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Plan ahead, think ahead. This is an important time of the year. Whether you are a Grade 10 entering Grade 11 or a Senior wondering about the future. 





While you may be excited about Spring Holiday there is lots to consider. If are about to enter Grade 11 and need to plan ahead for IB or A-Levels you need to think seriously about setting a course of study which challenges you but is also reasonable. If you are in Grade 12, you are nervously waiting for universities to reply. April is looming. 


Let’s start with students entering the last two years of high school. Seniors, you are used to waiting so we will get to you momentarily. 


Grade 11, Junior Students: Choosing courses can be a confusing event. You know that in most cases you will be taking courses you choose for the next two years. It is hard to project that far down the road.  Will you be successful, you even like the class in a years time, how will you do over the long haul? Tough questions. Some of the courses you choose are a logical extension of what you have been doing up to this point. Other courses you select are ones you elect to take. Here are some thoughts to keep in mind:


Take courses that are the most appropriately challenging for you. Do not take courses just because you think the “look good.” This goes for IB. Doing IB in and of itself, does look good, but you also have to do well. No point in taking the IB Diploma is you are going to get poor grades. 


While it is true that colleges like to see students take the most challenging courses, they also want students to have a clear understanding of what kind of student they are. 


Talk to your teachers. They know you well and what kind of student you are. They also understand the progress of courses in their departments. Ask them what they think is the best choice of courses for you to consider. 


Seriously consider whether you want to drop a class or not. Students at this time of the year are “suddenly” aware that GPA or grades matter. News flash – since you started high school they matter. When choosing courses, the goal should not be to take the easiest set of classes to get A+ in ever subject. If that is the case, then you obviously did not take appropriately challenging classes. While grades are important, careful consideration about the courses needs to be taken. 


Think ahead – if you want to be a doctor or a scientist and you are good at math and science, then take the highest level of courses in those areas. Also consider the following science combinations – Biology and Chemistry or Physics and Chemistry. Take the highest appropriate level of Math.


Remember that your choices do affect your future. Talk to your teachers, your counselor and your parents, in that order preferably. Be reasonable, but also stretch yourself. Take the challenge, meet the challenges you set.
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Grade 12, Seniors: 


If you are thinking about the courses to choose for your final year of school you have less to think about. For many of you, the classes you choose will just be the next year level of the course you are in currently. But some of you may be thinking it is a time for a change. Some classes may be proving too hard or be taking up too much time. I will say that it is very important to be careful if you are thinking in this way. 


Your academic record is the most important aspect of your high school career. It has more weight than any other piece of your application. You want to be sure that you are putting your best academic foot forward. At the same time, of you are struggling in a course or a couple of courses, it is important to speak with your teacher to see how you can improve. Perseverance is far more important than running away from something. That is why it is so important to choose your courses appropriately in the first place. 


So, again it is important to speak with your teachers and your counselor. They can provide you with solid input into the decisions you make.


Colleges will see all the choices you have made because they are reflected on your Transcript. So while you may not like how well you are doing, a school may take a very different perspective. Before jumping to a conclusion, seek some advice. 





Thinking About College?


Another reason why this is an important time of the year if you are in the second to last year of high school is that it is time to start thinking about college. 


By this time you should have some pretty good and important information in your hands. Hopefully you have taken either a PSAT or SAT or preferably both. You should also have a pretty good idea of what type of student you are. At this point you should have at least two and a half years of high school under your belt. Depending on your school you may even have a GPA. 


Together, your GPA and your SAT scores are the most important pieces of how you start thinking about the schools you are interested in. Bear in mind that your SAT scores are NOT the most important piece. In fact, there are lots of important parts and these are just two of them. 


There are certainly some criteria which you should consider. One of the things you should not do is enter into the selection process with a closed mind. While it is easy to think of the top ten schools as the best schools, they may not be the best schools for you given the importance of a number of factors.


It is important to start thinking about what kind of student you are and in what kind of environment will you perform best. Will you be happy in a university of 2000, 5000, 10000 or even 40000. Do you like knowing your teachers? Do you want to be anonymous? Are you a self-starter? These are just some of the things you need to consider.


During this period of time lots of universities and colleges are coming to visit schools in Beijing. They are coming to speak with students like you. So take the time to listen to what they have to say about their school. 


I cannot tell you how many times I have hear students say “why should I go listen to the rep from THAT school, I have never heard of it!” Well, that is precisely the reason why you should go listen - you don’t know anything about them. Even if you end up not liking that school, you are now far better off. First of all you know that you do not like that school, but more importantly you now have some reference point. And, they may have some things you do like.


Bear in mind that this is the first time you, as a student, have the chance to pick what kind of school you attend. Previously your parents made this decision. But now you are in control. The schools you select are just that, schools you select. It is important to be a savvy consumer. So, do your research based on your academic strengths personal preferences. You owe it to yourself to make good choices. It is all about fit.





Researching Universities


So how to go about researching universities. There are toms of tools to access and many of them can be found on the Internet. There are also plenty of books you can find in your school library, counseling office or through bookstores. 


Notice that I did not mention magazines. Everyone seems to be interested in US News and World Report Rankings. It is terribly important to not focus on ranking for several reasons. First of all, the criterion used to determine ranking usually has very little to do with education and particularly the kind of education which is best for you. We could argue that the top ranked schools provide top ranked education. But there are lots of great schools that do not participate in rankings. Reed College for one does not complete the surveys to be considered by US News. Why? Because they do not believe that students should be influenced by rankings. Reed, by the way is a fabulous Liberal Arts school. Second, while the school may be “the best” school the program you are interested in at that school may be the worst. Finally, with over 3,000+ colleges and universities in the US alone, there are all types of schools to choose from. Enter the process with an open mind and find the best school for you.


So let’s start with books because sometimes the written word is the best. There are several big books that just provide data. Books like those produced by College Board and Princeton Review for the US or The Big Guide for the UK are just good solid books. 


There are some smaller books which may prove more helpful in starting the search process. The Fiske Guide is one of the best places to start. Other book may include Colleges That Change Lives; Eight First Choices Beyond the Ivies are other excellent choices. In fact, starting with Colleges That Change Lives would be the best place to start. 


This little book may shatter any preconceived notions you have about what college is and should be about. Loren Pope, who died recently, wanted to seek out colleges that truly made the difference in educating students. 


Another great choice is Princeton Reviews 371 Best Colleges. This book not only includes hard facts about the school, but also includes information based on student interviews. In addition, there is a section where you can see what other schools students liked who applied to particular schools. 


Internet Sources


There are lots and lots of Internet sources for searching colleges. If you are thinking about applying to the UK, there really is only one source - � HYPERLINK "http://www.ucas.com" ��www.ucas.com�. UCAS is the one stop shop for all students considering the UK as a destination. Not only is there information about each school and the courses offered, UCAS is also the portal through which you will apply to university. 


For students considering the US, there are tons. Here are a few solid choices for you to consider. 


College Confidential: � HYPERLINK "http://www.collegeconfidential.com" ��www.collegeconfidential.com� is a wonderful resource for anything you want to know about a particular school. There is information about the campus, the food, the best dorms and more. There is also a blog function where you may post questions you have. 


Other choices:


Unigo: � HYPERLINK "http://www.unigo.com" ��www.unigo.com�


UCAN: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ucan.com" ��www.ucan.com�


College Navigator: http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator


There are some other great places to that you may not know about: 


Facebook, UTube, and iTunes all have college information that you may find helpful. 


Finally, you may find it surprising but the schools own website is perhaps one of the best sites to visit to find out about a school. Colleges and universities spend a great deal of time and money making their websites user friendly to prospective students. 


So, happy hunting!!!


NEXT ISSUE: More about making decisions for the college Search. SAT testing thoughts and a few other comments to help you in the process. 


If you have questions, shoot me an email: hsgregg45@gmail.com
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