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	WHY YOU NEED THIS BOOK

When I grew up, there was a very bright local boy whom I’ll call “KC,” whose mother was a brilliant packager. At the time, none of us was familiar with the term “packaging,” but we did observe that KC won every competition available. And his name made the cover of the two local papers each week. Scholarships, national awards, and recognition seemed to fall into KC’s lap. KC’s parents were not poor, nor were they famous. Yet when the time came to apply to college, amid the height of Baby Boomer competition, rumor had it that the nation’s most prestigious colleges were actually bidding for KC—while the rest of us naively hoped for a single offer from at least one quality college.
We wondered how KC did it.
“He’s brilliant,” many folks concluded. “It comes naturally to him.” Or, jokingly, “They must have put something in his water.” But I wasn’t satisfied, because I knew other extremely bright and talented kids who were not winning awards or being courted by colleges. So the puzzle captivated me.
Years later, when I became a parent, I realized that much of the secret to KC’s success could be credited to his mother, who would scout out incredible opportunities, make sure KC had the perfect credentials to be selected, help him prepare an enviable application and résumé, and arrange the interviews and logistics. In these ways, she “packaged” him and made his application seem so appealing that he was sought after by some of the most desirable colleges and summer programs.
As a teenager, I was intrigued by KC’s achievements. As an adult, I was intrigued by KC’s mother and determined to uncover her secrets. I was inspired to explore new avenues of packaging beyond what she had been able to accomplish, in time to benefit my own children. In this way, I began my research for this book more than thirty years ago.
My exploration continued while working as a professional journalist when my sons were born. I gravitated toward assignments relating to extracurricular education. I wrote a column for Newsday called “Day Trips,” in which I focused on educational family outings, another on “Kids’ TV,” in which I reviewed educational children’s media, and wrote articles for Newsday’s “Travel” section on family travel, which allowed me to take my family to science museums, observatories, and geological sights around the world.
On one family trip, my older son, Alex, was eleven months old and still in a stroller when he became fascinated by a physics exhibit at a museum in Geneva, Switzerland. We had wandered into the museum about a half hour before closing time, to get out of the rain, and the curator asked us if he could show Alex an exhibit. Puzzled, we let the curator wheel the stroller to an exhibit labeled “Jakob’s Ladder,” in which lightning jumps from one metal rod to another. Alex was mesmerized. When the curator switched off the lights, Alex screamed and pointed to the exhibit. The curator turned the exhibit on again. Again, Alex was mesmerized. Finally at closing time, the curator had to turn off the exhibit for the night. Too young to speak, Alex screamed for at least a half hour, protesting our departure. Ever since then, we made sure to take Alex, and later, my younger son, Zach, to science museums wherever we traveled.
As both boys were growing up, I aggressively sought out other enriching opportunities for them. Because both seemed to gravitate toward math and science, we had most birthday parties at math and science museums. Family vacations were often centered on science themes. I sought out out-of-school classes and summer programs for them that taught math, science, and engineering, so they could enrich their in-school learning. As a children’s media reviewer at Newsday, I was able to bring home new educational movies for the family to review. Most important, we never separated the concept of fun from the concept of learning.
To enrich the heavy doses of math and science, I had both sons audition for the New York City Opera, although neither had prior singing experience. I joked that auditioning at Lincoln Center would someday make a great college essay, even if the auditions had not been successful. But first Alex and then Zach were accepted into the Children’s Chorus, which provided free voice lessons and training. Both boys played street urchins in productions of Carmen and La Bohème.
Then Zach sang a one-line solo in La Bohème at a NYCO gala, in which Plácido Domingo and Beverly Sills were onstage; next, he sang the part of the First Spirit in NYCO’s The Magic Flute. He starred as Amahl in Amahl and the Night Visitors at Lincoln Center and did a voice-over for a Bob Dole Visa commercial that played during the Super Bowl. He ultimately starred as Miles in NYCO’s Turn of the Screw, in which, at the age of eleven, he won raves from The New York Times, Newsday, New York magazine, and USA Today.
In 1994, I left Newsday and began teaching college, largely for the schedule the college life afforded. I was able to drive my kids to rehearsals and science classes. Both boys maintained their strong interest in math and science throughout this period, fully aware that their professional boy-soprano careers would end abruptly when their voices became lower. When their opera days were over, they turned their attention to winning math, science, and computer competitions.
Other parents, noticing my sons’ weekly appearance in the local newspapers, began calling to ask for advice. I shared advice openly and for no charge with strangers. But gradually, my phones were so busy that giving advice had become a full-time endeavor. Rather than turn kids away because I was left with no time for any other work, I was drafted by other parents to start charging for my service. My first paying advisees were admitted into Princeton, Harvard, Yale, Stanford, University of Pennsylvania, Columbia, Harvard Business School, and Stanford Business School. Some of these students had been considered extremely unlikely admissions, so my reputation and business grew locally on Long Island. I began getting phone calls from Manhattan, up-state New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, Massachusetts, and then as far away as California.
My college admissions strategy was never to focus on making cosmetic improvements to an application, but rather to suggest ways to enhance the credentials of the applicant—to actually improve the applicant and tell parents about opportunities that other parents may be less willing to share and teachers might not be aware of. Instead of viewing myself primarily as a last-minute college admissions coach, I created the title “Educational Strategist,” and for ten years now have specialized in finding and tailoring enriching experiences to further individual students’ interests and goals. When these students apply to college, they are extremely desired by colleges, and packaging is just a matter of revealing to the colleges how accomplished they are.
By the time my own two sons applied, they were considered over the-top with credentials and were offered admission into every college to which they applied—MIT, Harvard, Princeton, and Yale—based on their own achievements. Just to give a sampling: Both Alex and Zach were valedictorians in an extremely competitive Long Island high school. Each was named one of the top twenty high school students in America by USA Today. Both were among the nation’s forty Intel Science Talent Search finalists (extremely rare for siblings), and Alex went on to be named a winner. In addition, Alex was chosen as one of four American high school students to represent the United States in the International Olympiad in Informatics (computer programming) in Portugal and was inducted into the U.S. Young Inventors’ Hall of Fame. Zach was one of nine international winners of the First Step to the Nobel Prize in Physics while still in high school. For the same research, he won first place from the American Academy of Neurology and presented his work before hundreds of neurologists at their 2003 convention in Hawaii.
When my sons were safely beyond high school, I agreed to speak about my strategies at schools, and school districts began asking me to consult. In one district, for example, top students were consistently getting rejected from the most-competitive colleges, whereas students from neighboring districts with similar demographics were gaining admission. I was brought in (confidentially) to offer advice and helped reverse the trend.
What I Mean by “Packaging”
Ideally, packaging should be about being creative and productive and making significant contributions to the world, using the time we’re given on this planet well. Sometimes the best way to motivate ourselves is by verbally sharing our experiences and achievements with others—assessing what we have achieved—putting a report of our successes into writing and accounting for our time. We “package” ourselves in conversations and on applications, and in the process, examine our achievements and goals. We ask ourselves if we are satisfied with what we see and are motivated to improve.
Packaging one’s child is most constructive when used as a pretext for establishing goals, discovering aspirations, and determining ways to achieve dreams. The college application process can be viewed as an excellent opportunity for young people to self-examine and measure what they have accomplished so far and determine what they would like to achieve as they proceed. Ideally, the college application should not be the first time that students are packaged, although in most cases, it is. Life will be filled with many such opportunities.
In the meantime, every college applicant, regardless of philosophy, engages in packaging. Merely filling out an application is packaging. For those readers who are still clucking at the notion and ethics of packaging, note that every college application requires a “package” description of the applicant. Some students and families are more skillful at this, and some are less so. Some are very deliberate and organized about what they include in the package and how they present themselves, and some are very haphazard. There is nothing noble about being poorly equipped for a task. So, even if you do not like the concept of packaging, it is to the student’s advantage to do it well. And it is to the parents’ advantage to help their child do the best job possible.
Packaging always should be truthful. Where we see shortcomings in our own applications, we should fix them—not primarily for the purpose of enhancing the application, but for the greater goal of improving our ability to contribute to the world. If a shortcoming is spotted, the right approach is to strengthen the skill or fill the gap that appears to be a weakness—not to fabricate additional credentials. Parents should be very firm about this. The application process is an ideal time to demonstrate honesty and integrity. If you notice that your child lacks a sport (some colleges favor athletic students), for example, the correct approach is to find a suitable sport that your child will enjoy (hopefully early enough in high school to provide a track record). The wrong approach is to make one up, or say that the child participated in a sport or team that doesn’t exist at his school.
If the mere concept of packaging your kid for college still sounds overbearing, controversial, counterproductive, wrong-headed, obnoxious, threatening, or even corrupt, note that in this competitive society, more and more colleges and academic programs are recognizing that a successful applicant is one who either can sell him- or herself, or bring in the right “board of advisers”—parents, teachers, guidance counselors, private advisers—to assist with the task. The current generation generally has come to expect heavy adult participation and no longer looks down on parental involvement as a sign of weakness. As this approach becomes the majority thinking of the applicant pool, involved parents are viewing their children’s college applications in marketing terms. In fact, many savvy parents would say that lack of parental involvement or supervision in the application process is irresponsible.
Admissions officials emphasize their philosophy that parents should not tailor their children to college applications. Most college officials would encourage parents to nurture talents, rather than “force” any interests on children or design their kids to fit their perception of a particular college’s needs or requirements. At the same time, colleges seem to prefer students who have specific academic passions (the current buzzword). And it’s the parents’ job to discover, nurture, and even promote or package those passions. Do you have trouble with that concept? Colleges once had trouble with the concept of kids preparing for standardized exams—now an assumed activity for responsible, ambitious students. Students who took prep courses were once viewed suspiciously as undeserving of their high scores or achieving beyond their supposed natural limits. Similarly, nowadays, students who have sought help in the application process are sometimes viewed by others—particularly less successful applicants—as unfairly stacking the deck, rather than as good delegators, team players, or initiative takers. But these images are gradually changing. Teachers are volunteering proofreading and editing assistance on college application essays. College application summer camps exist to help students write better application essays. Commercial test prep centers are thriving, and many parents are hiring private college consultants or stepping in themselves to help see the student through the application process.
As with many tasks that today’s parents have assumed to make life simpler for their children, more parents are assisting their teenagers in the tedious clerical processes inherent in applications, like typing in the student’s name, address, and phone numbers again and again to help expedite the sometimes emotional, sometimes overwhelming process of applying to college. Of course, each student should write his or her own essays and content, but increasingly students are consulting with teachers and counselors for advice on what personal topic would provide the most appealing anecdotes and would most intrigue college admissions officers. Many also seek the assistance of professional editors to help clean up spelling and grammar. Today’s children are more willing to bounce ideas off parents, discuss future careers, and consult adults for advice. And parents are more willing to play a larger role in the process than merely writing the checks for the admission fees, paying for standardized tests, hiring consultants, chauffeuring their kids to visit campuses, and eventually paying tens of thousands of dollars in tuition. While the parents of the Baby Boomers and Xers emphasized the importance of independence, today’s parents are generally less concerned about independence and more focused on family collaboration as a way to beat the competition.
Warning: The role of “helper” is a slippery slope. Colleges emphasize that when admissions officers read applications, they seek the “genuine voice” (more buzzwords) of the student. This voice is vital to the application, and when it does not emerge, admissions officers will not admit the applicant—even if the essay is perfectly written and the topic is appealing. Admissions officers who read thousands of applications each year claim that they become expert at detecting essays that have been doctored up or written by others. (According to current college application lore, in this day of college-essay websites, one professor even recognized his own application essay in a prospective student’s application.) Admissions officers look for consistency in tone, style, sophistication, and stated interests. They want parents to know that the presence of the “genuine voice” is sometimes the single most important element in deciding whether to admit.
This book contains lots of answers that you’ll never see printed elsewhere, including many secrets known only to the parents of the most successful students. Succeeding in high school and applying to college are considered very competitive sports, and many winners do not share their strategies.
How to Read This Book
In this book, 272 college application secrets are highlighted in bold type. What makes these secrets secret is that few people who have this information are willing to share what they know. The least willing are usually the parents of kids who are your kids’ ages. (The most willing are usually parents whose youngest kid has already gone through the system—my case.) Some of the secrets are more obvious—but may not be obvious to you. Some are controversial—with few people in authority willing to publicly confirm this.
“How does she know?” you ask.
In addition to working obsessively helping scores of students in recent years to gain admission into their dream colleges, I’ve interviewed heads of admission offices and other college representatives, many of whom were very generous with information. This book represents a compilation of my findings.
I proudly want you to know, however, that I haven’t sought the endorsement of any colleges—because I know I would have to compromise or eliminate some of the less popular information if I were to seek official endorsements. And my purpose is to let you, the parents, know everything—regardless of how popular the information is among admissions officers or high school guidance counselors.
Why did I write this book for parents and not students? I figure that parents are more likely to read a book on application strategies—and have a better sense of what’s at stake. Today’s college-bound students expect their parents to offer full service right through high school and organize more than just soccer schedules. This is a parents’ tool to successfully and intelligently oversee the application process.


WHAT COLLEGESDON’T TELL YOU

CHAPTER I
The Shoo-In Kid

The Big Question
When more than 2.94 million students graduate from more than 27,000 high schools each year in the United States—including more than 27,000 valedictorians, 27,000 salutatorians, 27,000 student government presidents, 27,000 school newspaper editors-in-chief, and about 25,000 students with verbal SAT scores that are 750 or above and 30,000 with math scores of 750 or above—totaling more than 100,000 “top kids” (assuming some kids have a combination of these credentials—otherwise more than 150,000 top kids)—why should a college that admits only 500 to 3,000 freshmen annually take your kid? That’s a sobering question that parents must know how to answer if they want to help their kids get into the most-competitive colleges. Saying that your kid is hardworking, a great kid, top in the school, or believing that your kid is even gifted, well-rounded, head of every organization and club in school, deserving, or able to handle the workload, doesn’t cut it. Getting a lovely recommendation from a guidance counselor, principal, or teacher isn’t enough. To be able to state all of the above, isn’t even enough. These are all qualities that are assumed of all the applicants to the most-competitive colleges.
Secret 1
In order to help your kid get into a “most-competitive” college, you must help your child craft an honest and convincing answer to the BIG QUESTION. Most people don’t understand that this is the main question that “most-competitive” colleges are asking during interviews, in the college essays, and in reading recommendations. But if you know this one secret and follow up on it, you will be far more helpful to your son or daughter in succeeding at the college admissions game.
Don’t relax with the notion that the college your son is aiming for accepts 1,500 or 3,000 or 10,000 students, so the odds are in his favor. Colleges take pride in admitting each student—one individual at a time. Your daughter must have her own sought-after desirable qualities. If not, create some while there’s still time. Remember, most of the most-desirable colleges reject far more kids than they accept. So if you’re counting on your child “getting in with the flow,” the flow isn’t getting admitted.
Granted, the 107 students out of 300,000 test-takers who received perfect scores of 2400 on the first round of the new SATs in 2005 might have deserved to feel a little more relaxed than other applicants. Placing among the country’s top 107 does make one stand out nationally. But receiving a perfect score is still no guarantee of admission and no cause for complacency. (Top colleges love to boast about how many students with perfect scores they’ve turned away. And they don’t like to grant admission to lax underachievers based solely on a lotterylike one-day performance on the SATs. So extremely high SAT scores alone will not guarantee admission.)
Secret 2
Behind every successful kid, there’s a supportive network or individual. If you look at the enrollment of the most-competitive colleges, you’ll find that most of the kids who attend have been assisted enormously by families, mentors, community members, teachers, or all of the above. The vast majority of parents of successful students can take credit for helping their kids get into the school of their choice, often investing hours to do so.
Granted, not all parents are equally capable of helping. And some parents may be too busy. Others claim to want to encourage independence (which is not achieved, I should emphasize, by ignoring a child’s needs). And many, many parents claim that they would love to help their kids but that their kids reject any offers of assistance. That may be, but don’t be fooled into thinking that some of the most successful kids just make it on their own. Very, very few do nowadays—no matter how independent their parents claim they are. Your extremely competent, deserving high school student needs your help.
Who says a parent need get involved? Why not just have the child apply to college the way our parents and their generation dealt with us—send her to her room to fill out the application form alone? When she gets good and “motivated” (translation: tired, bored, panic-stricken, sick of being badgered), the application will magically get done. After all, the rationale goes, if a student isn’t motivated enough to fill out an application, how will she make it through college?
Parents who accept this line of thinking generally have children who are less successful at getting into more competitive colleges. More-involved parents tend to have more success. Involvement ranges from playing a cheerleading role to agreeing to be responsible for the dull but essential bookkeeping chores (maintaining files, monitoring deadlines, and photocopying to keep duplicates of every paper submitted) to brainstorming, reading, and discussing the student’s essays.
Parental encouragement and enthusiasm have never been found to stifle kids’ motivation or to slow them down. Students who have been encouraged by their parents in the application process or in other competitive endeavors never seem to be at any greater loss for motivation later in life. Among the most visible examples are televised teenage tennis stars and Olympic athletes. TV cameras increasingly show exuberant parents in the stands. In turn, the winners are increasingly thanking their parents publicly for support that ranges from building ski board apparatus in the backyard to chauffeuring an athlete to practices hundreds of miles away, from uprooting the family to be near the world’s top instructor to financing expensive equipment and lessons.
To start your child thinking about colleges, show him a sample college application or take him on a college tour as far in advance as possible—eleventh grade, tenth grade, or younger—to motivate him. Make special note of the part of the application that asks for lists of activities and awards. Talk about how you expect to help your kid fill those blanks with the remaining time left before he goes off to college. Will you root for your daughter at swim meets? Will you accompany your son on Hollywood auditions? Will you pay for an archaeological dig? Will you welcome an exchange student into your home? Will you drive the family to an isolated field at three a.m. to witness an aurora borealis? Plan ahead as much as you can.
Significant achievements require lots of family legwork and lots of outside support and encouragement. Mozart could not have composed such beautiful music if his parents had not invested in a piano and arranged his performance schedule. Shirley Temple could not have reached stardom at such a young age if family members did not help prepare her for auditions. Olympic athletes require investment in sports equipment and plenty of costly training, scheduling, and chauffeuring.
The best résumés don’t happen—they’re carefully planned. When should you start planning? Now. As soon as you realize the value of planning. Plan with your child. She should be the decision maker in choosing a direction—but you, the parent, should figure out the opportunities. You’re the chief scout. Find that audition, science class, rocketry camp, or architecture competition. Inspire multiple interests and expose your child to multiple fields. The younger the child is when you start, the greater the résumé and the more opportunities that will become available.
In helping to select activities, you might do so with specific colleges in mind. For example, if your son shows a strong interest in architecture and might want to be the shoo-in at architecture school, contact colleges that offer that subject to find out what experiences they value in their applicants. At a minimum, have your son pursue some of those activities in the summer leading up to senior year—preferably in prior summers as well. Sometimes some of these activities have their own prerequisites (design, drawing, or engineering courses) that must be filled summers earlier. By letting your child explore multiple interests and experiences during the summers leading up to college, he or she will develop a better understanding of how to find the best school and what colleges like to call “the perfect match.”
The Best College and the Perfect Match
Which is better: Harvard or Stanford? Princeton or Yale? Virginia or Berkeley? MIT or Caltech? Bates or Bowdoin? Wash U or Hopkins? These are questions that parents often ask. Some are satisfied to base their decisions on the annual ratings in U.S. News & World Report. But for savvier parents, I stress that what is considered perfect for one child is not necessarily the best for another. Colleges really do differ, and smart families visit campuses to get a sense of the diverse campus cultures.
Secret 3
Don’t be fooled by a low faculty-to-student ratio, for example, on a campus where students are not supposed to speak to faculty members except during very limited office hours. Some of the most prestigious colleges have appealingly low ratios, but all undergraduate classes may still be taught by graduate students. That famous professor that your daughter looked forward to studying government with might not be interested in discussions with a mere undergraduate. That Nobel Prize winner whom your son wanted to bounce ideas off might be on the road on a speaking tour the entire semester, every semester. If faculty-to-student ratio is not the best way to determine a perfect match, how is the best match determined? Colleges have their own criteria in judging applicants.
Secret 4
Two major questions (beyond the BIG QUESTION) are the keys for determining which applicants a college should admit and which ones should be rejected. Memorize these questions.
Question 1: Although many students could benefit significantly by attending a top college, how would your student benefit most by being at the specific college to which he/she is applying?
Question 2: While many students have much to contribute to a top college, how would your student contribute the most by being at the specific college to which he/she is applying?
These are the questions you want your child to answer on the college application form. Regardless of whether the application actually asks these questions, these are the questions the admissions officers want answered. Colleges view this as the right or “perfect match.” Stated simply, the questions ask: “Why should we take you? (How would we benefit? How would you benefit?)”
On the Yale College website, the admissions staff prominently states: “In selecting a freshman class of 1,300 from nearly 20,000 applicants each year, the Yale Admissions Committee attempts to answer two questions: “Who is likely to make the most of Yale’s resources?” and “Who will contribute most significantly to the Yale community?”
There’s no single right answer, but there are many wrong or overdone answers. Remember: In addition to these two questions is the overall most-important question of “Why should we take you, when there are 27,000 high schools in America with 27,000 valedictorians, 27,000 salutatorians, 27,000 student government presidents, 27,000 school newspaper editors-in-chief, etc.?” If you can adequately answer these three questions—and have top SAT or ACT scores and an A-plus average—you’re a shoo-in at the most-competitive colleges. But obviously, answering these three questions adequately is no easy task.
Lots of parents mistakenly think that the way to get their kids into college is to show pain and suffering. They believe that colleges actively seek the least fortunate. The parents bemoan the fact that they’ve provided stable and happy upbringings for their children, fearing that this domestic bliss will come to haunt them and that, as a result, their well-adjusted offspring will never achieve admission into a top college. This is false. Colleges are not seeking the most pitiful and depressed students to fill their classes.
Secret 5
Parents should note that the “neediest” applicant—the one who claims the most problems in college applications and at interviews—is not necessarily the one that the college would see as benefiting most from the college, because the particular college may not be expert at addressing those needs. For example, a student who emphasizes a reading disability might not be viewed as able to handle the intensive reading of a competitive university. And the student who has a disability regarding pacing and speed may not be viewed as able to keep up with the rest of the students. So parents should not assume that by having their kid tell sob stories or demonstrate neediness, the applicant is more likely to gain admission.
Secret 6
When it comes to disabilities, colleges most admire students who have somehow “overcome” their disabilities to look equally competitive—equal grades, equal test scores—to students with no disabilities. They don’t want students whose disabilities become an excuse or crutch for lower grades or lower scores.
If your child has a learning disability and feels it necessary to divulge this obstacle in the application, he or she should be ready to also discuss how the obstacle has been overcome or compensated for. Otherwise the assumption will be that the lower grades in high school are predictors of low grades in college and possibly less success in life. Did your son come to high school from another country where English was not his primary language? Be prepared to demonstrate (through test scores, perhaps) that his English is proficient.
Different learning disabilities are treated differently. Does your daughter require extra time for exams or reading? She might not look as attractive to a fast-paced college, where nondisabled students constantly complain of time pressure and inability to keep up with the intensive load. Of course, colleges will not say that they discriminate against slower workers or slower absorbers, and most make some provision for such students once admitted. But think about it. When you’re on an admissions committee of a highly competitive college, and an applicant goes out of his or her way to highlight his or her inability to keep up with the pace in high school, and you have thousands of other eager applicants, the tendency has to be to select a student who relishes the fast pace and can thrive in that dynamic. You rationalize, probably correctly, that the slower-paced student would really suffer in a environment—always playing catch-up, and probably requiring an extra year of college or lots of summer courses just to stay on par. You figure that a slower-paced student would enjoy a more flexible program somewhere else and would thus benefit from a less stressed environment. So you figure you’re doing both the university and the applicant a favor by choosing another student instead.
Secret 7
Gawkers and groupies are unappealing. Colleges are not impressed by families seeking “good influences” on their children. A boy talked about his Ivy League interview where he was asked why he wanted to attend. “I want to surround myself with all those geniuses,” he responded. “Maybe some of it will rub off on me.” The interviewer raised an eyebrow. “Are you a genius?” The boy, uncomfortable, opted for the humble approach: “No.” The interview went downhill from there. Tell your kid not to go to an interview with an admiring gee-whiz attitude that clearly says, “I don’t fit in here” or “I’m in over my head,” even if you think it makes your kid look charming. It doesn’t.
Many parents believe the notion that their kids will benefit most by being surrounded by students who are somehow “above” (smarter, more accomplished) their children, who will be “good influences.” Colleges don’t see it this way, unless the child has had a rough upbringing or was unduly influenced by discrimination. Their thinking is that parents have had about eighteen years to provide a good influence. If the kids are still so peer-driven and peer-dependent, they’re less appealing. Colleges know all too well that students who are motivated by “the influences around them,” will find plenty of bad influences on most campuses. It’s safer to accept a solid, well-grounded, motivated student who isn’t so easily manipulated.
In plain terms, the last thing you want your child to say when asked why he or she wants to attend a particular college is “because I feel it would be a good influence on me.” She should not say, “I tend to be a follower, and I need to be surrounded by stronger students.” He should not say, “I tend to work up to the expectations of those around me. If there are few expectations and few achieving students around me, my tendency is to sink.”
Secret 8
Applicants whose primary interests coincide with the university’s facilities and offerings are generally preferred. In determining which student would benefit most by being at a particular college, the college compares the applicant’s needs and interests to the services offered (and the ability of the university to accommodate that student’s interests). If the student, for example, is hoping to eventually become a harpist, would an Ivy League college offer the right opportunity? Or would that student be better off at a conservatory or a liberal arts college affiliated with a conservatory or near a celebrated harp teacher’s studio? Likewise, if the student aspires to become a major film director, would the student be better off at a college where film production is offered as a major—or at least as a minor?
Some people argue that with all career intentions, a liberal arts education is universally the best route. But a student who loses years of harp lessons, or goes for four years without getting to produce a film, may not benefit most from a rigid curriculum that doesn’t allow enough time for the student’s primary interest.
Obviously, not all applicants have passions or outstanding talents. For those students, isn’t the best route automatically the most prestigious route? Again, the most-competitive colleges look for students who will benefit most. Students with talents and skills that are addressed on a particular campus are most likely to be able to develop those talents and skills at college, and are therefore most likely to benefit most from attending the college and be offered admission. If, for example, a student is somewhat interested in horticulture and the college offers no horticulture and has no interest in funding a horticultural club or research, the university, no matter how prestigious, may not make a good match, and they’re aware of that. If the same student is willing to major in biology, knowing that his or her peers at another institution are having the opportunity to focus intensively for four years on horticulture, and still feels that he or she is getting the best education for his or her own goals, an Ivy-style university may, indeed, be suitable. The student should make this case clearly both on the application and in an interview.
Students with well-matched talents and skills are also likely (in response to the second question posed by college admissions officers) to be able to contribute the most to the college while they are there and, presumably, after they graduate, and enhance the quality of the match. If the college, for example, has a ballet company and no equestrian team, the talented dancer may be perceived as more valuable to campus life than the local rodeo star with a higher average and higher SATs or ACTs. If the university has a prizewinning math team, a gifted math student might be more sought after than a literary scholar with higher verbal SATs. And if the college has an undersubscribed Food Science Department and needs to fill the department to receive government funds, a student with a strong interest in solving world hunger might be viewed as a better potential contributor to the campus than a talented mathematician, a professional ballet dancer, or an accomplished rodeo star. One way to find out what departments need students is to visit the campus and ask a random student or two which majors seem to attract the fewest students. Many students will eagerly share this information with you.
On a visit to Cornell University, for example, the most commonly suggested “uncrowded” majors were Entomology (insects) and Biometry and Statistics. At the University of Pennsylvania, when an information-session leader asked the audience of two hundred visitors how many were applying to the School of Nursing, no hands went up. A follow-up call to the school revealed that of those students who choose Nursing, only 15 percent are male. Of course, these numbers could change dramatically from year to year. So parents should do their own investigating.
In selecting the right college, your child needs a solid understanding of what makes him or her a perfect match. A sample statement could be something like, “Michigan is the perfect college for me because it is one of the few places where I could major in Business as an undergraduate, while seriously pursuing my passion for Modern Dance, perfecting my ancestral language of Swedish, and playing trombone in a nationally ranked marching band.” Or “Penn is the perfect college for me because it’s the only undergraduate Ivy League program where I can combine my interest in Nursing with my proven track record in Entrepreneur-ship.” Or “University of Connecticut is the perfect college for me because it’s the only major university where a student can double-major in my two favorite fields: Puppetry and Ornamental Horticulture.” Or “Macalester is a perfect match for me because it is one of the only colleges where, as an undergraduate, I could major in Neuroscience and minor in Legal Studies.”
Do not manufacture interests last-minute or try to alter your child’s interests based on what courses a prestigious college offers. (In order for your child’s purported interests to be taken seriously, he or she must show a track record. If your son says, for example, that he wants to major in Puppetry, he should have some related experience listed among his “Activities” on the application.) Instead of encouraging phoniness, look at your child’s real interests and see which college would academically satisfy your kid the most.
The College with the Best Opportunities
Secret 9
The right college is the college that offers your kid the most opportunities for your kid to develop in the subjects that interest him or her most. Try to keep this in mind throughout the application process, as other people will try to convince you that “best” equals “most prestigious.”
Don’t let your child choose a college based on status, the most coveted decals, the most eyebrow-raising name recognition, the most attractive campus, the best-dressed students, the largest dorm rooms, a rah-rah spirit, gorgeous weather, most gourmet food, friendliest greeters, smallest class size, lowest student-to-faculty ratio, largest endowment, largest alumni donation rate, best yield, trendiest eateries, convenient location, “winning-est” teams, “smartest students,” most famous professors, or even varied majors. All of these qualities are nice enhancements.
The right college is the place with the best opportunities for your child and the place where your child is most likely to succeed. “Best opportunities” include the right courses, internships, jobs, academic clubs, and other exciting experiences. If you are able to find the college with the right match of opportunities, your kid will be much more able to convince the college in the application that he or she would benefit from being at the college and constructively contribute to the college—the two qualities that the colleges care most about.
Different colleges are best for different applicants. Generally, successful kids who go to the most-prestigious schools sometimes find the competition so cutthroat that they become unsuccessful. Many students at the most-competitive colleges, accustomed to getting top grades in high school, ultimately drop out of rigorous programs that initially interested them (Pre-Med or Physics, for example), in favor of courses of study that are popularly perceived to be easier (Media Studies or Family Studies), in order to maintain high grades. Instead of basing applications on prestige, seek a college that offers the right educational undergraduate opportunities while promoting confidence.
Remember: The big fish in the little sea (the A student in the slightly less prestigious college) often has an easier time getting into better medical, law, business schools, and graduate schools than the little fish in the big sea (the B student at the top prestige colleges). But, of course, the A student in the most-competitive college will have the most opportunities offered. Top graduate programs tend to take more students from the most competitive undergraduate programs than from significantly less rigorous undergraduate programs.
Secret 10
In order to help your child to create a track record in a supposed passion, be proactive. Seek out potential awards and prizes, and use these honors as motivation for young people to accomplish interesting and worthwhile goals. If you wait for your kid to plan his or her own strategies or find opportunities or pursue applications, your kid is less likely to be successful. Disregard other parents who tell you that their son won an Intel award or was offered an invitation to join the U.S. Biology Team or landed a starring role in a movie or signed a book contract while insisting he achieved this independently, without any assistance from adults. Any such achievement, at a minimum, requires lots of chauffeuring, extra lessons, and planning. Kids don’t become winners in a vacuum. Truly hardworking, ambitious students rarely have time to search out their own opportunities. They’re too busy studying, doing their homework, and taking advantage of other opportunities. The most successful students have a parent or mentor constantly on the lookout for new contests, internships, paid jobs, and the like.
The Secret to Avoiding the “Cinderella Syndrome”
Some parents will ask, “Is it possible to plan achievements?” Certainly. Students who wait for awards and prizes to be bestowed upon them (à la Cinderella) tend to graduate with few awards and prizes. Waiting to be discovered by the handsome prince (in this case, an award giver, prize judge, faculty adviser, or competition administrator) may work for Cinderella or other fairy tale characters. In this competitive society, parents need to be more proactive in helping the prize find the kid.
This does not mean that you should write your son’s essay on a competition application or create your daughter’s project in a science competition. Instead, parents should aggressively scout out suitable competitions, meaningful jobs, enrichment courses, and research opportunities, and act supportive in helping students to acquire the credentials necessary to qualify. Being willing to chauffeur your child to practices or find transportation, to tutor him or her or provide a tutor, to pay for an evening course at a local university or school to gain knowledge or skills required for an opportunity, and helping your child work out scheduling conflicts, photocopy, etc., are essential to kids’ success. Too busy? Hire a private adviser or counselor to seek out appropriate opportunities for your child.
The Value of Competitions
Secret 11
Some college admissions offices have secret internal ranking systems
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