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There are more than 3,000 colleges and universities in the United States. Choosing
among them is a complex task. Recruiting procedures and a wide variety of publications
such as college viewbooks offer idyllic scenes of campus life, but do little to clarify
student decision making. The increasing number and variety of books on how to get
accepted by the college of your choice adds to the anxiety and expectations. Unless the
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match between institutions and students is truly a good one, both are likely to be
disappointed.

Gifted and talented (GT) students often have problems beyond those of most other
students who consider college and career choices. A systematic, collaborative approach
is needed whereby students learn that college planning is part of life career
development; it need not be a finite event that begins and ends mysteriously or
arbitrarily.

LEARNING ABOUT ONESELF: A 6-YEAR PROCESS

A coherent, programmatic approach to college planning provides opportunities for
students to obtain information from counselors, other adults, and peers who understand
their needs and who will listen to them, interpret and clarify their experiences, and
discuss their concerns about changing self-concepts. Programs should include students
who are identified as gifted (generally through IQ scores) but who may not be achieving
academically. Students can learn about themselves, their community, and career
options in a wide variety of ways. COLLEGE PLANNING FOR GIFTED STUDENTS
(Berger, 1989) provides detailed information.

Seventh and Eighth Grades: Guidance activities emphasize self-awareness, time
management, work/study skills, and an introduction to career awareness. Students
develop a 4- to 6-year academic plan and decision-making skills. Participation in
regional talent searches is encouraged, and students are provided with information on
the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) and/or the American College Test (ACT), the
screening instruments employed by talent searches. Planning for advanced courses
often begins as early as the eighth grade, especially in the case of sequential courses
such as mathematics, languages, and sciences. Many students will not be ready or able
to begin a sequence. In such cases, summer programs, sponsored by regional talent
searches or by-mail courses provided by some regional talent search programs may be
a viable option.

Ninth and Tenth Grades: Guidance activities continue to help students clarify intellectual
and social/emotional experiences, establish a sense of identity and direction, and set
short- and long-term goals. Students are encouraged to identify and pursue interests.
By 10th grade, they become aware of how their academic subjects, values, interests,
and goals relate to careers. They also begin to learn that some interests and talents
develop into artistic or scientific convictions while others develop into leisure activities.

Eleventh and Twelfth Grades: Guidance activities include arranging for mentor
relationships and internships. Through group workshops, students learn how colleges
make selections, who is involved in the admissions process, how students are
evaluated, and what they can offer that a college requires and desires. They learn about
the application process and how to present themselves so that the institution will
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Parents can support an effective guidance program by participating in school career
centers and providing students with opportunities for enrichment.

LEARNING ABOUT COLLEGES

Learning about colleges is a two-step process. Step 1 involves collecting general
information by reading, talking with people (asking questions), and visiting colleges. By
the end of 11th grade, the student should be able to develop a list of 10 to 20 colleges
based on personal criteria. Step 2 involves analyzing and evaluating information.
Students should be attuned to their needs and be creative researchers. By the middle of
12th grade, the student should be able to narrow his or her list to five or six colleges,
taking into consideration (a) personal values, interests, and needs; (b) the variety and
range of available college opportunities; (c) realistic constraints such as cost and
distance; and (d) the method used by the colleges to select a freshman class (selectivity
factor). The final list should include a safety school (one that will definitely accept the
student), a long shot (admissions criteria are slightly beyond the student's credentials),
and three or four colleges having admissions criteria that match the student's
credentials.
Some gifted students are drawn to the most selective colleges and universities, schools
that receive more than 10 applications for every freshman vacancy. A student who
aspires to a highly selective college can expect a highly competitive application review.
Students should understand that the way they address the application process may be
the critical factor determining acceptance or rejection.

The application requires the following two kinds of information:

1. Objective information including biographical data, information on academic
performance, standardized test scores such as SATs or ACTs, Achievement Test
scores, advanced placement (AP) examination grades, and additional numerical
information.

2. Subjective information including extracurricular activities, recommendations, essay
and/or personal statement, and a personal interview.

WHAT COLLEGES LOOK FOR

*Academic Performance: Grade point average and class rank.
*Academic Rigor: Evidence of superior ability in the form of honors, GT, or AP courses.
(Some colleges ignore honors or GT classes because they are of unknown quality.) (1)
Depth of Study in areas such as foreign languages and mathematics. (2) Quality: Four
or five academic subjects each year (English, mathematics, science, history, language).
(3) Balance: Evidence that the student took a broad curriculum (mathematics and
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science, history, and English courses) (4) Trends: Evidence as to whether the student's
grades are gradually improving each year. Recent performance is the most important
indicator of the student's current level of ability and motivation.

*Consistency: The parts of the application should fit together to provide a common
theme and make the student "come alive" on paper. Recommendations should support
and be consistent with both the academic record and what the student says about
himself or herself. A quirk in the transcript (e.g., a low grade in an academic course
during 11th or 12th grade) should be accompanied by an explanation. High SAT scores
combined with a relatively low GPA provide an inconsistent picture of an applicant (e.g.,
high ability/low motivation). The student should address these situations in an essay or
personal statement.

*Standardized Tests: PSATs, SATs, ACTs, and Achievement Tests are the only
objective way a college can compare students from all parts of the country. Some large
universities screen a vast number of applicants by combining each student's SAT or
ACT score with GPA and class rank. Students who are not good test takers should
avoid such colleges or make sure that their scores are not so low that they can be
eliminated from consideration. Selective schools may emphasize achievement test
scores. If students wait until senior year, only three tests may be taken.

*Extracurricular Activities and Other Supporting Material: When highly selective colleges
decide between two students who are academically equal, the creative presentation of
extracurricular activities, the quality of recommendations, the essay or personal
statement, the interview, and other supporting material make a difference.

*Community Service: Admissions officers know that an altruistic student, one who
contributes to community life without regard for compensation, is likely to contribute to
college life, be academically successful, and form a long-term attachment to the college
or university.

*Recommendations: Counselor and teacher recommendations should present a positive
picture of the applicant, distinguish between the applicant and others who are equally
qualified, and be consistent with the rest of the student's application.

*The Application Essay: The essay can reassure the admissions committee that the
student is capable of college-level work. Many gifted students have a difficult time with
open-ended questions. Some create beautiful prose that, on the surface, is convincing.
A closer look may reveal that none of the ideas are documented, grounded in fact, or
based on any genuine information.

A counselor's role as student advocate and resource does not end when letters of
acceptance arrive. Some students have difficulty breaking away. These students spend
years in academic and social activities that nurture close friendships, and they sense
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that their lives are about to change. Although this is true for adolescents in general,
gifted students may especially need guidance activities that ease the transition from
high school to college.

College and career planning may be particularly difficult for some gifted students.
However, it can be a growth-promoting experience for all participants when the ultimate
goal--student decisions based on realistic criteria that result in a satisfying life--is kept at
the forefront of all decision-making activity.
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