenges that can act as barriers to access and opportunity, but, with intentional efforts, they can start to make a notable difference.

The research increasingly supports this shift in focus. Recent longitudinal research tracking students over eight years found that executive functions in early adolescence predicted academic achievement and life satisfaction years later.1 These fundamental cognitive skills—the ability to hold and manipulate information, suppress impulses, and flexibly shift between tasks—have proven predictive of critical outcomes including SAT scores, college graduation rates, physical health, and even criminal behavior patterns by age thirty-two.2 The researchers concluded that “EFs are critical for developmental outcomes that include academic achievement and psychological wellbeing.”3

This is particularly relevant now because the workplace itself is undergoing a fundamental transformation in values. According to a 2025 survey of hiring professionals, 60 percent of employers say that soft skills have become more important compared to five years ago.4 Over 70 percent believe that considering a candidate’s personality and cultural fit alongside technical skills leads to better hiring outcomes,5 and a striking 78 percent have experienced situations where employees with strong technical skills underperformed because they lacked necessary soft skills or didn’t fit the company culture.6 Irmgard Naudin ten Cate, Ernst & Young’s global talent attraction and acquisition leader, identifies three soft skills as critical in today’s workplace: curiosity, adaptability, and the ability to influence and negotiate.7 On adaptability specifically, she notes, “Being able to adapt to change, whether that is a digital change or otherwise, where we find ourselves in different situations, is really key.”8

This employer focus on skills over credentials represents a measurable shift in hiring practices. Research analyzing 22 million job postings found that 85 percent of surveyed hiring professionals now use skills-based hiring methods,9 with over half of U.S. employers having eliminated degree requirements for certain positions.10 The evidence suggests that this approach works: skills-based hires demonstrate comparable promotion rates to traditional hires11 and maintain 9 percent longer tenure at their organizations.12 And perhaps most significantly, their skills are five times more likely than their education credentials to predict job performance.13

The implications of this shift become even more urgent when we consider the current state of the entry-level job market. The National Association of Colleges and Employers’ 2025 survey revealed that more than half of 183 employers rate the job market for the class of 2026 as “poor or fair”—the most pessimistic outlook since the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic.14 Employers expect only a 1.6 percent increase in hiring for this graduating class.15 On the job platform Handshake, full-time job postings declined more than 16 percent year-over-year, while applications per job increased by 26 percent.16 The unemployment rate for recent college graduates reached 4.8 percent in June, higher than overall unemployment.17 This data reveals a fundamental mismatch: the experience students are getting through high school and college isn’t translating to a smooth transition to the workplace.

The disconnect between preparation and real-world demands makes the development of foundational executive functioning and social-emotional skills all the more critical. According to LinkedIn’s Global Talent Trends survey, an overwhelming majority of employers—91 percent—now prioritize social-emotional competencies over other workplace trends, with four out of five employers reporting these skills matter increasingly to their organizations’ success.18 Research from the Association for Career and Technical Education identifies the top skills employers need as work ethic, teamwork and collaboration, and creativity and inclusion, all capabilities that can be strengthened through deliberate development of executive functioning and social-emotional learning.19

The urgency becomes clearer when we recognize that these aren’t just workplace skills, they’re life skills that have an impact on young people’s fundamental well-being. The same longitudinal study that found executive function predicted academic success also revealed that these skills correlated with life satisfaction, with effects that researchers characterized as medium to large.20 Conversely, students with weaker executive functioning skills in early adolescence showed higher levels of depressive symptoms, which in turn predicted lower academic achievement years later.21 A 2015 study found that kindergarten students who demonstrated stronger social-emotional skills had better outcomes in adulthood, including higher college graduation rates and more stable employment.22 A separate study by Child Trends identified five skills most likely to increase workforce success: social skills, communication skills, higher-order thinking skills like problem solving and decision making, self-control, and positive self-concept, all skills that can be strengthened through focused development.23

In our rapidly changing world, where artificial intelligence is transforming both learning environments and workplaces, the ability to adapt has never been more essential. Students and adults alike need to be able to quickly organize, reprioritize, and bounce back from setbacks. There are no guaranteed outcomes in school, work, or life anymore, and the capacity to adjust to constant change will likely be a critical factor in long-term success. Similarly, being able to focus—to initiate a task and see it through to completion—may become increasingly vital for young people who are barraged by quick-fix, short-attention-span social media. The ability to evaluate and parse information, distinguishing legitimate sources from rumors in an age when so much content is available at our fingertips, grows more important by the day.

And now, in the age of expanding use of AI within learning environments and workplaces, the ability to create and maintain systems that work, and connect with others across differences, offers the chance for an expanded perspective that looks beyond algorithmic answers and allows us to delineate what should be emphasized and deemphasized in a world that is overflowing with innovation and new technologies. One reasonable concern is how AI has the potential to erode human connection and nurturing relationships. The antidote is emphasizing the importance of connection. As researcher Julia Freeland Fisher notes, it is even more important that we focus on showing up for one another, spending time face-to-face, and building strong and weak ties, all of which I discuss in this book.

We vastly underestimate the time, structure, and support we can offer all kids, and we repeatedly overlook the impact of supporting students as they develop these foundational skills. We now have an incredible opportunity to reconsider our educational structures and priorities. This is the time to redefine success in the classroom and beyond. By moving beyond a shortsighted overemphasis on grades, test scores, and “résumé-builder” activities, we can give students the opportunity to better consider how they want to be of service to themselves, their families, and their greater communities. What’s more, they can do all of that in ways that bring a sense of enthusiasm, joy, and calm in a world that constantly overwhelms with stimulation and uncertainty. In doing so, we can also support greater equality of opportunity among young people.

The bottom line is: the current one-size-fits-all (but available to few) college application checklist is an old, staid model that isn’t doing anyone any favors. Instead, we can show students how to be the architects of their own futures in a way that focuses on curiosity, community engagement, and belonging. By placing greater focus on previously undervalued skills—organization, planning, prioritization, flexible thinking, and authentic, non-transactional relationship building—we can nourish the creativity, innovation, connection, and leadership that are increasingly at the heart of true success in our fast-changing world. By placing greater emphasis on foundational life skills from an earlier age, we can give more students from all backgrounds and experiences the time, structure, and support to reflect on their own individual interests, values, and experiences in tangible ways.







HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

GETTING IN IS NOT ENOUGH HIGHLIGHTS HOW CERTAIN FOUNDATIONAL skills can utterly change life trajectories and promote overall well-being in remarkable ways. It shows how all of us—parents, caregivers, educators, basically anyone and everyone who cares about our future—can help our youngest generation navigate this ever-changing world in a way that promotes their social and emotional well-being as well as economic stability.

As part of my research for this book, I interviewed some of the students I worked with many moons ago. They are now young adults in their late twenties and early thirties who have now taken the various skills they learned and followed their own pathways—many different pathways, in many different places, toward uniquely fulfilling versions of success. A few were straight-A students; most were not. Some came from families who were far better connected and more financially secure than others. In most cases, they’ve pursued their own authentic paths and developed their own blueprints for success using the underlying principles I explain in this book. I also reflected on my own upbringing as someone who has experienced significant economic and social mobility and benefited from exposure to opportunities and proximity to resources that positively affected my life in extraordinary ways.

In the coming chapters, I’ll share some of their stories as I introduce the foundational skills that empower kids to develop their own pathway to success and well-being. I’ll discuss redefining success in terms of essential executive functioning skills rather than the grades, awards, achievements, and test scores we’ve misguidedly deemed to be markers of success. Time and time again, I’ve seen how focusing on underlying routines and skill building over résumé building has helped students develop their own blueprint far beyond any initial goals or expectations. I’ll also show how exposure to an expanded worldview, along with shared experiences, helps kids develop a sense of curious engagement and an ability to build community: friendships and relationships filled with stronger ties as well as weaker connections.

Throughout this book, I’ve sprinkled tangible, practical, accessible ways we all can play a vital role in helping young people develop their own blueprint, which translates to a redefined path of lifelong success.


It is my hope that kids will return to these foundational skills again and again, throughout their life—and that these skills will help them reflect, adapt, and redirect in a world increasingly different from the one their parents grew up in.



Getting In Is Not Enough isn’t about how we transform a kid. It is a model for how we can transform the world by focusing on the skills young people need to navigate a high-tech, pandemic-adjusted world. It doesn’t mean we place less emphasis on the humanities or the sciences; it simply means we recognize that other long-ignored modes of developing oneself are at least as important in transforming a life as they are in transforming a society.

Our world is ever changing, often in ways that are socially, economically, and politically unpredictable. What feels like daily uncertainty and a lack of stability is the root of much of the anxiety and the sense of overwhelm that is shared by children and adults alike. Many jobs in demand today didn’t exist two decades ago and therefore might be better suited to different kinds of education or training skills—and daily life itself seems to be constantly shifting, often as science and technology advance.

The most important aspect of my work is how it has helped young people feel about their journey and their role in the world. I regularly see students who once felt defeated and alone bounce out of my office with enthusiasm about learning these foundational skills. They’ve become more intrinsically motivated and excited about their options and possibilities. I’ve also seen the energy in audiences at schools around the world when young people have an “a-ha!” moment, realizing that they, too, can use these foundational skills to optimize their potential and change their daily lives—and then the future as well.

I am an optimistic realist who has worked with thousands of young people and their families around the world and seen, time and time again, the power of listening to kids and supporting them in developing a sense of control over their journey. When we do this, we enable them to thrive well beyond their wildest dreams and, in the process, erase the faulty finish line that college admissions has become.






CHAPTER 1
EXPANDING OUR VISION BEYOND THE FAULTY FINISH LINE

AFTER SPENDING THE PAST DECADE VISITING DIFFERENT SCHOOLS and communities, I can confidently say two things: one, nearly every community has its own set of false finish lines, and two, none of this happens overnight. Nearly all parents and caregivers find themselves in the midst of hundreds of false little finish lines that start far earlier and become far more ingrained than we realize. Remember those pregnancy apps that say the baby should be the size of, say, a mango in utero, during this particular week? Or comparing a child to the height and weight percentiles for infants and toddlers at the pediatrician’s office? Or the ways teachers and parents can become unnerved if kids don’t hit certain milestones at certain times? These milestones can certainly be valuable indicators of whether extra support and intervention might be necessary at a given time. However, they can also cause unnecessary panic.

Somewhere down the line, the agony that can come from these false finish lines starts to make kids nervous, too. There starts to be this nagging belief that if they don’t make the traveling soccer team or qualify for advanced fifth-grade math or AP classes as a high school junior or land first chair in the orchestra or win the 4-H rodeo, that something, anything, everything might fall apart. All our goals, plans, and dreams hinge quietly on these narrow and never-ending false finish lines. In time, some of the milestones that initially kept parents awake become sources of children’s angst as well.

All students benefit from developing a certain set of skills throughout their elementary, middle, and high school years, and some classes and activities can be enormously helpful in developing those skills. For instance, participating in a school play can provide students with organizational, prioritization, and communication skills. Being on the debate team may help some students learn how to form a succinct argument quickly and flex their thinking in multiple ways in order to be convincing. (Notice that I didn’t say “being the star debater” on the debate team.) Being a reporter for the school newspaper can help with critical-thinking skills, creativity, and meeting deadlines. (Notice again that I didn’t say “being the top reporter or editor in chief ” of the school newspaper.) Adaptable thinking, curiosity, and meeting deadlines are important skills in childhood and adulthood. Shifting our focus to place more value on core academic and personal development as well as life-management skills can be the foundation for lasting fulfillment in multiple areas of life.

One of the many points in the college admissions process where I’ve seen our detrimental faulty finish line mind-set is when high school seniors apply to a school and get deferred, which can feel like a derailment for students and families more than we imagine.

DEFERRAL

“I did everything right. I, I, I did everything they told me to…,” Lauren says, her voice trailing off. Her brown hair tied in a loose bun, she is wearing an oversized sweatshirt emblazoned with COLUMBIA that casually envelops her petite frame.

After weeks of disrupted sleep, Lauren feels hopelessly on the verge of a breakdown. She’s a teenager with nine college applications due within a week, but not a single one is ready to submit. Or at least that’s what she thinks.

She’d spent weeks nervously awaiting an admissions decision from her “dream school.” The email had finally arrived but not with the news she’d hoped for. Instead of being accepted, she’d been deferred. That moment when she learned this news has been replaying in her mind ever since, each time ending with questions like, What else could I have done? What was wrong with my essay? Why did they take the other girl at my high school and defer me?
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Lauren had applied to her “dream school” Early Decision in November of her senior year. Being deferred in mid-December meant she wouldn’t know whether she would be accepted until sometime in the spring, and the odds were not in her favor. At many schools, the number of students who are deferred from Early Decision and ultimately accepted is low; at Duke, only 110 initially deferred students joined the class of 2026, which is 5 percent of all accepted students.1 Over the past few years, MIT reports having admitted between one hundred and three hundred students in Regular Admission who were deferred in Early Admission, and at Georgia Tech University, approximately 20 percent of deferred students were ultimately accepted for the first-year classes of 2025 and 2026.2 Lauren’s notification date had effectively been punted, which meant that in addition to processing the disappointment of not getting the news she wanted, she now had looming deadlines to finish the applications to other schools that she had been avoiding.

The deferral has left her school counselor concerned. He is now strongly encouraging her to apply Early Decision II to another school. Problem is, there’s no other school that Lauren is excited to commit to attending if accepted. At this moment when everything seems in flux, she feels too overwhelmed to make a decision. According to her school counselor, Lauren’s application might get lost in the shuffle if she applies to other schools during the regular decision application cycle. She is a strong student, but according to the school counselor, she’s not “top of her class.” As a result, he tells Lauren and her parents quite plainly that she is “running the risk of not getting in anywhere good.”

Early Decision is a college enrollment strategy where a student applies to a school, and as part of their application signs a note saying that if accepted, they commit to enrolling in said university. In other words, if you let me in, I promise I will attend. The strategic machinations of whether to apply Early Decision have been around for years, since before I applied to college in the 1990s. Some colleges now fill more than half their first-year class using the Early Decision process. Over the past few years, colleges have offered more than one deadline to apply Early Decision, leading to Early Decision II and Early Decision III deadlines in January and beyond. The reasoning for asking for a seemingly binding commitment is not tied to student wellness, of course. It is tied to enrollment management and yield—making sure the applicants whose grades, personal statement, and achievements are pored over and who are ultimately accepted attend the university.

Now, as Lauren sits before me on the other side of a virtual Zoom room, we are on opposite coasts, but I can clearly see the emotional impact of uncertainty and overwhelm in real time. Trying to sound witty and charming and wise in a host of short essays while experiencing an underlying state of panic is difficult for any teenager, even a writer as talented as Lauren.

As we’ve talked, she’s been fighting back tears, but now she snaps back with precision. “Okay, let’s go,” she says. She regains her determined composure and returns to editing, seemingly unaffected, as if her face has been splashed with a bucket of cold water. I see sentences forming on my screen as she writes in our shared Google document.


[image: image]
“Lauren, it is going to work out,” I say gingerly, repeating words that someone told me many years ago that I didn’t, at the time, believe any more than she believes them now. “We just don’t know how it will turn out. Right now is hard, and I get it. Not knowing how it will work out can feel overwhelming.”

“I know, I know, but can I complain for one minute?” she says with a sly smile and a tilt of her head, and when I nod, she shares a bit of gossip from her elite private high school on the Upper East Side of New York City.

To the outside world, Lauren is confident, decisive, and bold. Her career aspiration is to be a human rights lawyer, and she’s earned As in many of the Advanced Placement courses at her high school. She’s interned at a nonprofit organization fighting human trafficking, shadowed a criminal court judge, and is a highly ranked debater. She acts in plays and writes poetry and spent more than a year organizing an online writing group and exchange with a group of girls her age in Afghanistan. They met weekly until the country fell to the Taliban in August 2021.

For years, I’ve maintained a strict policy of not working during the last two weeks of December. I’ll happily work more hours throughout the year to have those two weeks completely off—no meetings, no phone calls, nothing but unstructured time to read, write, watch movies, walk, and work out. I tell everyone and anyone that I will be unavailable. Over the past fifteen years, my focus on executive functioning skills and proactive planning created a system where high school students can manage their college application process and complete all their applications around Thanksgiving of their senior year, in part to avoid the sort of end-of-the-year overwhelm Lauren is now experiencing.

A few days before my self-imposed holiday bliss is set to begin, Lauren sends me a note telling me that she’s been deferred. Even though I hadn’t worked with Lauren on her application process, I’ve known her mom professionally for years and offered Lauren insight and perspective as a family friend. Not long thereafter, I catch up with Lauren’s parents as I am walking my dogs in the morning, and I hear the heightened strain through the phone line. Lauren’s mother admits she herself hasn’t been sleeping. Should they have advised her differently? What could they, and she, have done differently? Should she have applied Early Decision somewhere else? The school counselor’s mere suggestion that Lauren might not get in anywhere “good” unless she applies Early Decision II to another school induces unbearable levels of stress for Lauren and everyone in her immediate orbit, including her parents, sister, and the family dog, a snowy white shih tzu named Lola.

Despite my upcoming break, I offer to act as a sounding board as Lauren comes to the realization that she is exhausted from a long semester, feels dejected, and has a mountain of work to complete. Lauren is not one of my students, I reason, and I am doing this because






















PRAISE FOR GETTING IN IS NOT ENOUGH


“Getting into college has become an endless series of jumping through hoops for teenagers, yet when they get to campus they don’t often know their purpose for being there.… In this timely and important book, Ana Homayoun gives students and families the blueprint they need to launch into a fulfilling life and engaging career. At a time when the skills needed to keep up in any job are churning at an ever faster pace, Homayoun provides us with a guide to the foundational skills that will help us succeed no matter what.”

—Jeffrey Selingo, New York Times best-selling author of Who Gets In and Why and There Is Life After College



“Getting In Is Not Enough is the book I will recommend over and over in the coming years, a gift to parents, educators, and adolescents confused by the conflicting demands of achievement and fulfillment.”

—Jessica Lahey, New York Times best-selling author of The Gift of Failure and The Addiction Inoculation



“Ana Homayoun has given parents a blueprint for guiding all kids—not just the most advantaged—in the “how,” not the “what,” of authentic, lifelong success.… What matters most are the skills our kids use to make sense of [things to] take on life’s challenges.… This book will come as a relief for every parent who wants to help strengthen the bones of the building [and] not just its facade.”

—Rachel Simmons, author of Odd Girl Out and Enough As She Is



“Eye-opening and compelling, this book has the answers that parents and educators need right now. We’ve been mismeasuring achievement and pushing kids toward the wrong goals. Homayoun shows us how to shift our mindsets and nurture the real skills children need to identify and fulfill their own aspirations.”

—Jordan Shapiro, author of Father Figure and The New Childhood



“Goodbye to the false finish line! Ana Homayoun is stoking important conversations, and we can only hope parents, teachers, and counselors are listening. I love her empowering, open-minded approach to guiding young adults on their varied paths to adulthood.”

—Mary Laura Philpott, author of Bomb Shelter: Love, Time, and Other Explosives



“What’s more important than any acceptance letter? Self-acceptance.… This book is practical, extraordinarily empathetic, and a breath of fresh air, and it’s just what the doctor ordered for anxious parents and anxious teens alike.”

—Anya Kamenetz, author of The Stolen Year and The Art of Screen Time



“In an exponentially changing world, Getting In Is Not Enough gives us new perspectives and frameworks for redefining success. Recognizing the range of barriers every individual faces and the scope of talent each [young adult] brings, this brilliant book helps students and parents prepare for a fulfilling future in which one can run [their] own race.”

—Sanyin Siang, executive director at Duke University’s Coach K Center on Leadership and Ethics (COLE), CEO Advisor, and author of The Launch Book



“In her thought-provoking book, Ana Homayoun fearlessly questions the prevailing mindset that a good life is simply a linear path from good grades to a good school and ultimately a good job.… With unflinching conviction, Homayoun gives readers the insight and encouragement needed to dismantle this harmful fallacy. Getting In Is Not Enough will resonate deeply with caring adults who believe that young people deserve the opportunity to self-define success and chart their own authentic path.”

—Kyle Schwartz, author of I Wish My Teacher Knew and I Wish for Change



“There is a ‘door’s always open’ sensibility to Getting In Is Not Enough. Ana Homayoun seemed to be writing just to me, as if I were one of the thousands of parents who’ve walked into her office looking for sage guidance for my kids from that advisor to whom everyone wants to talk. She answers your questions yet, more importantly, encourages you to ask better questions about what your kids genuinely want and need. This book offers smart [and] practical advice that will help every parent reset household expectations for what success really means.”

—Gregg Behr, coauthor, When You Wonder, You’re Learning: Mister Rogers’ Enduring Lessons for Raising Creative, Curious, Caring Kids
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“A fresh framework for supporting young people’s well-being,
purpose, and resilience in a rapidly changing world.”

—MEG JOSEPHSON, LCSW, New York Times bestselling
author of Are You Mad at Me?
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