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WHAT HIGH SCHOOLS DON’T TELL YOU, BUT THIS BOOK WILL

When people ask me what I do exactly, I’m sometimes tempted to tell them that I make kids’ dreams come true, because that’s where clients say my true talent lies. But I realize that people unfamiliar with my work would be suspicious of that claim, so I give them a more mundane title: educational strategist. What I really do, however, is try to uncover kids’ greatest aspirations and then help them to achieve them. The plan focuses heavily on empowering kids during high school so that by the time they apply to their dream colleges they are so outstandingly accomplished in their fields of interest and so overwhelmingly appealing that every college wants them. I work with kids from 8th grade on, some of whom are able to articulate clearly what they aspire to do, others who claim they have no clue. Within a two-hour meeting, I’m generally able to unearth these kids’ dreams and passions and give them a concrete plan—informing them of some of the top opportunities available—to help them achieve their goals.
They tell me: astronaut, rock star, film producer, physicist, novelist, inventor, medical wizard, Olympic athlete, business mogul, or even president. What I do that nobody else seems to do is take these dreams seriously. Together we map out a road to get there, starting when they are thirteen and fourteen years old. Even in today’s ultracompetitive times, gaining admission into the most sought-after colleges can become a relatively simple task when a student is filled with energy and ambition and is vigorously pursuing a dream. Just as students have dream colleges, I have found that colleges also have dream students. I help students become those dream students.
Nothing is more exciting to me than meeting with a supposedly turned-off kid, and then during my visit suddenly seeing an amazing glint, an academic or artistic passion ignited—an inner spark that excites her about education and the world. Parents often tell me that I leave a very different child behind—and even a different family. Not by tutoring, but by helping a teenager rediscover his childhood dream. Not by therapy, but just by showing the teenager the doable, concrete plans that I have spent years researching obsessively. For most teenagers, I find that their dreams are often buried just below the surface.
Through my years of working with children, I have found that involved parents can play a key role in delivering their kids’ dreams—even with kids who are hesitant to accept help from adults. If your son wanted to become a songwriter, for example, and you had a concrete, surefire, step-by-step path to get him there, don’t you think he would be eager to follow it? And if your daughter wanted to be a national politician, and you knew the steps she could take to succeed, starting from 8th grade, don’t you think she would be ready to work with you?
I believe that, if done right, the teenage years can be filled with exuberance, unmitigated energy, uncensored aspiration, and intense academic passion: the dream to outsmart Einstein, to outwrite Shakespeare, to outpaint Rembrandt, to outdo Mother Teresa. Teenagers should be rarin’ to go. But in my experience as an educational strategist, I have seen that a large percentage of teenagers—even those at the top of their class—feel directionless, jaded, or depressed, and only work when badgered or bribed. There’s little correlation between school and fun in their lives. And they see so little hope of achieving their dreams that most have simply abandoned them or emotionally settled for something less.
It’s my job and this book’s mission to bring those dreams back. To show teenagers (and their parents) that their innermost career aspirations are realistic, and to provide them with a proven path for achieving their goals. Of course, there are many side benefits to this process for parents as well. Kids who pursue their academic, artistic, or athletic passions can be a lot more fun to raise—every day is an adventure, with more to learn and more to accomplish. And colleges adore these kids, so the application process becomes easier. In fact, these are the kids that every college finds irresistible.
In this book, I share the secrets I have discovered as an educational strategist by working with hundreds of middle school and high school students, including my own two sons, Alex and Zach—one of whom is currently finishing his PhD in physics at Harvard, and the other who is just starting a combined PhD program in biophysics at Harvard and MIT. When Alex and Zach were still in high school, I met parents of their competitors—some of the nation’s top-achieving students. Many of these parents generously shared their strategies with me in casual conversations and formal interviews. In the process, I accumulated enough information to be able to advise other families of aspiring academic superstars, and decided to make educational strategy my career.
The students I have worked with have gone on to become Intel Science Talent Search finalists and winners. They’ve won national medals and awards at the International Science and Engineering Fair and at the middle school–level Discovery Challenge. They’ve been inducted into the National Gallery for America’s Young Inventors, and have been named international winners of the First Step to the Nobel Prize in Physics. They’ve gotten roles in the New York City Opera and in TV commercials. They’ve gotten exciting assignments as crew members in our national parks for the Student Conservation Association. They’ve had their writing published in journals, newspapers, and other national venues, and have been awarded patents for their discoveries while still in high school. They’ve trained with the U.S. Math Olympiad team and Computer Olympiad team and have been named national semifinalists and finalists in other academic Olympiads. They’ve stood before Congress to receive Congressional Awards for outstanding community service. And they’ve participated in Junior Olympics and won national recognition in their sport, organized vaudeville-show fund-raisers for terminally ill children, presented their original work before national conferences, led overseas missions to help earthquake victims, and helped provide medical assistance in hurricane-ravaged New Orleans. They have led the organization of a New York City recycling program, and have organized used sports equipment drives to provide baseball bats, sports helmets, and other supplies to needy children. They have been offered admission into Harvard, MIT, Yale, Princeton, Stanford, Caltech, Duke, and other top colleges.
I wrote this book, in part, because the information I have uncovered in my ten-plus years of working with students is found nowhere else. This is the only book of its kind. I organized it into “secrets” because much of the information has been kept hush-hush by other ambitious parents who prefer not to share their approaches with parents of kids competing for college—and guidance counselors, principals, and teachers generally don’t even know about many of the opportunities discussed. How did you find out all this information? parents of my students commonly ask. I have acquired this information over years of exploration. I interviewed heads of admissions at colleges, studied credentials and résumés of the most successful students, interviewed parents of some of the nation’s most outstanding students, and, most importantly, worked with my own sons.
This book fills in the gaps, giving parents (and educators) the inside scoop on how to create a solid game plan for their kids, according to their kids’ own artistic, athletic, and academic passions—a long-term strategy that will deliver on your child’s dreams and create camaraderie and exciting teamwork within families. In a time when getting into a top college has never been more competitive, parents and kids need to band together and, ideally, begin planning when the kids are still in 8th or 9th grade in order to get the most out of their high school years, and appeal most to colleges.
My hope is that What High Schools Don’t Tell You will empower parents by revealing how and where to find the best opportunities for your children. In taking advantage of these opportunities, your children will become the movers and shakers of whichever fields they choose—and as a result become shoo-ins to many of the country’s top colleges.
What’s Inside?
The 309 secrets you will find in this book will help to improve your teenager’s chances of success (both in college admission and career aspirations), regardless of your own education, economic background, ethnicity, religion, and politics; the quality of your kid’s high school; or even whether or not she is already the highest achiever. While it is targeted to parents of early high school students and students in their final year of middle school, even if your child is already in her junior year of high school, this book will provide you with plenty of useful tips—it’s not too late to stack the deck in her favor.
Part 1 of the book addresses how to help your kids formulate exciting goals and set up a concrete game plan for achieving them. It covers everything from how to make the most of your child’s summers to coordinating your child’s plan with his school.
Part 2 delves into specific opportunities available in a wide range of subjects to make your kids stand out. Entire chapters are devoted to discussing the pedigrees in mathematics, science research, and science contests, revealing many secrets to catapult students into math and science stardom. Similarly, chapters on the arts (including fine arts, drama, music, dance, and creative writing), humanities (including classics, history, and literature), journalism and advocacy, government, and business give parents insider advice on what activities appeal most to colleges and how to guarantee their kids’ success. (Should what appeals to colleges be the determining factor of what activities your child ultimately chooses? No. But knowing what appeals to colleges can certainly help parents and students make informed decisions.) In part 2, focus first on the chapters that address your children’s interests, but don’t be afraid to explore some of the other chapters that discuss areas that might potentially interest them. If they seriously pursue any of the tracks described in this book, they will become extremely desirable to colleges.
Finally, the appendix at the back of this book provides forty four-summer plans, listed by interest, ranging from more popular subjects, such as computer game design and fashion, to more abstract fields like anthropology and philosophy.
But don’t these programs and plans only work for kids who are exceptionally gifted from the get-go? some parents ask at our first meeting. No, I tell them. In my experience, it really comes down to the age-old question “Is it nature or nurture (that makes a student highly motivated and successful)?” The more I have worked with families, the more convinced I have become that, although nature controls the equipment we start out with, nurture is the big winner—how you treat your children; how involved you are in their lives; how much direction you’re able to provide; and, most importantly, how much attention you pay to your child’s dreams, and aspirations. Most parents don’t realize how influential their involvement is in bringing about their kids’ successes. Children with supportive parents to guide the way tend to become far more capable and achieve more—once they set their minds to a passion/dream and put in the work.
Perhaps surprisingly, some parents of supposed superstar clients of mine (and the kids themselves) have confided that when the children started along their academic journeys back in elementary school, they were not necessarily considered the most outstanding students: the novelist who was not initially the top reader in 1st grade, the chemist who in 4th grade preferred to do his arithmetic slowly, the actress who was shy. Much of their later success is attributed to parents taking the time to understand their children’s dreams and being willing to work with them to see those dreams come true.
Since I can’t meet with every kid in America to unearth his or her goals and aspirations, I have written this book to clue you in so that you, too, can enjoy the magic of raising kids who are heading somewhere wonderful. You, too, can be the deliverer of opportunities. For any parent who has ever dreamed of playing Mary Poppins, Santa Claus, or any other deliverer of dreams, this book is meant to show you tangibly how to play the role well—to benefit your teenage kids and in the process to put them on track for the college that will help deliver those dreams.
Go ahead. Give your daughter the background to become the medical scientist who will someday find the cure. Help your son become that showstopping artist. Support your son’s effort to lead a record-breaking community service fund-raiser to feed the hungry. You as a parent have the power to help make your child’s dreams a reality, and What High Schools Don’t Tell You shows you how.


PART I
THE SECRET TO COLLEGE ADMISSIONS SUCCESS? YOU HAVE TO HAVE A GAME PLAN



CHAPTER 1
You Can’t Exceed Your Goals If You Don’t Have Any
Helping Your Child to Identify Her Passions

Forget what other parents may tell you about the value of just “letting kids be kids.” Fun, play, and relaxation are important for kids and adults alike, but most would agree that being engaged in an educational activity that they’re passionate about is fun and also has long-term benefits for getting into college and ultimately enhancing one’s career.
I tell parents of children preparing to start high school (and those with kids in their freshman or sophomore years) that working with teenagers can be the most exciting, enjoyable, and rewarding parenting experience—for both them and their kids. You get to play the role of opportunity scout and assistant navigator. Your child still has her entire high school career ahead of her, which means there’s time for you to help her explore her personality, skills, talents, likes, and dislikes. Most importantly, early high school is the time to set long-range goals. It’s the time when you get to ask your child what he would like to accomplish as a teenager before going off to college, and then to help him plan out a strategy. This chapter will help you and your child to pinpoint some of his own interests and give you both some direction as he embarks on this exciting and intense journey.
SECRET 1
Interacting with your kids, helping them set goals, helping them scout out the best opportunities to develop their talents and passions—and helping them develop a solid strategy for success in the subjects that intrigue them most—will almost guarantee college admissions success. All colleges are seeking students who are energetic, self-motivated, talented, accomplished, inquisitive, enthusiastic, and hard working. (Remember those adjectives when it comes time to fill out college applications that ask students to list a few words that describe them!) And parents can play a significant role in cultivating those qualities in their teenage kids by helping their children to aspire.
SECRET 2
One of the biggest secrets that high school guidance counselors, teachers, and administrators don’t tell you is that the “game” begins in 8th or 9th grade. Waiting until the end of your child’s junior year or beginning of senior year to figure out his goals or college choices is coming late to the competition, and, in today’s hypercompetitive environment, simply won’t cut it. If your child aspires to attend college with superstar students, he has to establish himself as a superstar well before the 12th grade.
That said, the aim here is not to have you feed or join the current college admissions frenzy, but rather to transcend the frenzy by helping you help your kid become so “over-the-top” that no college will want to turn him away. High schools generally won’t tell you how to make your kid more competitive for college. Instead, most will tell you and your kid to not even think about college until at least the end of junior year. “Enjoy high school,” they advise your children. “Focus on the prom and getting your driver’s license.” Yet by the end of junior year it becomes significantly harder to groom your child for the top science, math, art, music, dance, language, and even business contests and experiences that make the very top competitors so much more appealing to colleges.
In addition to helping you and your child articulate his passions and dreams, this chapter will help you begin to design an exciting four-year strategy that will help make him irresistible to the country’s best colleges. Don’t worry if your thirteen-year-old isn’t completely sure at this age what he really wants to do with his life in the long term. Have him choose something that intrigues him now, and stick with it for as long as he’s reasonably passionate about it (reasonably, because every pursuit has its ups and downs). If he drops it in six months, he will have gained six months’ valuable experience that will most likely enhance whichever academic passion he chooses to pursue next. (The experience gained from one quality activity should translate to multiple pursuits. A well-taught summer course in any particular subject, for instance, should provide your kid with the study skills, hands-on technique, and focus to contribute to any other field if his interests evolve.)
SECRET 3
To enter the game, you need a game plan. Creating a game plan for your child will include five elements:
	Identifying an overall vision or dream (discussed in this chapter).
	Creating a four-summer plan that directly speaks to that vision and that forms the skeleton or shell of the overall strategy for your child (discussed in chapter 2).
	Developing a four-year, year-round plan that directly relates to that vision (covered in chapter 3).
	Developing an appealing résumé (also discussed in chapter 3).
	Planning out six-month (or more frequent) shorter-range goals to help fill in the gaps—the mini-steps to accomplishing the larger long-term goals (also in chapter 3).

If you’re coming to this book later than 8th grade, don’t fret—opportunities will still exist for your child to pursue in 9th, 10th, even 11th grade to help her win admission into her choice colleges. But the sooner you start, the more time she’ll have to avail herself of more opportunities and the more credentials she will be able to build.
Start with a Dream
“My kid doesn’t have any motivation,” I hear constantly from parents. “I have the laziest kid on earth. If I didn’t go into his room to wake him up, he would sleep twenty-four hours a day.” Others say, “I can try to motivate my daughter until I’m blue in the face, and she still won’t listen to a thing I say.”
SECRET 4
The most important secret to motivating a teenager (or anyone, for that matter) is to establish a set of goals and dreams—and a game plan to make those goals reachable. In my experience, we all have an easier time working hard when we know that our work serves some greater purpose or cause that interests us and when we know that our work is likely to be appreciated. It’s far more gratifying to practice the cello when you know that your musical skills will be enjoyed by an audience, while it’s a chore to memorize dates of battles that we don’t believe we’ll ever use again. When we feel that we are wasting time on mindless busy work or that we’re going to be criticized constantly or not appreciated for our work, most of us become apathetic and nearly impossible to motivate. But when we’re in touch with our goals, we are better able to see how or if the task will further our aspirations. Seeing that connection and purpose is very motivating.
SECRET 5
At thirteen or fourteen years old, your child’s personal goals should include but not consist entirely of college admission. When a child is just entering high school, you don’t want her to become fixated on getting into one particular college, nor do you want her to believe that college is the end in itself. Her dreams should extend far beyond college, and college should be viewed merely as a stepping-stone to reach a larger goal. No one college (or dozen colleges) holds a monopoly on success.
That said, ideally you should start looking at colleges at the very beginning of high school or end of middle school as a motivator for hard work and general achievement in high school. Seeing a school or schools in person can give a child a concrete vision of something to strive for; the college environment alone can be invigorating. Ignore the folks who tell you that there’s no need to look at colleges until the end of junior year, when your kid is getting ready to apply. You want your child revved up early to help her focus her interests, set goals, and gain incentive.
In 8th grade, before grades officially count, or in early 9th grade, visit campuses of some of the most inspiring colleges that accommodate your child’s interests as you best perceive them. (Later in this chapter, I will provide exercises to help you and your child define just what her interests are at this stage.) Take your engineering/science-bent daughter, for example, to see MIT, Caltech, Harvey Mudd, Rice, Olin, Cooper Union, Cornell Engineering, Berkeley, or Stanford. Take your premed or pre-vet aspirant to see Washington University, Johns Hopkins, Northwestern, Brown, or Tufts. Bring your artist/musician/filmmaker son to visit Juilliard, Curtis, USC, UCLA, Rhode Island School of Design, Oberlin, NYU Tisch, CalArts, SUNY Purchase, Parsons, Pratt, or Yale. Show your future statesman Harvard’s Kennedy School, Georgetown, Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson School, Tufts’s Fletcher Graduate School, Claremont McKenna, or Chicago. Show your someday–business executive Wharton, NYU Stern, Baruch, Babson, Michigan, or Duke. The idea is to show your child that these wonderful avenues are open to him if he works hard.
SECRET 6
Make the initial college trip fun. Be a tourist. Sample the campus cafeterias. Take pictures. Buy a T-shirt in the gift shop. Don’t make the trip stressful. There’s no need to say, “You see? If you work really, really hard, you may have some nice options.” Assume that that concept is self-evident based on the experience. At the same time, point out the fact that no one college has a monopoly on education (or success after college)—and if your child does not get into this or that college, many other exciting opportunities also await.
SECRET 7
Checking out colleges early makes the college visit experience more enjoyable (and less anxiety producing). It is much easier and much more inspiring to make the first exploratory visit during the summer after 8th or 9th grade. Campuses tend to be most attractive at that time of year—Frisbee players and bicycle riders abound, the foliage is in bloom, and the campuses are less crowded and less stressed. People will gladly stop to answer questions or take you on informal walking tours. Also, your child will be less self-conscious and resistant about trekking across campuses with Mom and Dad at a younger age. As he nears college age and becomes a bit more self-conscious (and potentially stressed out about getting in), visits become more difficult for many teenagers. Parents tell horror stories about arriving at a campus during the summer before their child’s senior year, when their young scholars are too self-conscious (or intimidated, in some cases) to even step out of the car to look. You’ll face a lot less resistance in the summers before 8th and 9th grade.
Many guidance counselors will say that there’s no need for your child to start visiting colleges until his junior or senior year. But college information sessions (that are offered along with college tours on most campuses) can be extremely valuable for an early high school student: Most will tell you that they prefer applicants with strong academic interests accompanied by track records that reflect those interests—and the earlier your child embarks on this track, the stronger and more convincing his application will eventually be.
Is One Passion or Track More Attractive to Colleges Than Another?
The first step in creating a track record for your child is to help her identify her academic or artistic passions. What are some of the interests considered “best” or most sought-after by colleges?
SECRET 8
Colleges most desire students with demonstrated talent in mathematics, science, engineering, humanities, the arts, journalism, community service, leadership, and business. Depending on the college activities and majors offered, other fields of expertise—including nonacademic fields like community service and sports—might impress the school as well. When helping your child to explore potential interests, think of subjects and activities that are generally accommodated on college campuses. (Find a listing of subjects offered by looking online at each college’s Web site—under “Academics” or “Student Life.” Presume that if a college offers ancient Greek, for example, that the college will value ancient Greek lessons as an activity. Likewise, if the college has a top football team, it’s likely to value applicants who are star football players. I often tell parents, somewhat tongue-in-cheek, to think of college admissions as selfish entities—colleges look to fill their own needs first and the students’ needs second. (Note that a college’s specific “needs” might change from year to year. A school might need an oboe player this year and more cross-country runners next, or more classics majors one year and civil engineers the next.)
How can you predict in advance what spots they’ll be looking to fill?
The truth is, you often can’t. Few admissions officers openly reveal this information—which is one of the reasons why, instead of attempting to cater your child’s résumé to a particular school’s needs, I ultimately advise that you encourage your children to pursue the activities that truly interest them and steer kids who are unsure or flexible toward subjects that aren’t “crowded.” (Subjects that are less familiar to high school students—anthropology, ancient Greek, bassoon, nuclear engineering, and food science, for example—can increase your child’s odds of getting in.)
The Totally Apathetic Teenager
SECRET 9
Identifying an apathetic teen’s interests may take a little creative thinking—but the challenge is worth your energy. Always work with your child’s interests. If you try to force interests on your child, she will tire or bore easily, and you’ll find that the only means of motivation will be badgering, turning the whole parent-child relationship sour. Many students complain to me that their parents always badger them; many parents complain to me that they hate the role of badgerer. Most kids, I have found, have interests; you just need to be willing to recognize them. Your child likes parties? Get him involved in planning parties for organizations that raise money for cancer research or other causes. Your son trades baseball cards? Translate that interest into monitoring stock market statistics. Your daughter watches rock TV day and night? Get her some training in TV production so she could get a studio internship by the time she’s a high school senior. Your son is addicted to computer games? Sign him up for a computer gaming summer program where he’ll learn to create his own computer games. Utilize your child’s natural interests—whatever they may be—and self-motivation and help her discover that there is life and opportunity outside of school.
Is It Wrong to “Create” a Passion?
“Tell your children, ‘Do what you love,’” a liberal arts college admissions dean said when I interviewed her at her office in New England. “If you love the triangle, play triangle.” Running with your child’s passion is not to say that passions can’t also be created and nurtured, however. Savvy parents can help expand an interest in the triangle (to use her example) to create interest in additional percussion instruments, for instance, to make the kid’s skills more versatile and valuable to bands and ensembles. Use your child’s love of gardening to help create a passion for botany. One parent I worked with helped channel her daughter’s constant phone conversations (solving problems for friends) toward a fascination with psychology. The girl went on to major in psychology at a top university. Help find new and related opportunities for your child, but be careful not to push unwanted interests on her.
Helping the Kid with No Clear-Cut Passion Identify His Interests
Some kids may want to develop interests, but nothing jumps out at them. These children need a bit more encouragement and guidance to identify their passions. Field trips (accompanied by parents) become extremely important to help these kids get a better sense of what’s out there. Destinations should be varied—an airport, a national park, a museum, a concert, a university, a factory, a major corporation, a small claims court, a local newspaper office, an animal shelter, a zoo. Encourage discussion about the kinds of work that people do. In addition to leading field trips, parents have to be very observant, noticing the kinds of activities that the child seems drawn to and good at. Float some overly simplistic statements past your daughter (testing the waters) like “You’ve always seemed to love reading science fiction—I bet you’d love to be an inventor.” Or “I’ve noticed that you like to rearrange the furniture; I bet you’d make a really creative interior designer.” If your kid has unusual interests (e.g., collecting toy soldiers or doodling), be liberal and creative with the way you receive them and in the way you assign potential applications to these interests (e.g., becoming a battle historian or a film animator) as long as you do not find the activity objectionable or somehow in conflict with your family religion or philosophy.
It’s not necessary to limit a child to one academic field or art or sport in the 8th and 9th grades. Let her explore three or four interests, with the aim of combining them and narrowing the interests down to one or two by junior year. One student whom I worked with, for example, loved archeology, Latin, Greek drama, and Italy, and applied to (and was offered admission into) several Ivy League colleges as a classics major. Another adored American history, attended summer training in intensive debating, and was active in Model U.N. at school, and was admitted into a college international affairs program.
SECRET 10
Younger students often are happier when they are pursuing multiple interests or activities. Not only does this allow for an easier transition if and when their interests change, but on a day when one area of interest doesn’t go so well they have another to pull them up emotionally.
For parents who are just starting to explore long-term goals with their children, I usually recommend one art/music, one sport/game, and one academic/research subject. Ask your child to identify goals in each subject and then incorporate three diverse aspirations into a single sentence. For example, “I want to master the art of portraiture, win an Olympic medal in diving, and gain expertise in stem cell research.” Or “I want to publish my poetry, dance well enough to perform with a professional ballet company, and study African history.” The aim in getting your child to articulate goals is to get both you and your child tuned into his goals.
SECRET 11
Long-term goals should always be dazzling and very ambitious. The more ambitious the goal, the harder the child will want to work in order to reach that goal. Long-term goals should not be dull or too nearsighted: “I want to learn algebra.” “I want to learn how to ski.” “I want to volunteer in a hospital.” Such goals should instead be viewed as stepping-stones to larger goals. While lofty goals potentially may sound intimidating, your job as a parent will be to show your child the route to reach those goals. (This book reveals a wide array of enticing paths in part 2.)
SECRET 12
In helping a child to select goals, do not choose a noun label; instead, encourage her to use verbs in a full sentence to describe what she would like to accomplish. Do not have the kid say, for example, “I want to be a doctor,” “I want to be president,” or “I want to be a movie star.” Such goals, no matter how lofty, may feel too confining to a teenager, who should be at the peak of ambition.
Instead, encourage sentences like “I want to discover a cure for cancer using the ice plants on the Channel Islands.” Or “I want to train for an Olympic medal for luge.” Or “I want to solve the hunger problem in Somalia.” The aim is to encourage your child to express what she aspires to do, rather than which label she wants to attain. Aspirations that entail action are far more motivating than job-label aspirations.
To broach the subject with your child, be direct. In the same kind of upbeat tone you would use when you ask, “What would you like for your birthday?” ask, “What would you like to do in this world if you could do anything at all?” Kids generally don’t feel threatened by this topic, since it provides an opportunity to dream.
SECRET 13
By always being aware of your child’s goals, the two of you can work together, as a team, to reach those goals. If you have no idea what your child’s secret ambitions are, you are bound to eventually be perceived as an impediment rather than a team player, and that’s when parent-child relationships fall apart.
Before our first meeting, the mother of a girl I worked with told me that her daughter, whom she was not getting along with, wanted to pursue medicine. When I looked at the girl’s extracurricular activities list, I noticed that she was active in high school and regional debate competitions and student government.
“Where is this medical interest?” I asked the girl when I met her. “Nothing in your background even hints at the slightest interest in medicine.”
“I just don’t have any room in my schedule to add any medicine-related activities,” the girl said, somewhat apologetically. “Debate and student government take up all my time.”
Clearly, the girl had no interest in medicine. And once the mother and daughter realized this, their relationship was on the mend, and the girl was ultimately accepted as a public policy major at a top university.
SECRET 14
In order to help further your child’s goals, you will need to demonstrate that you will (1) take your child’s stated goals seriously, and (2) dedicate yourself to bringing the selected goals within your child’s reach. The family motto should be “We’re all in this together.”
Not all children are able to articulate goals easily, even when they know that their parents will be supportive. When I meet with new students in 8th, 9th, or 10th grade, I generally give them a fifty-choice list of sample goals to help them identify their wishes and dreams. I tell them to look through the list to see if anything appeals to them. If nothing does, I encourage them to create and list three of their own original goals instead.
If you find that you are unable to elicit lofty goals from your children, ask them to rank the top three goals from the following list. Look for patterns in their choices. Let them choose more goals if they want to, but don’t let them choose fewer than three. Let them create goals if they prefer some goals that are not mentioned, but make sure that their goals are equally ambitious. By striving and pushing for seemingly unreachable goals, they will develop passions and success. (Contrary to what some parents may fear about ambitious goals making a child feel defeated, I have found that lofty goals backed by parental commitment to help deliver the goals create an almost magical bond between parent and child and a much stronger chance of attaining those goals. Everybody likes the person who can help deliver their dreams.)
What Are Your Goals?
Directions: If you could choose any of these goals to accomplish before you complete high school, select your three top choices in priority order.
	I would like to star on Broadway or in Hollywood.
	I would like to write a novel.
	I would like to win the Intel or another national science recognition.
	I would like to earn my first patent on something I invent.
	I would like to create my own designer clothing label.
	I would like to speak at an important political rally.
	I would like to design an exhibit at a museum or theme park.
	I would like to have my own comic strip or political cartoon published.
	I would like to publish an article in a major daily newspaper.
	I would like to have a musical debut at Carnegie Hall.
	I would like to choreograph a ballet or compose a symphony.
	I would like to make a movie and have a public screening.
	I would like to lead an environmental campaign.
	I would like to train animals and enter them in a show.
	I would like to win an Olympic medal in my favorite sport.
	I would like to see all the countries on another continent.
	I would like to make a major medical discovery.
	I would like to rewrite the curriculum for a high school class.
	I would like to take gourmet cooking classes and write a cookbook.
	I would like to paint a great work of art and have it exhibited.
	I would like to run for office in an actual real-world election.
	I would like to get my pilot’s license and fly a plane.
	I would like to create a puppet theater and book my own tours.
	I would like to become known as the nation’s top math student.
	I would like to learn farming and become completely self-sufficient.
	I would like to climb Mount Everest or Mount McKinley.
	I would like to build a boat and learn how to sail it.
	I would like to volunteer to help build trails in a national park.
	I would like to conduct research for NASA.
	I would like to become a self-made millionaire by the time I’m twenty.
	I would like to immerse myself in a new language and culture.
	I would like to sing in an opera or dance in a ballet.
	I would like to landscape a great estate or park.
	I would like to make a new astronomical discovery.
	I would like to create a new method to teach younger children to read.
	I would like to do an internship in a restoration or reenactment.
	I would like to work with a scientist investigating time travel.
	I would like to get EMT certification to help in emergencies.
	I would like to swim with dolphins and go snorkeling or diving.
	I would like to learn to ski or surf.
	I would like to photograph people and have my photos exhibited.
	I would like to write an opera or musical and have it performed.
	I would like to design a new toy and try to market it nationally.
	I would like to go on an archaeological dig.
	I would like to start my own band and perform in competitions.
	I would like to write poetry and give readings at a coffeehouse.
	I would like to host a fund-raiser ball for cancer research.
	I would like to arrange an ethnic music and arts celebration.
	I would like to become a chess or bridge champion.
	I would like to host a news show about high school for local TV.
	Other:_____________________.



Believe it or not, teenagers have accomplished all of the things on this list. Granted, all require enormous family encouragement.
When asked what they would dream of doing if they could do anything at all, many children will turn to their parents to ask what they “should” do—what the right answer is. Yet there is no right answer as such.
SECRET 15
There is no wrong answer to the question of what a child could aspire to do, with the exception of criminal acts, acts that violate family beliefs, or acts that aim to hurt one’s self or others. For children who are unable to select a goal or only want to pursue goals of which the parents do not approve, parents might suggest goals that they think might captivate the child. A child who only wants to gamble, for example, might be introduced to investment. A child who spends hours applying makeup might be introduced to theater costuming and makeup lessons or courses in cosmetology and chemistry to develop an original line of cosmetics.
Occasionally I will work with children who simply cannot relate to the idea of choosing goals—and are unable to fill out the list above. In these cases, I present them with the following list of celebrities and ask them if they could be anyone, who would they prefer to be? (I also let them make up conglomerates of people if they prefer that. For example, a child may say, “I want to make movies like Steven Spielberg, but I want to have the political influence of the president of the United States.”) The aim is the same—to determine your child’s aspirations—but sometimes tangible people are easier to envision than intangible areas of interest.
Who Would You Like to Be?
Directions: If you could be any of the following people—past or present—who would you be?
	Madonna
	President of the United States
	Atticus in To Kill a Mockingbird
	Jon Stewart (comedian)
	Robert Redford
	Oprah Winfrey
	Agent Jack Bauer
	Editor of The New York Times
	Bill Gates
	Donald Trump
	Martin Luther King or Mother Teresa
	I. M. Pei (architect) or Picasso
	Olympic athlete
	Thomas Edison or Albert Einstein
	Hillary Clinton
	John Williams (composer)
	Jane Goodall
	Steven Spielberg
	Walt Disney
	Jonas Salk (polio vaccine inventor)

Add to the list thirty more people who might be of interest to your child. If she suggests two or more people, discuss the qualities about them that she admires most. Talk about how she can strive to become a conglomerate of the people she admires.
Motivating Your Child
Be enthusiastic when your child writes her first story, paints his first picture, attempts her first physics experiment, or writes his first math proof. Stay supportive when she sticks with something she likes, regardless of how much talent you see or don’t see, and regardless of whether you find the topic of interest. If your child seems to lack “natural talent” but seems determined to pursue an interest anyway, speak to an expert in the field (perhaps his teacher) to find out how to help him gain the skills to help compensate for the supposed lack of talent. A child whose talent is not immediately recognizable may develop ability with hard work. Embrace the Thomas Edison philosophy: “Genius is one per cent inspiration and ninety-nine per cent perspiration.” If your child is unwilling to work hard, address this apathy from a supportive perspective. Perhaps the presumed aspiration isn’t something to which he aspires after all.
If you’re asked your opinion of an artwork, performance, or experiment, be fast to point out the highlights (and not in a sarcastic or patronizing way)—genuinely attempt to find the virtues (e.g., “I liked the way you incorporated shading in the drawing” or “I’m impressed that you were able to memorize all that choreography”). Let your child be the one to point out deficiencies if any are to be noticed.
Once goals have been selected or created, it’s time to put something in writing.
Creating a Time Capsule
SECRET 16
Create a time capsule with your 8th or 9th grader to get a sense of his newly articulated ambitions, and to help


Are you too late if you’re coming to this after your child has completed 9th grade? You’re never too late; however, the exercise of creating a high school time capsule can be more effective if your child is younger.

DECA (Delta Epsilon Chi) is an international association of high school and college students studying marketing, management, and entrepreneurship in business, finance, hospitality, and marketing sales and service.

Another national talent search worth mentioning, although it’s extremely small and selective, is the Davidson THINK Summer Institute. This three-week program at the University of Nevada, Reno, only accommodates up to sixty students twelve to fifteen years old, so don’t expect to hear it talked up at school (or anywhere else). For more information about the program, visit www.davidsonacademy.unr.edu.

Some elementary schools have Math Olympiad teams as well.

* While many high school students participate in organized university research programs, many others spend their summers working directly under a specific professor, independent of any formal program.
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