

WEEK 1, AUGUST 23–29

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

THE PEOPLE’S GUIDE TO COLLEGE APPLICATIONS PROVIDES WEEKLY to-do lists for the college applicant and their support team. The program begins at the entrance to senior year because that’s when many students really get going. If you are reading these words in the summer before senior year, during junior year, or even before that, you can step through just as effectively and at a comfortable pace, maybe. Some people feel better luxuriating in the time and details. Others need to fly. Know yourself, your way, and your unique structural circumstance, and be okay with it all.

This time period can be tricky for families because everyone may be a little freaked out about the huge changes on the way. Parents doubt their own parenting, and students live in horror that they will disappoint everyone. People fight. This is normal, and kind of sweet. You care about each other. Throughout this book, I will suggest many ways to connect. Try some! It’s okay if you fight your way through, and it’s okay if it all feels kind of disastrous. As your person prepares to leave you (either by entering a new phase of life or moving to a new town), you all have to shift some structures, separate a little to create independence, and hold on for dear life. This is confusing. This is senior year. This is love.

If you’re a student, you might be feeling bad that you haven’t done more already. If you’re a concerned adult, you might be upset with your kid because they haven’t done more. You might be upset with yourself that you haven’t figured out a good way to compel your kid to do more. You might be looking around, thinking that everyone else is better prepared. But the truth is, all of you are in the middle of it already, and none of you are almost done.

Applying to college is just one important step in this lifelong process of figuring yourself out. You’ve actually been working on your own personal narrative for your whole life. But it’s super tough to find the confidence to write it all down, pretty it up, and throw it into the world. It’s near impossible to do this with any dignity while your concerned adults are anxiously fretting. Doing it while you’re also trying to do the intellectual, emotional, and physical work of high school? That’s a lot. The process is overwhelming. It’s not just you. It’s overwhelming for everyone. But it’s also pretty cool.

Even after this business of applying to college is over, you will need to keep seeking yourself, uncovering your idiosyncratic contributions to the world. There are no definitive answers, just a forever process. And because it is forever, you don’t really have to get it exactly right at this minute. If you do, the game is over. You just have to start playing. It won’t be perfect, but it almost definitely will be beautiful. Because you are beautiful; I promise.


STUDENTS


Value Your Uncertainty

Who are you? Throughout this book, I will ask this question in many different forms, and you will answer it in a billion ways. Your job is not to find the perfect answer but to find as many answers as you can, as fast as you can, without really thinking that much at first. You are what? Sixteen? Seventeen? Eighteen? You are so young. You can’t possibly have perfect answers for such open-question ridiculousness! So just throw a bunch of possible answers out. This is the process! You must learn to be good at throwing unsure ideas into the world. No brilliant process has ever begun with certainty. If we were already certain about it, then we wouldn’t need any brilliance, would we? Brilliance always starts in an unsure, not-knowing place. Value your uncertainty!




Make Peace with Your Worries

Are you worried that you’re too late, too immature, too lazy? What will happen? Will you disappoint your parents, give your parents exactly what they want, deny yourself what you want, pick wrong, pick right and then not get in, not be able to afford it, not succeed? What if I told you that every single person who ever applied to college worried in exactly this way? No kidding, every single one. Well, I’ve met a few people who say they aren’t worried or stressed. Maybe they’re not. Maybe they know what they’re doing. I am so happy for them! But I don’t completely believe them.




Give Yourself a Pep Talk

Self-doubt is not productive. There’s not much to be done with “I can’t do it.” Yet “I can’t do it” can feel entirely true because the tasks of a college application are so daunting and so involved. We double down on our “I can’t do it” and announce it to the world, thereby creating a little team of doubters—people who tell us, “yes, you can,” but who certainly harbor some doubt, we know, because we put it there. This means that we have to do extra great to show those people who doubt us, which can make us feel paralyzed. It’s a tricky cycle.

But often, there’s a tiny part of us—sometimes the tiniest, tiniest part—that knows we can certainly do this thing well. We just have to go with that part. We have to. We really don’t have a choice if we hope to avoid the boring cycle of nothing-outcomes. Make a deal with yourself right now: “I will not self-deprecate to anyone, even to myself.”

Ironically, it takes a great deal of humility to be confident, to refrain from burdening others with our self-doubt. In gathering our confidence, we must recognize that people actually aren’t that dependent on our successes or failures, that they all exist in their own spaces, in their own stories, and in their own worries. The humblest thing in the world, actually, is to gather up your confidence and try really hard. Try hard! Be you. You can do it!




Visit Some Places

Ideally, you’ll step onto a few campus lawns and into a few institutional buildings to smell the dirt and the floor cleaner, but more on that later. For now, just pause in the places where you are. What do you love about the little tree on the corner? Do you like the feel of that tree next to your shoulder? Would you like to live in a place with lots of trees? How do you feel when you are surrounded by tons of people—at a pep rally, on a parade route, at a festival, or during rush hour? Do you feel part of things, scared, anxious, lonely, alive, happy? Are you cold? Do you mind? Is it cozy? Do you love water? Does it beckon you, away from important things?

Do you feel like an outsider in your hometown? In your school? Are there people like you there? Do you feel like you belong? The beautiful thing about next steps is that you’ll get a chance to experience what it feels like in other places. Maybe you’ll find a sense of belonging like you’ve never had! Figure out what makes you feel good.




Talk to Your Parents

Pretend you are their parent. Listen to them in your best parental way. They are so cute, so neurotic, so worried. It’s okay to patronize them a little bit. Tell them that everything will be okay and that there are many wonderful schools out there. It will work out. Tell them that this is a journey and you’ll be with them the whole way.




Think about Money

Money is not so powerful, little pieces of paper and metal. It sure acts powerfully, though. It has the ability to stress, prohibit, differentiate, and demean. It knows how to situate itself between you and the people and places you love. You have to pay attention to it, but don’t let it shut down your possibilities yet. There are still many financial unknowns. Right now, all you must know is that college can be economically stressful. Hold that reality gently in your hands, like a tiny puppy with sharp teeth.

It’s not the right time to flee from danger and cross “apply to college” off your to-do list. You don’t yet know how much your potential colleges will cost. Critically, the sticker price of a school is rarely the price you pay. Many of the most expensive schools are actually free for people who live below a particular income level. Many seemingly expensive schools can be relatively cheap for those in the middle class. There is a financial puzzle to be solved, and excellent applications are key. Hold on to your puppy!




Be Open

You might change your mind on so many things: what you want to do, who you want to be, and who you are. We are these mutable little creatures who encounter so many logistical, social, emotional, and ideological turning points. We can flip upside down and back again in a minute. Doors close and open throughout our lives, and we get to walk through, walk back, and walk through again. Stay open to the opportunities, be resilient with the twists and turns, and trust your intuition.






CONCERNED ADULTS

Look, I’m not going to boldly subject-head your steps this first week because I want to have a straightforward little talk with you. Throughout this book, I suggest many wonderful things that you can do for your student and that you can do for yourself. I give you weekly lists of instructions, which include helpful advice and sample talks for your kid. I suggest opportunities for introspective questions, gentle reminders, and forceful directives, which include flowery pep talks and aggressive manipulations. I offer self-help activities for you. On top of all this, I give your student so many big, little, simple, and complicated steps for forward movement. Your young person may ignore these and need you to push them forward. They may want you to read the steps and then feed them with the process.

But listen. You don’t have to do any of these things. At this point in life, you have your way. You probably have many ways that have proven reliable. I honor this with my whole heart. I hope that you will grab what you need to stay afloat and ignore any directives or advice that threaten to push you further underwater. I imagine you trying to work, clean, bathe, fix, mow, solve, forgive, remove, purchase. Are you trying to get a child to eat and another to stop eating? Is it already way past everyone’s bedtime? Is your boss mad at you? Are you running the place and no one knows it? Does your partner have zero ability to find the sesame oil? Is your child totally functioning while also completely falling apart?

Your hands are full, my lovely. Don’t worry if you don’t get to your section. Ask for help if you want someone else to manage it. If you can’t ask for help, just be proud that you’re doing your best, even if your best sucks on some days. Please, take it easy on yourself.

It’s an odd thing to grow a little creature from fierce love and protectiveness through days and years which include so many versions of mastery and collapse. We watch our child dismantle a good toy and simultaneously know that they will become (a) an engineer or (b) a felon. The roller coaster of struggle, discovery, pain, and joy moves so fast, there’s little time to understand and become comfortable with the ride. By the time our young people reach their late teenage years, regardless of whether they have siblings, even if they’ve been really great kids, we’re starting to feel creaky and exhausted. Our neural pathways of worry are so deeply etched, there’s almost no escaping anxiety. We’ve been so patient for so long. And we’re really not sure they’re going to make it. The child still sobs wildly over history papers. Or forgets they have history papers. They seem incapable of responding to wake-up alarms or fire alarms or relationship alarms, like really incapable. We find vape pens, beer bottles, irresponsibility, and sadness all over the place even though they know how ridiculously paranoid we’ve become about these precise things. But still we envision their flourishing and hold hope that they will go to college—because it seems like a decent next step. And it is!

I’m all for trade schools, artistic thrivings, ambitious tech startups, and other launch pads that nurture talent and growth as they redesign the high school–college trajectory, but if your family is education curious, college is quite a wonderful step. Your child may find a niche that fits them well. They might encounter a friend group that is worldly, nice, smart, and politically aligned with your ideals. They may be drawn to a subject matter and a study abroad program that will take them (and you, when you visit) to new cultures and countries. They may become passionate about a topic that solves global problems. They will make you proud, they will mess up, they will grow, they will mature in a somewhat safe environment with responsible adults around. It’s a pretty good opportunity.

Parents tend to fall on a continuum as they approach this phase and the college application. Some have a million ideas on exactly how their child should fill out application questions and exactly what their child should write in their college essays. They jot notes to themselves about businesses their person might start to demonstrate initiative. They research Himalayan peaks that might be trekked to get a leg up on the competition. Ridiculously ready for the magnum opus of their parenting life, they will do anything to reach the height and protect their child from suffering. This book helps them to step back so that they can trust their child and the process.

On the other end of the spectrum, there are many people who believe that kids must really figure things out for themselves. If they are going to make it through college on their own, they must make it into college on their own. Sink or swim. This approach comes in useful if you can’t get your person to talk with you.

But the reality is this: it’s very difficult to work through the complex economic, academic, and social aspects of the college application process alone. Navigating FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student Aid), Naviance, and the applications in all their forms (e.g., Common, Universal, Common Black, Coalition, system-shared, and individual school) can be bewildering. Picking colleges and an initial path is a massive logistical, intellectual, and emotional task. Students and parents need support networks.

Moreover, writing is something best done in conversation with other people. All the books on the market are edited. All the writing that people do should be edited. A second or third or fourth set of eyes is crucial for any high-level work and for becoming better at any task. It is not cheating to consider your life with other people and then to have them help you formulate it with structural criticisms, grammar corrections, and word cuts. Your young person needs you as they apply to college.

They have run, crawled, and fought their way through twenty-five-and-a-half miles of the growing-up marathon, and now they might be a bit crampy and locked up. This idea that they are leaving you and that they need to make it on their own and that they might disappoint you can be a lot to handle. You don’t need to do any one particular thing to be there for them. You just have to be there.

And one important note: There are many inequities in the systems and processes that structure our world. Money, education, history, and luck impact people variably. Some students will find an easier path to support than others. Some adults will find an easier path in their caretaking. Inevitably, there will be many students and adults who walk through a bit lost and without support. Once you help your baby, help others. We can do this.






WEEK 2, AUGUST 30–SEPTEMBER 5

WHO LOVES YOU?

THIS WEEK, YOU HIT THE GROUND RUNNING, LEAP INTO ACTION, set things in motion, dive in! You just have to close your eyes and go. On the other side of go, things are so much calmer. But that first step is a doozy.

When my husband and I bought our farm, we knew it was a bit ridiculous. We are people of shockingly few practical skills. To run a farm, take care of a centuries-old farmhouse, and have a fourth kid without a good stash of cash is simply not feasible. But it sounded interesting and fun. So I just started telling people we were doing it. I started showing them plans for potential flower fields and pond revitalization projects. I told the children we would get a dog. They started drawing adorable pictures of bucolic scenes—red barns and apples trees. I told my boss. Once the community was on board, either with grave concerns or cheerleader-y ideas, it was done.

You must declare your intentions to your community now—your teachers, your counselor, your parents, your friends. If you are an adult who thinks college might be the right direction for your kid, look them in the eye and tell them that you know they can do it. Even if you aren’t sure, there’s part of you that knows. Stand on that part and declare it. If you are a student, tell your friends that you’re thinking about UCLA. (Maybe you thought about it once. Think about it again now. There. You’re thinking about UCLA.) Your community will rally behind you, with you, ready to propel you in whatever way they tend to propel you.


STUDENTS


Be Considerate

You literally can’t apply to college on your own. You must start this whole process with your teachers and your school counselor because you have a favor to ask them and they need time to complete this favor. Taking care of them takes care of you.

In fact, taking care of the people around you is the number one thing you have to do to get into schools. Doing well on your applications, in college, and in life involves being nice to people. Colleges want to admit nice students, considerate people, and kids who play well with others. They’re trying to build community, and that process happens most efficiently when people aren’t too explicitly selfish. So be totally considerate of everyone in your life from now on, okay?

You probably are, explicitly. But there might be little ways in which stresses pervade your subconscious and seep out of you into the lives of others. Take care of yourself to minimize your stress and prepare yourself for openness. Ironically, in the midst of all the logistical, developmental, and emotional upheavals of now—right when you are diving deep within yourself to enter this extraordinarily personal project—it is the perfect time to consider others and involve them in your life and your projects. As you move through each step of this application process, pause and wonder about all the people who connect to you. How does your life impact their lives? Let’s start with your teachers.

Your teachers and your school counselor need to prepare recommendation letters for you ASAP, but they are busy people! They must write something long and great about you. And not just for you. Other students are probably asking them for letters, too. And your teachers have to prepare your lessons, teach you and your classmates all day, take care of their families, and walk their dogs. They need time. Ask now! I’ll walk you through it.




Select Your Letter Writers

You must include two teacher letters in your applications to most schools. If you are great at math, include a high school math teacher. If you are amazing at science, pick your favorite science teacher. English teachers are always great because they can write! If your English teacher seems to know and appreciate you, pick them. Did you struggle in a class and then turn it around? That teacher might be able to write about your resilience. A teacher who is also the leader of one of your clubs or sports might have a lot to say because they know you in multiple contexts. Do you have a teacher who you love because they are so laid back? Do they calm you because they let things slide? This might be great, but it might not. Can you picture them putting time into a letter for you? If you can picture this, ask them! If you think they might let the task slide, don’t ask them. Don’t worry about finding someone famous. Just find the person who can and will share stories about you. (If you’re not sure that this person exists, don’t worry. I’ve got advice for you in the “Guidelines for Writing Academic and Professional Emails” textbox later in the chapter.)

Your school counselor also must write a recommendation letter for your application. (If you are homeschooled, your principal caretaker is considered your school counselor.) The counselor letter helps your college understand the context in which you were educated, how your GPA system works, how your particular course of study fits in with the offerings of your school, and how you have contributed to that school. Get in touch with them this week.





Prepare a Resume for Your Letter Writers and for Yourself

A resume is a lovely document that contains the curated you—a little piece of artfully constructed self that you hand to others. It is helpful when asking for application letters. It is often essential when seeking scholarships, awards, internships, and work. Some colleges will ask if you want to submit one along with your application.

If you already have a resume, that’s great! Update it. Add your current extracurriculars and your burgeoning skills.

If you don’t have a resume yet, let’s build one. This baby will grow, change, and become more beautiful throughout your college application process as you remember the things you’ve done and as you recognize your skills. Throughout your life, you will come back to this resume to add, subtract, shift, and redesign. I’ve removed all of my cook and waitress jobs because my work doesn’t involve those skills anymore, but I will never remove my bike messenger job. I like it on my resume because it shows people that I was once fierce-girl-strong-cool. Hopeful that I still am, I leave it on. You get to choose how to curate yourself. A resume is powerful.

Here is the most basic of templates. Make your headers bold, italic, or capitalized to differentiate. Add indentations. Center things. Use bullets. Use boxes and lines to make it pretty. Stylize to your heart’s content, but no need for perfume or fancy fonts. You can choose full sentences or fragments when you create descriptions, but keep them consistent. For example, you might start each description with a verb in the past tense for things that happened in the past and a verb in the present tense for things that you are still doing. Resumes are loveliest when they are simple, elegant, and consistent. Search the internet for “resume templates” to give you more ideas.



A Simple Resume Template

NAME

Address | Phone Number | Email

Education

High School Name, City, State

Expected Graduation: month, year

GPA: unweighted and weighted

Course highlights: AP, IB, honors, specialized

Standardized tests: SAT, ACT, PSAT

Awards & Honors

Award, Scholarship, or Honor Society, year, description

Award, Scholarship, or Honor Society, year, description

Etc.

Extracurricular Activities

Organization or Team, role or position, date started to date ended or “present”

Description (include leadership roles and accomplishments in your descriptions)

Organization or Team, role or position, date started to date ended or “present”

Description (include leadership roles and accomplishments in your descriptions)

Etc.

Volunteer Experience

Organization, role or position, date started to date ended or “present”

Description (include the things you did and why they mattered)

Organization, role or position, date started to date ended or “present”

Description (include the things you did and why they mattered)

Etc.

Work Experience

Company Name, job title, date started to date ended or “present”

Description (include your responsibilities and what you learned)

Company Name, job title, date started to date ended or “present”

Description (include your responsibilities and what you learned)

Etc.

Skills

Technical: You might include PowerPoint, Python, or 3D printing.

Languages: You might say that you are fluent in French or that you know basic sign language.

Personal: This might include particular caretaking skills, public speaking, political organizing, or social media expertise.

Hobbies & Interests

You might include creative writing, skateboarding, or game playing, for example.



Just go for it, using great verbs to describe your accomplishments and skills.


Led, organized, coordinated, managed, facilitated, presented, communicated, collaborated, explained, persuaded, advocated, supported, participated, guided, encouraged, created, designed, developed, illustrated, solved, improved, streamlined, researched, analyzed, investigated, studied, compiled, programmed, debugged, tested, built, configured, installed, budgeted, fundraised, allocated, balanced, secured, mentored, coached, instructed, advised, educated, demonstrated, served, hosted, welcomed, assisted, prepared, cooked, cleaned, entertained, nurtured, fed, bathed, changed, read to, mowed, raked, trimmed, weeded, planted, watered, fertilized, mulched, landscaped, shoveled, swept.



Now, let’s say you haven’t illustrated, compiled, fertilized, or verbed that much in a professional or academic capacity. That’s okay; I promise. If you haven’t participated in any extracurriculars or if you haven’t held any jobs, just cut those sections. Add a more general section titled “Skills” or “Experience,” then list four or five of your top skills or experiences. Are you particularly good with numbers or words? Do you doodle like Picasso? Can you put together wonderful outfits or exciting adventures? Do you problem-solve for your siblings? Are you generous about changing the kitty litter or the car oil? Are you observant when someone changes their earrings or their state of mind? If you’re still stuck, look at the verb list and figure out in which ways you have done any of those things. Start with what you do and add it to your resume. Honor your youth, your beginnings, and your perfectly great place in life.





Gather Materials to Give to Your Letter Writers

Now you have a resume! It might feel short, sweet, insecure, exhaustive, or exhausting, but you did it. You have a foundation to work with as you move toward “just right.” Did you do a brag sheet for your school? Some schools assign and require these personal surveys as a way to help you get your application going. If you have a brag sheet started, read it over. Add to it. Think of a couple stories that might be the perfect examples for the particular questions. Fix your grammar. Finish questions you left unfinished. Don’t worry if you don’t have a brag sheet filled with stories! You have a resume!

Additionally, you might have an amazing essay you wrote, a portrait you sketched, a website you created, a social media account that shines. Gather one or two artifacts of your brilliance (your resume, your brag sheet, your essay, or portrait) and put them on your computer desktop, ready to send to your recommenders. Print them out, too. Some teachers prefer hard copies; printed materials might feel more formal, more polite, easier to find, easier to read. Some people like email; their computers act like little storage boxes for their stuff, and they appreciate the environmental benefits. You can print and email or do one or the other. Use your best judgment.




Write Your Letter Writers

You must craft a beautiful email and/or letter for each of your recommenders. First, make sure you spell their names correctly. Always be ridiculously careful with other people’s names because they matter. Your school website will probably have a list.

Titles are really important, too: Mr., Ms., Mx., Mrs., Miss, Dr., Professor. These titles say and mean more than you might think. People with MDs are medical doctors and should be referred to as “Dr. [last name].” People with PhDs are






	Err on the side of formality: Write “Dear Dr. Constantino,” even if you call the person Jill or bruh in class.

	Include a nice greeting: “I hope you are having a great week.” Or “I loved the lesson on the quadratic formula.” Or “The world feels a little dark lately, I hope you’re holding up well.” Or “I hope you had time to be out in the beautiful sunshine this week!” Try to sincerely connect with them (and everyone). It feels nice.

	Get to the point pretty quickly: “I wondered if you would be willing to write me a letter of recommendation.”

	Tell them why you picked them and be specific: “I love the way you teach our class.” “You seem to have an authentic love for the material, and I feel myself beginning to love it alongside of you.” “It surprised me when you explained …” “When you told that story about your relationship to mathematical proofs, I realized …” “When you empathized with my struggle, I felt …” “I think you, more than anyone, know how I …”

	Remind them why you are great. You might feel braggy or rude, telling people about the good things you have done, but it’s an important skill to be gracefully confident. “It meant so much to me when you complimented my essay on Jane Eyre. I wasn’t sure if I had it right or not, and now I have this newfound confidence …” Or “I thought you might be able to write about the presentation I did on naked mole-rats. You said it was one of the best in the class. I attached it here—because who doesn’t want more naked mole-rats in their life!”

	Be yourself. Your teacher probably has a good sense of who you are, even if you don’t often directly interact. Being yourself in an email will assure them that they are right in their assessment. Your tone will also remind them to write about your personality. If you’re funny, be funny. If you’re really sweet, be really sweet. If you are particularly quiet in class and you worry that your teacher might not know you that well, don’t worry. Guidelines 4 and 5 will help them know you better, so spend extra time and space on that part of your email.

	Let your teachers know that you understand that you are asking them to do work for you. Show your gratitude in advance: “I recognize that we are in a busy time of the year. Thank you so much for considering my request.”

	Tell your teacher the timeline and submission instructions. “I hope to start wrapping up my application in the beginning of October [even if this is your very rosiest projection for yourself], so if you can finish the letter and submit it through Naviance with the help of Ms. Poole [your school-assigned guidance counselor or your particular application portal] by September 21, I’d be so grateful.”

	Tell your teacher that you are attaching your resume or your brag sheet or a poem. Tell them why you think it might be helpful. “I am attaching my resume below. It will give you a summary of what I’ve been up to over the last few years. I hope the material is helpful as you write my letter. Please let me know if you have any questions.” Or “I’m attaching a poem I wrote for your class. I thought that it might help you remember the quality of my work. Thank you for teaching that poem into me!”

	Sign your name. Are you a Sincerely person? A Best wishes girl? A You’re the best! guy? A Have a nice day! person? It’s time to consider your professional persona.

	Attach the material you gathered that provides the evidence of your brilliance! Remember to attach. I always forget to attach.








Visit Your Letter Writers






Sign Up to Take the SAT or the ACT One More Time (Maybe)













CONCERNED ADULTS


Consider the Stresses of Senior Year




















Suggest Letter Writers







Build Some Resumes








Offer Help to Your Child as They Write Their Teacher Emails






Ask If Your Student Has Met with Their Teachers and Counselor










Celebrate Those Letter Requests






Check in about Future SAT and ACT Tests









ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

IT IS IMPOSSIBLE TO IDENTIFY ALL THE MOMENTS THAT CAUSE US to wonder about this world and our place within it, the processes at the heart of this book. But I am certain of a few. Our open-eyed identity formation must start when we’re little, when the people around us teach us how to sense our surroundings in new ways. When my dad showed me that constellations might be upside-down for me and right-side up for others, and when my mom dragged the algae from the lake onto her belly to inspect it rather than avoiding the green slime like the other mothers, I learned to see. Thank you!

My brothers and sisters (the ones who have been with me forever and those who joined us later), my parental figures of all kinds (here and passed on), my nieces and nephews—each one so beautiful and unique: To share raviolis, beer, brisket, board games, trivia, puzzles, epic athletic feats, books, and brave writing is pure delight. Thank you!

I must thank my Illinois people for making my own college experience so amazing. I am forever grateful for the driving, striving, struggling, porch-sitting, future-pondering, traveling, justice-making, security-giving. Oh, you are foundational.

Thank you, to my Teach for America friends, for having the faith and courage to shift systems.

And thank you to my friends at the Mosaic Project and Global Routes. You have opened so many eyes, minds, and hearts, including mine.

To my anthropology cohort and professors at the University of Michigan, who helped me understand power and all the forces that obstruct and illuminate, thank you.

So much gratitude to my colleagues and friends in the Expository Writing Department at Harvard and the Sweetland Writing Center at Michigan who taught me the magical formulas for impactful writing and thinking. You have launched a million vectors of brilliance and world-betterment through your work.

Thank you to my students at Harvard and Michigan who gnashed their teeth with me as we identified the holes in thought through which compassion might shine. Thank you to the students before them—at Northwest High School in Halifax County, in Puerto Villamil on Isabela Island, and at Holly Park in Seattle. With your joy, ingenuity, and resilience, you have taught me the depth of character and strength.

I am so grateful for my colleagues at Cabot House and in the administration of Harvard, who helped me figure out how to structure community and make space for audacious pursuits. You are nurturing, fair, kind, and visionary.

Thank you to my college applicants—the students and their families who sat with me in the barn, in the library (thank you, librarians! All librarians!), at our tables, on FaceTime, across email. I am deeply honored that you have trusted me with your amazing stories. May you thrive!

Thank you to all the editors of this book, of past and future books, of student essays, of hard texts, of life thoughts. Clarity, concision, attention, brave criticism, and loving support set new ideas free.

Of course, this book would not be possible without Jake Bonar of Prometheus Books and Jill Marsal of Marsal Lyon Literary Agency. Jake, your confidence in this project and your warmth in all of our interactions have been validating, generous, and generative. You have encouraged and then channeled my flightier notions, giving me the space to think freely and the confidence to rein it in. Jill, you are fast, certain, and so smart. For all I know and write about the desperate and emotional difficulties of writing, the two of you, somehow, have made this book feel easy. I’m a bit baffled, really. Such solidity in such a vulnerable process has made all the difference. You are true gems.

And thank you to my dear friends from Lake of the Woods, Champaign/Urbana, Chicago, Halifax County, Seattle, Isabela, Santa Cruz, Oakland, Ann Arbor, Bahia, Cambridge, and Middletown—parents and caregivers of all kinds. I am a skittish friend, jumping from place to place, often having the urge to leave before I mess things up. You have held on through so many transitions, through all the joy, all the worry, all the adoration and despair, all the frustration and success, always with deep analysis, support, laughter, and love. To be a woman in this world, working all the puzzles, setting boundaries, and kicking those boundaries over, I would be lost without your support. I have somehow gathered the best people in the universe to take me through, to work this world and these lives to their maximum earth-shattering beauty. I hope that, through this book, your strength, wisdom, and love may reverberate across all the caregivers’ lives as it has across my life.
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