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			Advance Praise for 
A Young Innovator’s Guide to Planning for Success

			“A must-read for students and parents alike! As a parent, I find the book an excellent resource with practical approaches to nurturing creativity, fostering ambition and supporting our youth in their formative years. Gitanjali’s insightful guidance and actionable advice provide a roadmap to students for navigating the complexities of high school and college admissions. I particularly appreciate the encouragement to engage in service to society and for empowering young minds to sustain their core passions and reach their full potential. As a scientist and a mentor, I endorse the emphasis on lifelong learning—an imperative for future leaders in our ever-evolving world.”

			—JAYSHREE SETH, Chief Science Advocate & 
Corporate Scientist, 3M

			“A wonderful guide to inspire students to pursue their passions while at the same time focusing on the importance of service to society. This book provides students with guidance to navigate the complex and competitive college admissions process. Working with talented STEM students for over 30 years, I am excited to see there is an option for students to have a resource that offers useful information to prepare for life in high school and beyond.”

			—MS. MAITE P. BALLESTERO, Executive Vice President, Programs, CenterCenter for Excellence in Education (CEE) / Research 
Science Institute 

			“A Young Innovator’s Guide brilliantly navigates the intricacies of high school and college planning, empowering students with powerful strategies for academic success and personal growth. An essential read that transforms the daunting journey into an exciting roadmap for the future.”

			—RICHARD ROSSI, Executive Director, 
The Congress of Future Medical Leaders
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			Welcome

			For the last two to three years, as I met thousands of students, there were several questions related to academics—my scores, my grades, my college choices, my extracurriculars, my summer programs, and many more.

			These were very real unknowns for me and many students as we planned our high school years.

			I have received multiple viewpoints: hundreds of videos on my chances of going to a top ten school, much advice on what I should or should not take up as extracurriculars, and a cookie cutter plan from several high-end college counselors who decided the best way to get to the top schools. I am sure so many students go through this, and there are many of us who are not given any major guidance but are still expected to find all of this ourselves and stumble through a college application process.

			When I conducted workshops or had a chance to speak to high school students I commonly received several questions from students who were anxious of what next after high school:

			•How many Advance Placement (AP) classes should I take?

			•I received a B. Did I miss my chance of getting into my dream school?

			•How do you get into pre-collegiate summer programs?

			•Some of the summer programs at top Ivy schools can cost up to $8,000 and I can’t afford that. What should I do?

			•Were you part of Math, Bio, Chem and other olympiads? Is it necessary to get in to the Top 10?

			•Reddit and some college sites show that a student with my stats didn’t get into his/her dream school. What should I do?

			•Can you tell me all your AP classes and their scores!

			•What is your GPA and if I aim for it, will I get in the college of my choice?

			•How did you highlight your achievements in your essays? Can I get your essays and try the same next year?

			•Did you get SAT/ACT tutors?

			•Why are you continuing with vocal lessons when that is not going to improve your college profile?

			•Why are you still applying to science fairs if you are the TIME Kid of the Year?

			•My parents are not discussing financials with me. How will I know if they will pay for the college of my choice?

			•In the International Science Engineering Fair, some students even went to the extent of hiring a coach to scan their project and share weaknesses/strengths so that they could have a fair chance. I don’t have that kind of money to do this! What are my options?

			•How much did you pay to create a website of your own and whom should I contact? I was told we need to do this between the summer of junior and senior.

			•How to create my professional profile on LinkedIn in order to increase my chances of getting accepted?

			•Why are you still involved in conducting workshops and community service, when college acceptance season is done?

			Is it easy to get research opportunities? Where do I start? Does it help to know somebody in prestigious schools like Harvard and Stanford?

			Some of these questions were eye-openers during my journey. For example, I didn’t know people hired professional coaches to go through science fairs, publish papers, and create extracurricular websites during the last month before applications were due in a race to show our differentiation in the college applications. While there are many of us who are completely oblivious to this process and go through our normal high school plans and try our best with what is provided within the school and outside the community, there are countless students who are exposed to this practice and believe they get the advantage.

			There were lots of other questions like these, but you get the general idea. Many of them wanted me to write down how I went through the last four years in high school and why I am still continuing my work when I’ve already been accepted to college. How did I face the extracurricular drama of college applications and competitions in and out of school? How did my friends at school feel when someone got an early acceptance? Is every part of my profile needed for acceptances?

			I decided to write this book, my second one, A Young Innovator’s Guide to Planning for Success, to answer many of these questions. Coming from someone roughly their own age, I hope the book will help millions of teenagers manage themselves and plan their own high school journey without fearing the competition around them, spending hours to monitor and create a profile similar to other successful students or fearing the rejection and acceptance letters at the end of their high school experience.

			The book aims to highlight the open conversations teens should have with their parents, a perspective from parents on how they should support their teen, areas I believe schools can help with, relationships that are important, and lastly a personal academic plan and extracurriculars that help to grow up as responsible adults who give back to the community. The book also provides some academic plan templates that may help you plan your entire high school academics.

			Best of luck in your journey and remember college acceptances are just the start of your journey!

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Hello and welcome! Just by opening up this book, I can tell that you have the drive to help unfold your passion and ensure success within high school and even outside of it. I hope that I can truly bring that goal of yours to life. I wrote this book not as an exact special process on how to plan out high school and maintain the right mindset, but instead as a guide for how to navigate it. Many say that high school was some of the best years of their life, and while that may be true for some (and definitely not true for others), it’s very easy to get caught up in the different elements that make up high school: academics, extracurriculars, social life, relationships, and so much more. This book outlines everything that I wish my high school self knew when jumping into it—so think of this as a personal note from me to you.

			I have split this book into the five big pillars separated as sections that I believe made up high school for me and ones that I focused the most on to create the portfolio and application that I have today:

			Passion/Purpose

			Skills

			Academics/Extracurriculars

			Achievement

			Leadership

			I would suggest using a mnemonic to carry this with you. Here’s the one that I use: “Pet Snails Are Always Lazy”—a great way to remember it, and a great reminder when buying a pet. Each of these individual pillars not only provides a great starting point, but is something to keep in mind through college, and even beyond. This is primarily for US universities; however, the pillars can be used by any students who have an ambition to study in the US. Now that we’ve learned a little bit about the components of this book, let’s talk about how to read it and who it’s for.

			Who is This Book For?

			In this book, we are going to go through a framework for high-school years that will help you connect your passion to courses and extracurriculars. The end goal is for you to find the best option to continue your education after high school while keeping alive your true passions and commitments. It is a great read for not just for middle school and high school students who are getting ready for college admissions, but parents, educators and counselors who can provide guidance on course plans, extracurriculars, admission process with plan templates and resources.

			Students

			You will have the chance to read through and plan your high school years rather than waiting till the last minute to figure out your career, developing a strong portfolio or trading off between courses and pursuing your passions. You will have an easy framework that will determine the skills you need to stick to your plan and that will help beyond your high school years. Feel free to use the empty templates to make it your own such as course placemat, transcript monitoring, portfolio example, recommendation requests, sample essays and plans.

			Parents

			You will have a book full of readymade plans and resources to guide your children through high school years and “Parent Notes,” specifically called out in the book, that help see all perspectives. The high-level plan from freshman to senior years, includes the courses and the recommended number of courses, for example AP courses, that make it optimal and manageable. The book provides samples of extracurriculars that you can guide them including reasons for building an organization. The book also includes pitfalls at every stage that we teenagers can stumble into, so you can support us. This book allows you to ask the right questions to your school counselors along with your student to understand the academic rigor needed for your child. I hope the samples I provided allows you and your children to not focus on the short-term, but the long-term plan for their success and growth.

			Counselors/Educators

			You have plan templates, course placemats and portfolio templates that you can directly assign to your students at the beginning of freshman year and guide them throughout the four years. This will enable your students to be on the driver seat for their journey while you can guide them. Well before the senior year, you will have an understanding of their motivations, passions, the right recommendations they need to request and their college of choice. The book provides samples and templates to engage and communicate well with the student and their parents/guardians while making it personalized for every student.

			This book benefits ANYONE willing to support high school students and encourage them to be responsible adults while navigating the college admission process with confidence. I wanted to write this to involve every adult who are supporting high school students to make it an engaging experience so that you just don’t remember just the high school year, but a memory of making it a fun and engaging experience for all students. While I found many books written by admission counselors and educational consultants on what to do in the years of high school to get to a Top Ivy League school, I hardly found books written by students my age, who told me the practical steps to go about it with personal experiences on both the ups and downs we all go through those years. There are millions of videos on “how to” and their portfolio of successful students, which I found useful, but blank templates with plans and examples would have been more efficient for me as I embarked my high school journey.

			How to Read This Book?

			The nice thing about this book is that there’s no correct way to read it. When I was originally writing it, I chose to write parts of it that applied to me the most at that point in time. Therefore, if you believe you’d benefit from learning more about course planning or maintaining a positive mindset, or just hopping throughout and taking bits and pieces from each chapter, feel free to do that! However, while you’re navigating through this book, I’d suggest keeping an eye out for a couple of icons:

			[image: ]When you see this icon, that means this is an important tip to remember or an added detail that I believe can help you through your process of perfecting high school!

			[image: ]When you see this icon, this is a downloadable worksheet or link that you can access to get some more hands-on experience with planning and setting yourself up for success.

			[image: ]When you see this icon, this is a note that my parents have taken the time to write to help educate other parents who may be reading this book to ease them through the process and help them understand that they are not alone!

			Take this journey slow. Your high school years aren’t supposed to be stressful; they should be an opportunity for you to learn and grow and thrive. This book is made for you to explore everything and everyone around you. The only person you need to compare yourself is your previous you and how much you can improve. I can guarantee you will take away something!
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			Chapter 1 

			Framework for Success

			Timing: Through Your High School Years

			The purpose of planning your high school years is not just to get into a dream college but to shape your future equipped with soft skills and academic skills that will help you choose a career and be a responsible adult. The college admission process has added so much stress, competition, self-esteem issues, guilt, and mental health issues to the extent that the impact on we teenagers are ignored. The focus is on grades and scores and showing extracurriculars that do not make sense to us. Our grades, scores, and awards do not define us. The race to start nonprofits without purpose and to call ourselves the founders, CEOs, and leaders does not define us. College acceptance and rejection letters do not define us.

			Our passion, purpose, what we enjoy, our attitude towards learning, and what we want to do defines us. Therefore, to make it easier on all of us, I came up with a framework that we can adhere to as closely as possible and be authentic to who we are. There are college counselors, parents, teachers, and expensive admission counselors who provide insight into what makes a great college essay and an application. But the person who defines us is ourselves, whether we are quirky, confident, introverted, extroverted, socially awkward, or have other characteristics.

			Below is a framework I decided to base my high school experience around. I saw each one feeding the one above it; I repurposed it from Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs pyramid, which was introduced to me in middle school. Let’s call it a Pyramid of Purpose with an acronym that may be easy for all of us to remember.

			“Pet Snails Are Always Lazy”

			[image: ]

			Passion/Purpose

			The foundation has to have a purpose and passion. We are not defined by our grades and scores but as an individual who loves art, music, writing, food, building, sports, history, science, math, and more. We do certain things because we enjoy it. This can be different for different students. All STEM majors need not program, and not all engineers need to build. All musicians don’t have to be in the school band, and all athletic students don’t need to be varsity players. If you follow your passion with a purpose, we will be unstoppable in what we can achieve.

			Skills

			We need to gain skills to develop our passion and purpose. No one is born a genius, and no one is born with an inborn talent. We may all have some basic inclination, but it takes years to develop and excel in it. As the saying goes, “Practice makes us perfect.” Skills can be academic—such as programming, research, science, coding, math, and history—or non-academic skills—such as art, music, and communication (written, athletic, or spoken). In the chapters on skills, I have added some basic skills we all need to have, no matter our passion, including time management, a positive mindset, communication, and handling relationships.

			Academics/Extracurriculars

			To develop the skills, you must find experiences with extracurriculars and academic courses. Courses must align with your extracurriculars and passion while making you well-rounded. Depending on your passion, it could be research, an internship in an organization that aligns with your interest, activities, and clubs in your school that will help you develop the skills.

			Achievements

			Your skills will help you develop excellence in the area you are passionate about. Aim for excellence in the area. This could mean applying for contests and challenges, refining your skills, competing at different levels, measuring yourself, and improving further.

			Leadership

			Finally, use your talent and excellence achieved to impact others. Impacts do not mean starting a nonprofit organization and calling yourself a leader. Impact means to give back to society meaningfully. It could be using your talent to provide value and make a difference for others. For example, you could be good at writing, so you can find venues to write articles to bring awareness to a societal issue, or you could be a musician and write songs or perform in assisted living centers and nursing homes to make a difference for them. Find a fit between leadership and your passion, which will then seem like something other than work but will be a way of life to give back beyond college applications.

			Each can be adapted to your likes and dislikes. There is no set way to pick the activities or academics, and every student is unique. Be a pioneer in what you do and continue being part of the activities you chose!
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