
 12  Teen Focus  |  Fall 2013

High school parents are panicking. Th ey 
panic over whether their lackadaisical 
teens will ever submit their college 
applications on time and be accepted at 

decent schools. 
Th ey panic when they see the latest college admis-

sion data, which sometimes indicates acceptance 
rates so tight that they might not be admitt ed to their 
own alma maters today.

 “Th e application process can be arcane and such 
a thicket that it is swallows people alive,” says noted 
psychologist Wendy Mogel in a recent conversation.

Mogel, the author of Th e Blessings of a B Minus, 
a guide to parenting teens with aplomb, notes that 
parents can become frenzied at more than one 
stage of parenting. Toddler parents want to cushion 
everything in bubble wrap and, a few years later, they 
worry about stranger danger around every corner. 
Once their kids reach 16 or 17, emotions run high 
again as the parent’s quest for the coveted college car 

decal becomes a holy grail, and its importance in 
the family’s life is blown out of proportion.

Mogel calls it “a manic defense against despair,” 
saying there are so many problems in our world we 
cannot control, that we displace our fears about those 
issues onto things we think we can. 

Furthermore, she says the panic refl ects parents’ 
imminent separation anxiety, anticipating the void 
aft er their children leave home. Many parents’ lives 
are so intertwined with their teens, that they dread 
the time that daily immersion in their kids’ activities 
will come to a screeching halt. 

Applications in on Time
Still, the fear that it won’t all get done is real. Too 

oft en students admit to hitt ing “send” minutes before 
a midnight deadline. If your teen normally procras-
tinates on schoolwork, you are likely concerned that 
a big lesson will be his missed college deadlines. 
Although some parents believe it is fi nally time for 
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students take responsibility, most parents aren’t 
willing to sit by and watch their kids fail here. Th ere 
are some reasonable things you can do to help and at 
the same time prevent the process from inundating 
your family’s life.

If parents totally take over, they send the mes-
sage that they don’t believe their student is capable, 
says Risa Nye, a reader for a university admissions 
committ ee and former counselor at the Head-Royce 
School and Campolindo High School, both in the 
East Bay. Nye says the fi rst step is to ask your child 
how he would like you to be involved, remembering 
that diff erent students require diff erent degrees of 
assistance.

Vicki Abeles, the Lafayett e-based producer of Race 
to Nowhere, a documentary about over-pressured 
kids, recommends creating a calendar with your teen 
to ease stress and keep track of deadlines. Abeles, who 
has one child in college and another headed there 

next year, also suggests that students get a jump on 
the Common Application and approach a favorite 
English teacher for essay review. She says parents 
should still check essays for obvious fl aws, since any 
writer benefi ts from a second set of eyes.             

Th e struggle to get teens to write essays results 
in a lot of tension for many parents. Although some 
might push their teens to start applications and essays 
very early and thus avoid the panic, Susan Bartell, a 
recognized New York-based psychologist and college 
parent, warns that too early a start may mean six more 
months of confl ict and yelling in the household. 

Nye advises parents to avoid mentioning applica-
tions constantly, but instead schedule a check-in once 
a week: “Th at way (your student) can plan for it, 
knowing it is coming up, and you won’t be screaming 
all the time.”

Mogel also suggests parents limit the number 
of schools the student applies to. She adds that it is 

Staying Sane During the 
Application Process 

 ■ Ask your student how you can help and create a 
calendar together.
 ■ Schedule regular meetings with your teen to 
avoid constant nagging.
 ■ Remember that rankings and statistics are not 
always accurate.
 ■ Don’t feel obligated to provide a status update 
to everyone who asks.
 ■ Partner with a sane friend.
 ■ Don’t judge colleges on your own preconcep-
tions from 30 years ago.
 ■ Recognize that your child made it this far 
academically, and that college admissions is 
neither the fi rst nor fi nal test of his abilities. If 
he does well in an advanced class in high school 
and maintains a decent GPA, he’ll most likely 
gain acceptance into more than one respectable 
college.

ow to Keep Your Cool While 
Your Kid Applies to College

N
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important to convey the message to your teen that 
failure to complete applications on time will mean 
he won’t enter college as planned. However, she 
believes strongly in lett ing a student take ownership 
of the process, telling parents “it may be your bumper 
sticker, but it’s their four years.”

Understanding Your Student’s Chances 
Critics have questioned the accuracy of the 

scores contained in college guides, wondering if they 
are infl ated. Julie Kerich, director of admission at 

Franklin and Marshall College in Pennsylvania, tells 
parents that US News & World Report and similar 
guidebooks should not be treated as the Bible, 
noting, “statistics can be misleading.”

Instead of fi xating on the guides, Kerich suggests 
students review college websites and materials and 
remember that schools take a holistic approach, 
considering more than just scores.

In addition, Nye points out that impressive 
rankings don’t necessarily translate into quality of 
education for your student. When you shudder at a 
college’s low acceptance rate, keep in mind that many 
students rejected may be under qualifi ed, she adds. In 
such a case, the percentage admitt ed doesn’t refl ect a 
qualifi ed student’s chances.

When my own children were applying for college, 
I found past years’ admissions statistics for our high 
school to be helpful and calming. Such data, found 
on sites such as Naviance (www.naviance.com) or 
through guidance offi  ces, provides proof that stu-
dents similar to your own actually do get into college.

Parents don’t realize that colleges may accept a 

student with lower scores or grade-point averages 
than the average ones listed. Aft er all, they are 
averages, not minimum requirements. 

Abeles reminds parents that some schools don’t 
require applicants to furnish SAT scores. She suggests 
that students focus on more than the brand-name 
schools, referencing the Colleges Th at Change Lives 
website (www.ctcl.org). Nye agrees, urging students 
to apply to schools that are long shots and safe bets, 
but not to hyper-focus on either, and instead put their 
energy into schools squarely within their target range. 

Finally, if parents worry their child might 
not be accepted to any school on their list, 
Bartell suggests they maximize their chances 
by requesting interviews and visiting the 
schools to show interest.

Putting up With Public Opinion
You can’t avoid the supermarket, dry 

cleaner and post offi  ce for six months. Other 
parents will grill you about your kids’ apps, 
which may add to your anxiety. Bartell says 
that parents likely to stress should avoid 
conversations that cause the nervousness to 
spread. 

Marin County psychologist Madeline 
Levine,  author of Teach Your Children Well, 
reminds parents that they can opt out of such 
conversations by saying, “I am not talking 
about that anymore.” It is possible to avoid the 

subject and not be unfriendly. 
Nye reminds parents that a brand-name school 

is not a good fi t for every student. “Bragging rights 
aside, you can’t fi t a square peg into a round hole,” she 
says.

Mogel recommends parents fi nd one “sane” parent 
to compare notes with who “hasn’t drunk the Kool-
Aid” and made their child’s college admissions their 
entire raison d’être.

Well-meaning friends may try to help, telling 
you that there is a school for everyone, and not 
understanding that your family doesn’t want just 
any school. Others will remark that “kids should 
not be at a school if they can’t even handle the 
application themselves.” However, sometimes it’s 
impractical for them to do so. Even conscientious 
teens are oft en sleep-deprived as they juggle multiple 
essays, interviews, portfolios, advanced placement 
homework, extra-curricular activities and part-time 
jobs. It is not unreasonable for parents to off er to help 
rein it in.

We all claim not to care about public opinion, but 
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most of us do. Th e selectiveness of our child’s college 
can be a barometer of success, says Levine, but she 
warns parents not to get their own interests and ego 
confused with their child’s best interests. Th e current 
application process should not “be about our own 
insecurities and missed opportunities. ... We should 
act like adults and help (our children) fi gure out 
where they would thrive.”

Will The College Name Matter in 10 Years?
Levine suggests parents look at the big picture and 

not view top schools as the only gateway to success. 
She points out that the acceptance rate at the top 
schools (5.8 percent for Harvard this year, according 
to a March 2013 Boston Globe article) is so small that 
most kids cannot realistically expect to be accepted. 
She adds that graduates of elite schools don’t 
necessarily earn more, referencing a study showing 
that although Yale students do bett er initially than 
non-Yale grads, the disparity 15 years later is not so 
apparent. 

Levine also says we focus too much on our 
kids’ defi cits and not their strengths. Abeles agrees, 
reminding parents that “some students’ strengths are 
not aligned well with (standardized testing and the 
core high school curriculum), but their talents are 
more suited for college and the working world.” 

Abeles stresses the need to keep the college 
conversations positive. “I want my daughter’s last year 
at home to be a positive one,” she says.

Families in the throes of the application process 
eventually realize that nearly all the kids who 
apply to college do get in and go. Th e key is to 
keep your sanity in the meantime. Th e good news 
is that some relief arrives the minute your teen 
clicks “send” for his last application, and the rest 
dissipates around the fi rst of May, when parents 
will fi nally know to which campus they will be 
mailing care packages. ■

Risa C. Doherty is a freelance writer, attorney and mother 
of a college graduate and a college junior. Read more at 
www.risadoherty.com.

Free Programs for the College-Bound
NORTH BAY 

 ■ SAT Workshop for Teens – Learn strategies to 
improve SAT performance, reduce stress and write 
a top-scoring essay within the time limit. Raise 
your math score by learning strategies to prioritize 
problems and quickly solve them. Sat., Oct. 12. 
3:30-5pm. Fairfax Library, 2097 Sir Francis Drake 
Blvd., Marin. 415-453-8151. mathmentor2020.com.

EAST BAY
 ■ SAT Practice Test – Teens can participate in a free 
SAT practice test administered by Kaplan Test 
& Prep Admissions. This 4.5-hour workshop will 
offer test-taking tips, strategies and practice to 
prepare for the real test. Register by phone or 
in person at the library information desk. Sat., 
Oct. 5. 10am-2:30pm. Castro Valley Library, 3600 
Norbridge Ave. 510-667-7900. aclibrary.org.
 ■ Test Prep Book Swap – Getting ready for the SAT, 
ACT or AP tests? Come to the swap and pick up 
a few gently used test prep books for $1 each. 
Hang out, drink coffee and have a doughnut, too. 
Teens only. Sat., Oct. 12. 10:30-11:30am. Dougherty 
Station Library, 17017 Bollinger Canyon Road, San 
Ramon. sanramon.ca.gov.

SILICON VALLEY
 ■ College and Education Expo – Families of students 

in grades 6-12 can learn about the college admis-
sions process, get insider knowledge from expert 
panelists, view a mock admissions panel, learn 
about fi nancial aid and scholarships and more. 
Sun., Oct. 6. 12-6pm. India Community Center, 525 
Los Coches St., Milpitas. 408-934-1130. indiacc.org.
 ■ How to Write a Great College Application Essay – 
This seminar shows students and parents what 
college admissions offi cers want to see in an essay. 
Examine the types of topics students will encoun-
ter, cover the four steps to writing a winning essay 
and more. Thu., Oct. 3. 4-5pm; Calabazas Library, 
1230 S. Blaney Ave., San Jose; Wed., Oct. 9. 6-7pm. 
Educational Park Library, 1772 Educational Park Dr., 
San Jose. 408-808-3066. sjpl.org.
 ■ SAT Practice Test Campbell – Teens, sign up to 
take a free SAT practice test and get the experi-
ence without the pressure. On Oct. 16, receive 
your results and feedback on specifi c test-taking 
strategies that can improve your score. Sat., Oct. 
5. 1:15-5:30pm. Campbell Library, 77 Harrison Ave. 
408-866-1991. sccl.org.
 ■ SAT Practice Test San Jose – High school students 
can take a full-length practice SAT test and fi nd out 
how they’d score on the real thing. Sat., Oct. 19. 
1-5pm. Hillview Library, 1600 Hopkins Dr., San Jose. 
408-808-3033. sjpl.org.


