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D e d i c a t i o n

For Mack, 

Chisel away, Prussian Prince.
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v

If what you thought you knew about college turned out not to 
be true, when would you want to know? As soon as possible? 

In time to do something about it?

I’m so glad you’ve found this book. In these pages, I will 
share with you the sobering news about higher education as it 
exists today. To bring you up to speed, you should know that 
college is more competitive, costly, complicated, and confusing 
than it was when we walked those hallowed halls of academia. 
Our relentless and seductive consumer culture has convinced us 
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that college is a product, something with pretty packaging and 
a list of features a mile long that our kids can’t live without. As 
parents, we’re desperate to get the best product we can for our 
children. We’re willing to go into debt and work longer before 
retiring so our kids can have every opportunity to succeed in this 
hypercompetitive, global economy. 

It’s a heavy burden we carry. As a parent, I understand where 
you’re coming from. College is a six-fi gure endeavor and a large 
part of the way we prepare our children for success in adult life. No 
pressure, right? Th e trouble is that the pressure is overwhelming, 
and that alone makes it hard to see things clearly. We think we 
know what we’re doing and how we should go about this. 

What I’ve discovered is we’re doing it all wrong. 

We need to reboot our beliefs and assumptions about college. 
So much has changed since we went to school. It’s time to step 
back and reframe this thing in a way that allows us to take control 
of our fi nances and our kids’ futures.

College is a project, not a product. 

College is a multi-year project that is 10 times more expensive 
than the average kitchen remodel. But like a remodel, it takes 
planning to pull it off  successfully: an investment of time, energy, 
and money in advance. No one person can complete the entire 
project. We need a team of experts and someone who sees the 
BIG picture and pays attention to the details and the schedule to 
bring the project in on time and on budget. 

Who's running your six-fi gure project called college? You? 
Your student? How are decisions being made about who’s doing 
what, when and how? And is everybody clear on the why behind 
all this activity, stress and money?
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Conventional wisdom tells us to accept the recommendations 
of magazines and school counselors—sources that are not picking 
up the check and don’t have skin in our game. Th e advice off ered 
is generic, and the process they recommend is outdated. Th ey 
aren’t bad people, but they’re focused on college for all kids, not 
our kid. 

I’m a mom on a mission. I collaborate with other moms and 
dads to create better futures—for their kids and for themselves. 
And it all centers around the project called “college.”

Fourteen years ago, my professional life and my personal life 
collided with the birth of my son, Mack. I was a fi nancial planner 
long before I was a mom. But when Mack was born, I took eight 
weeks off  to be home with him. Between changing diapers and 
recovering from a cesarean section, I did a geeky fi nancial planner 
thing. I went to the College Board’s college cost calculator and 
projected the cost of educating our little bundle of joy.

I wasn’t prepared for what the calculator was telling me. At 
fi rst, I thought sleep deprivation had impaired my brain. Th e 
number before me couldn’t possibly be correct. Th ere was no way 
it was going to cost us more than $250,000 to put our little guy 
through college.

Fast forward to today, and I fi nd myself doing for other 
families what I’m doing for my own household: making sure we 
never pay retail for college.

As a mother, I understand the emotional, nail-biting aspects 
of this challenge. Th is six-fi gure project is loaded with emotion 
and the stress that comes from information overwhelm, not 
knowing who to trust, and the need to get this right. As a college 
fi duciary, I understand the pragmatic, fi nancial components of 
the whole equation and can guide you through, step by step.
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A fi duciary is someone who acts, at all times, in the family’s 
best interest and for their sole benefi t. As a college fi duciary, I 
have the expertise and know-how that comes from going through 
the process repeatedly. I provide information, recommendations, 
and support for the families I serve to guide them in meeting 
their goals and objectives for higher education. I exercise care in 
making recommendations, always asking, would I do what I’m 
suggesting? My loyalty is to the family, so I avoid confl icts that 
come from serving more than one master.

My position as a fi duciary aff ords me the perspective to see 
the big picture and the familiarity to see things clearly. You see, 
once we reframe college by breaking it into manageable parts 
and assigning responsibility where it belongs, we discover it’s 
more straightforward, less stressful, and delivers a much better 
outcome for everyone involved.

I’ve seen the stress that college creates. Parents wonder about 
paying for college, and teenagers feel anxious because everyone is 
asking them where they’re going and what they will study. Often, 
no one knows how to answer the questions they’re being asked. 

We can put an end to the unanswered questions. Parents can 
know exactly how much they can aff ord to invest in launching 
their kids without jeopardizing retirement, and students can set 
foot on campus with a sense of purpose and a clearly defi ned 
game plan. Th ey can get a four-year degree in four years and 
put themselves on a path toward a satisfying and meaningful 
future. We can’t eliminate the stress—as parents, we will always 
worry—but we can transform overwhelming anxiety into healthy, 
motivating energy that helps you and your student take action to 
move toward your goals. We can do this so much better and for 
a lot less money. 

What I’ve come to understand—with lots of eff ort and 
education; the guidance of admissions counselors, fi nancial aid 
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experts, scholarship gurus, talented fi nancial advisers; and the 
patience and understanding of some very determined parents—
is that college is the mother of all project plans, and we need to 
approach it like a six-fi gure kitchen remodel. 

Just like a kitchen remodel requires a plumber, an electrician, 
granite counter top experts, and appliance installers, the college 
project requires a variety of seasoned subcontractors too. I’ve 
spent the last 14 years fi guring out who those experts are, which 
tools and techniques make a diff erence, who needs to do what—
and when—so the college project can come in on time and on 
budget.

I’m an experienced project manager that approaches the 
project called college with the heart of a mother and the mind 
of a fi nancial planner. And I’ve cultivated a roster of smart, 
experienced, like-minded professionals committed to reducing 
stress and saving families both time and money on their college 
project.

Before we get started, I want to orient you to what you’ll 
fi nd in Never Pay Retail for College. One of the biggest stumbling 
blocks families encounter in planning for this project is that they 
don’t have a clear idea of who is supposed to do what and when 
or how it needs to be done. I’ve structured this book to provide 
clarity for a successful project. Th e chapters dealing with the 
tasks provide information about who is responsible, what they 
are responsible for, and when it needs to occur. At the end of 
each chapter, I’ve included Project Plan Essentials, the important 
points of focus from the chapter.

Th is book refl ects my experience as a college fi duciary working 
with families all over the country to make college an aff ordable 
reality. Th roughout these pages, I share the stories of parents and 
students who have taught me how this stuff  works in the real 
world. To protect their privacy, I have changed names and details 
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and created composites from those with similar experiences. In 
doing so, it is my hope that every family can see themselves in the 
stories I include, but any resemblance to a particular situation or 
person is coincidental.

In chapter 1, I show you the college landscape as it exists 
today. We need to understand the good and bad so we can craft 
a plan based on reality. You’ll learn that applying for college has 
become more complex, competitive, and costly than when we 
were high school students. You need to know this, but don’t be 
discouraged. I will guide you through the project in the rest of 
the book to help you avoid the mistakes that families often make. 

In chapters 2–5, you’ll learn about the student’s portion of 
the project plan: match qualifi cations to the various colleges, 
prepare for college admissions, gain self-awareness, and get the 
right mindset. Parents can support and infl uence their students, 
but this is the student’s domain. In chapters 6–8, the parents take 
center stage. Th eir portion of the project plan includes estimating 
the family contribution, applying for fi nancial aid, and assessing 
retirement readiness so they can calculate the available cash fl ow 
for college. Th en in chapters 9–12, the family comes together 
to select right-fi t colleges, assess scholarship options, compare 
fi nancial aid awards, and transition successfully to college. In 
the conclusion, I share my fi nal thoughts about this challenging 
project, and fi nally share a long and rich list of resources arranged 
by chapter topics.

Th e best way to approach this book and the material in it is 
to read all the way through so you have a broad understanding of 
the project before you. Write down any questions and concerns 
you have as you go. Th en read it again focusing on the items that 
need attention fi rst. Let your student explore the book as well. 
Everyone needs to understand how this works and what their 
role is. 
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My guess is that you picked up this book to fi nd strategies 
and tactics to reduce your costs, minimize the complexity of 
this project, and ease your stress. I welcome the opportunity to 
provide you with experienced project management—saving you 
both time and money—and look forward to ensuring you never 
pay retail for college.
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T O D A Y ’ S  C O L L E G E 

L A N D S C A P E

CHAPTER ONE

Parents Jeff and Jenny shared their feelings of defeat and 
embarrassment with me over a chai tea latte and grande mocha 

at a local Starbucks. They are the modern-day Brady Bunch: a 
blended family brought together after two divorces, with four kids 
to put through college. Jeff and Jenny are financially responsible 
parents, but they sure didn’t feel that way. Despite generating 
more than $200,000 in combined income, they were struggling 
with credit card debt and constant cash flow stress.
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“Every time I turn around, I’m forking out $250 for sports, 
$100 for a school-related activity, or $300 for a car repair,” said 
Jenny. “Just buying groceries for four kids is enough to break the 
bank.” 

Jenny is a teacher. She recently took a second job as a soccer 
referee every Saturday to supplement their income and pay down 
the credit card debt that has crept past $30,000. Jeff  is an executive 
for a national company. He has considered becoming an Uber 
driver during his nonworking hours to generate additional cash 
fl ow so they don’t fall further behind on the credit cards.

Th ese are responsible, educated, and intelligent parents who 
are at their wit’s end. 

With two kids already in college, another one starting in the 
fall, and the youngest graduating next May, they feel completely 
overwhelmed with the realities of educating their kids while 
trying to maintain their current lifestyle. I can assure you, the 
thought of retiring isn’t even on their radar. 

Jenny had set aside some money for her kids during her fi rst 
marriage but has received no child support from her former 
spouse. Jeff  is paying child support that will end once his youngest 
child turns eighteen. 

Th is family has too much month left at the end of their 
paychecks. Even if each kid takes out student loans, they still 
must come up with more than their mortgage payment each 
month to pay for college and pay their credit card debt on top of 
that. Th ey are spent—fi nancially and emotionally.

We talked for an hour about the reality of their current 
fi nancial situation. I helped them think through how to 
restructure their debt, fi nd cash fl ow for college, and continue 
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to fund their current lifestyle, without Jenny giving up every 
Saturday or Jeff  picking up Uber shifts on the weekends. 

When Jenny excused herself to use the restroom, Jeff  looked 
at me and said, “I’m embarrassed to be sitting here having this 
conversation. I can’t believe I let it get to this point.” As the 
primary breadwinner, he has been crushed by the seriousness of 
his family’s fi nancial circumstances. 

I gently reminded him that he had more than a full-time 
job and twice as many kids as most parents in America to put 
through college. My words relieved some of his burden, and the 
plan the three of us crafted together restored some emotional and 
fi nancial sanity to their situation. 

Unfortunately, Jeff  and Jenny’s story is not unusual. It’s 
happening in households across the country these days. In my 
experience, no other fi nancial demand is as emotionally charged 
and draining as college. As human beings—let alone as parents—
we aren’t wired to decide about college based on money and logic. 
Th erefore, we don’t. 

In fact, United Capital, the fi rst and largest Financial Life 
Management fi rm, commissioned a study that showed most 
people make important fi nancial decisions that align with their 
personal values. After they’ve made spending decisions, people 
assess the fi nancial consequences of their choices.1 College 
becomes an unconscious expression of our value system as parents. 
Th e fi nancial realities reveal themselves only in a “morning after” 
reality check, leaving us wondering how we got into such a mess. 

1    William Conroy, “United Capital Studies Clients’ Secret Needs and 
Desires,” Financial Advisor, April 20, 2015 (http://www.fa-mag.com/
news/united-capital-learn-what-clients-really-want-21431.html).
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Parents read that “the cost of college has been rising much 
faster than the rate of infl ation,”2 but it’s hard to put that into 
context. It’s really instructive, though, if we do.

In 1971, Harvard’s annual tuition was $2,600. If infl ation 
were the only factor contributing to the increase in costs since 
then, today’s students would pay a bit more than $15,000 per year. 
Current Harvard students pay more than $47,000 annually—just 
for tuition. Th at doesn’t include where they sleep (room), what 
they eat (board), or the necessary textbooks, supplies, and other 
miscellaneous fees. Or traveling to and from school every year.

I don’t mean to pick on Harvard. Full-time tuition at Auburn 
for a nonresident was $2,585 for the 1985–1986 school year. Now 
it’s $28,040. Don’t you wish your 401(k) balance experienced 
the same compounded annual growth rate of 8.27 percent for 
decades and never saw a negative market correction?

 According to the news agency Bloomberg, college tuition 
and fees have increased 1,120 percent since it began tracking 
this information in 1978. Every institution of higher education 
has taken part in this escalating arms race. Of course, schools 
promote the fact that they have the most reputable professors, 
modern and comfortable student housing, a completely wired 
campus, the best climbing walls and espresso bars, and so forth. 
Th ey are competing for our hard-earned money. It makes sense 
that they double down on sexy amenities to attract students that 
will boost their rankings and pass the costs along to us.

2     Kim Clark, “College Board Says Tuition Rose Faster Th an Infl ation 
Again Th is Year,” Money, November 4, 2015 (http://time.com/
money/4098683/college-board-tuition-cost-rose-infl ation-2015/).
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Th e cost of college has accelerated further and faster than 
any other category of spending we measure while wages have 
remained constant or declined. In plain English, college consumes 
more and more of our paychecks, and parents no longer have the 
luxury of “dealing with it when we get there” like our parents did. 

Th e table below demonstrates how rising tuition rates 
gradually eat up more of our monthly income each year.

Source: Bureau of  Labor Statistics (BLS); Integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS)

 So why do parents continue to take on this increasingly 
diffi  cult challenge, often going into debt or agreeing to work 
much longer than they ever thought they would? Because the 

Average Tuition as % of Median Earnings
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only thing more expensive than a college education is not having 
a college education as you can see in the chart below.

We need to realize that college is perhaps the largest 
unregulated industry in our economy, and it’s extremely 
competitive, meaning colleges compete fi ercely with each other 
to fi ll their classrooms. Granted, the name brand institutions 
have the luxury of turning away most students, but hundreds 
and hundreds of colleges each year scramble to meet their quotas. 
In this environment, we need to strap on our protective armor 
and be prepared to do battle with a consumer mentality, not just 
the heart of a parent.
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Aside from the cost, students face unprecedented competition 
to get into college because too many students apply to too few 
schools that have recognizable names and eff ective marketing 
campaigns. Technology has made it much easier to complete 
more applications in less time. Th e Common Application allows 
students to apply to multiple schools simultaneously with a single 
click. Th ree million students graduate from high school every year 
in the United States, and a little more than two million of them 
are enrolled in college a few months after graduating. All those 
kids fi ll out numerous applications (the most recent data suggest 
25 percent of applicants complete seven or more applications for 
college) and write countless essays to eat lackluster dorm food 
nine months out of the year. Admissions committees are forced 
to sift through thousands more applications and must eliminate 
a far greater number of students than ever before.

Signifi cant increases in enrollment from international 
students adds to the competition. A Wall Street Journal article 
published in November 2015 reported that one in twenty college 
students enrolled in US universities comes from outside the 
United States.3 Because so many of those students are paying 
retail for their US education, the appetite for admitting those 
“full-pay” students continues to grow, eliminating a few more 
“home team” seats each year. 

More students are applying for a fi nite number of spots in 
name-brand schools touted by magazines and glossy brochures. 
Classic supply-and-demand rules indicate this won’t work out 
in favor of most students or their parents. Increasing demand

3   Douglas Belkin, “Foreign Enrollment at U.S. Colleges Sets a Record,” 
Wall Street Journal, November 16, 2015 (http://www.wsj.com/articles/
foreign-enrollment-at-u-s-colleges-hits-a-record-1447650062).



N E V E R  P A Y  R E T A I L  F O R  C O L L E G E

8

chasing (what is perceived to be a) limited supply favors the 
supplier. As the costs and competition increase, families have 
started to seek ways to make this must-have rite of passage more 
attainable. 

But it’s complicated.

Type college admissions into Google’s search box, and 
109,000,000 links will appear on your screen in less than 
one second; search on paying for college, and 216,000,000 
suggested resources are at your fi ngertips. Try � nancial aid
or scholarships, and again, more than 131,000,000 ideas to 
ponder await you.

Is it any wonder most families feel overwhelmed and 
confused about what to do or who to trust? Th e sheer volume of 
information and confl icting advice is mind numbing. We’d like 
to believe the high school our student attends is on top of the 
college project, proactively preparing our student to navigate the 
increasingly complex frontier. 

As parents, we are on the verge of making a six-fi gure fi nancial 
decision. We fi nd ourselves at the mercy of a seventeen-year-old 
and, unfortunately, their guidance counselor (who is being asked 
to take on more and more responsibility for mental health and 
behavioral issues with zero continuing education requirements 
regarding college admissions). 

It’s not productive to play the blame game or rail against the 
injustices of this institutionalized waste of time and money; we 
need to stay focused on fi nding solutions. 

Our parents didn’t confront the costs, competition, or 
complexity that we face in today’s college process. Like so many 
things in today’s world, the responsibility for knowing what to do 
(e.g., buy or lease a car? Make extra payments on the mortgage? 
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Max out the 401(k) plan or just up to the company match?) and 
how to do it all falls on our shoulders. Most parents have no 
formal training in economics or asset allocation or the time value 
of money. We’re so busy juggling full-time jobs, kids’ schedules, 
running our households, and supporting aging and ailing parents 
that we have almost no time to read the mail in our inbox, let 
alone the mailbox at the end of the driveway. Forget being a good 
consumer of fi nancial advice or strategic planning. 

We are spinning a lot of plates and can’t aff ord to let any of 
them drop. We need help. We need to know what to do, when 
to do it, who should do it, and how to put all the pieces of the 
puzzle together in a way that works for our unique situation.

As parents, we are about to embark on our personal, fi nancial 
trek up Mount Everest, and we fi nd ourselves looking around 
for an experienced Sherpa to guide us on this treacherous ascent. 
But who can we turn to for that guidance? Where are the grizzled 
veterans of this journey who can help us avoid the most common 
pitfalls and danger zones? Who can keep us on a path and give 
us a fi ghting chance to get to where we’re going, with the least 
amount of pain and permanent damage? 

I’ve set out to provide a fi eld-tested guide on how to never 
pay retail for college. Th is book shares what I’ve learned over the 
years and what I’m doing in my own household. Th is is how I’m 
approaching my own college project to achieve the best outcome 
for my family and avoid paying retail. 

If you take a few good ideas from what I’m sharing, and if I 
can help you maintain your sanity during the process, my years 
of running a nonprofi t (my husband’s aff ectionate term for my 
business) will have been worth it. I’ve tested everything I can get 
my hands on to make this process more manageable and found 
some of the best people in the industry for specialized help.
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As I’ve worked with families over the years, it’s clear that 
certain activities and responsibilities fall into three distinct 
categories. Th ere are certain elements only the student can or 
should do; there are also obligations in this project that only the 
parents should manage. Finally, some components require the 
student and parents to work together to achieve the best possible 
outcome. I’ve organized this book accordingly. 

I’ve learned that much of the stress in the going-to-college 
project happens when parents insert themselves in areas where 
the student is the one for the job or when a parent mistakenly 
assumes the student will tackle tasks they aren’t equipped to 
handle. You wouldn’t want the plumber installing the fl ooring 
for your kitchen remodel. But by the time a family reaches the 
point where it makes sense to work together, the whole college 
conversation has already come off  the rails. Parental nagging and 
teenage avoidance can escalate so that everyone simply wants to 
get through the whole mess and, hopefully, remain on speaking 
terms.

College is the mother of all project plans.

If ever there was a time to get up to speed on the principles 
of project management, this is it. Th e Association of Project 
Management (APM) defi nes project management as “an 
endeavor in which human material and fi nancial resources are 
organized in a novel way to deliver a unique scope of work of 
given specifi cation, often within constraints of cost and time to 
achieve benefi cial changes defi ned by quantitative and qualitative 
objectives.”
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Translation: Th is project is about fi nding a college that 
provides your kid with a great education and experience, gets 
them in and out in four years, and doesn’t break the bank.

Most parents aren’t Project Management Professionals 
(PMPs) but are forced into that role to get their kids through 
college. Th ink of this book as your fi eld manual. Understand 
that like any lengthy, multiphase project (back to the kitchen 
remodel), it requires focus on the big picture, attention to detail 
along the way, a willingness to invest time and money on a smaller 
scale to save money down the road, and an ability to supervise 
those aspects of the project that have to be subbed out.

Knowing who needs to do what and when alleviates much of 
the arguing and anxiety. How we put all of this together is what I 
call the Never Pay Retail for College™ Success Plan to help smart 
parents fi nd the right school for the right price. 
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Th is recipe for success is simple and straightforward, but it 
takes time and attention to execute. In a perfect world, we would 
digest and take the Success Plan to heart before our student starts 
high school, which would allow for things to unfold in a natural 
and manageable rhythm. However, it’s not too late if our student 
is already on the verge of college admissions applications. You 
can accelerate the way you apply the formula, but you’ll need to 
buckle up and put the pedal to the metal. 
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PROJECT PLAN ESSENTIALS

 • College is a project, not a product.

 • Thoughtful investments of time and money during the 
high school years will save us tens of thousands of dollars 
during the college years.





PART I:

 T h e  S t u d e n t

Every block of  stone has a statue inside it and it is the task of  the 
sculptor to discover it.

—MICHELANGELO

-
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Th e hardest part of being a parent is understanding that we 
are not the sculptor Michelangelo speaks of. Our children are 
working on their own block of stone. With the hard-earned 
wisdom of our years and life experience, it’s tempting to 
wrestle the chisel and hammer from their grasp and “help.” 
But this statue is not ours to sculpt. Th ey must do the work 
and reveal the underlying masterpiece that is their life. 

As a supportive patron of the arts, we can and should 
encourage our children’s eff orts—but in helpful ways. In 
an essay adapted from her new book, � e Gardener and the 
Carpenter: What the New Science of Child Development Tells 
Us about the Relationship between Parents and Children,4 Dr. 
Alison Gopnik says we need to view our role as gardeners and 
create an environment in which our children can fl ourish.

Th e student is accountable for matching their qualifi cations 
to colleges, applying for college admission, becoming self-
aware, and developing a mindset that serves their future. We 
must hold them capable of discovering themselves by stepping 
back and letting them experience the consequences of their 
decisions while we’re still around to provide a safety net and 
help them connect the dots in a way that can only come from 
our years of experience.5

What follows is an in-depth look at each of the important 
components of getting ready for college so that we can prepare 
fertile soil for their development.

4   Alison Gopnik, “A Manifesto against ‘Parenting,’” Wall Street 
Journal, July 8, 2016 (http://www.wsj.com/articles/a-manifesto-
against-parenting-1467991745).
5    For more support in this area, read Duct Tape Parenting: A Less Is 
More Approach to Raising Respectful, Responsible, and Resilient Kids by 
Vicki Hoefle.
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CHAPTER TWO

M A T C H 

Q U A L I F I C A T I O N S 

t o  C O L L E G E S

When students knock on the doors of colleges, they don’t 
arrive empty-handed. They come bearing their high 

school transcript, unweighted grade point average (GPA), and 
standardized test scores. Together, I call these your student’s 
“college capital.” Colleges will size up these three components 
before even thinking about inviting applicants in. Your student’s 
college capital is the foundation of the college project. 

The “college capital” your student creates is the by-product 
of their work in high school. What students do along the way—
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the experiences they have, the classes they take, the grades they 
earn, the life lessons they discover, and so forth—is all wonderful 
and enriches their lives and the journey. Education and the 
corresponding credentials matter, but learning matters more. 
Your student’s college capital is a currency only they can trade.

And we can’t do it for them. 

We can teach them to be capable. We can push them beyond 
their comfort zone. We can hold them to a higher standard than 
they’ve set for themselves and set an example with our words and 
actions. We can support our kids and provide them with project 
management tools that allow them to organize, store, and share 
their research and work. We can subcontract with a coach who 
specializes in working with students to guide them, hold them 
accountable, and help them work smarter instead of harder on 
their elements of the college project. But again, our action in this 
space is a supporting role: only the student can do those things 
that will determine where they will be in the pecking order of 
college admissions. 

College fi t is relative and based on the student’s learning 
style and temperament. College cost depends largely on parents 
accepting that theory of relativity. You will pay retail if you insist 
that your student apply and attend those reach schools that 
magazines and counselors tout. As parents, we’ve been sold a 
bill of goods that this futile and expensive exercise – applying to 
reach schools - is worthwhile when it’s not.

When we buy a house, the purchase price depends on what 
we can aff ord and the fi nancing we qualify for. We let the amount 
of the prequalifi ed mortgage and factors like distance from work 
and the quality of local schools determine the zip code.

When our student starts driving, we don’t drop him off  at 
the car dealer and tell the salesperson to let him buy any car on 
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the lot. Again, we let our cash fl ow and safety features dictate the 
range of choices for transportation to fi nd a good fi t for our new 
driver.

So why do we entertain this six-fi gure fi nancial decision with 
an open-ended checkbook? Because we don’t approach college 
like other large lifestyle purchases; we lead with our hearts, not 
our heads, and often pay a price for doing it that way. Shouldn’t 
we understand what our student qualifi es for in terms of 
scholarships, discounts, and fi nancial aid before we even apply? 

Th e conventional path—applying to reach, target, and 
safety schools then attending the most prestigious school that 
accepts the student—is creating conventional results with harsh 
consequences that can last years after your student completes 
their college project. Th at’s a recipe for paying retail. 

We need to archive that approach, along with the phonograph, 
pay phone, and typewriter. Th at path for getting to and through 
college worked fi ne in the past, and we may even feel a bit of 
nostalgia for the good old days. But the world has changed 
drastically, and we must look out the windshield, not observe 
things in the rear view mirror.

Th ere is a better way to play the college game and it all starts 
with the student.

Parents need to understand how impactful the student’s 
college capital will be on the eventual cost of college and the 
real options they should consider. Th e fact is, as parents we can 
infl uence those credentials, but we can’t control them. Th ey will 
be the result of the eff ort the student puts in over the four years 
of high school, and we must work with the student’s credentials 
when we get there. 

Th e three critical components—unweighted GPA, ACT or 
SAT test scores, and the high school transcript—should dictate 
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to which colleges our students apply.6 Later in the book, I will 
cover the importance of a strategic approach to creating a college 
list, but the message here is that these three components matter 
more than anything else. Yes, extracurricular activities are nice. 
Yes, community service makes for a more rounded person and is 
good for the soul. But, the real currency, the capital that counts 
when applying for college, is made up of those three components: 
grades, test scores, and the strength of the high school curriculum. 

John Wooden was a successful coach by any standard. 
Most basketball enthusiasts admire the “Wizard of Westwood” 
for masterminding ten National College Athletic Association 
(NCAA) national championships in a twelve-year period. 
His remarkable accomplishments as a basketball coach pale in 
comparison to the value he brings us as parents. His coaching 
methods are directly applicable to how we can patiently foster an 
atmosphere that allows our kids to become the best versions of 
themselves, whatever that turns out to be.

Th e following excerpts from Coach Wooden’s February 2001 
TED Talk set the stage for creating a framework for this part of 
the process:

I coined my own definition of  success, which is, peace 
of  mind attained only through self-satisfaction in know-
ing you made the effort to do the best of  which you’re 
capable. I believe that’s true. If  you make the effort to do 
the best of  which you’re capable, trying to improve the 

6  National Association for College Admission Counseling, 
“Factors in the Admission Decision,” retrieved October 22, 2016 
(http://www.nacacnet.org/studentinfo/articles/Pages/Factors-in-the-
Admission-Decision.aspx).
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situation that exists for you, I think that’s success, and I 
don’t think others can judge that; it’s like character and 
reputation. Your reputation is what you’re perceived to 
be; your character is what you really are. And I think that 
character is much more important than what you are 
perceived to be. You’d hope they’d both be good, but 
they won’t necessarily be the same.

That’s what really matters: if  you make an effort to do 
the best you can regularly, the results will be about what 
they should be. Not necessarily what you’d want them to 
be, but they’ll be about what they should; only you will 
know whether you can do that. And that’s what I wanted 
from them more than anything else. And as time went by, 
and I learned more about other things, I think it worked 
a little better, as far as the results. But I wanted the 
score of  a game to be the by-product of  these other 
things and not the end itself. I believe it was one great 
philosopher who said—no, no—Cervantes. Cervantes 
said, “The journey is better than the end.” And I like that. 
I think that it is—it’s getting there. Sometimes when you 
get there, there’s almost a letdown. But it’s the getting 
there that’s the fun.

Not necessarily what you’d want them to be, but they’ll be about 
what they should. 

Th ese are brilliant words from a man who was quite successful 
at getting young people to realize their potential. When it comes 
to creating college capital, our role is a supporting one.
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PROJECT PLAN ESSENTIALS

 • To avoid paying retail, our student’s college capital—
GPA, test scores, high school curriculum—will drive their 
college options. 

 • The student owns this part of the project plan.

 • Academic credentials should instruct fi nancial 
commitment.  Square peg, square hole.

 • Our role as parents is to support our students with 
resources and arm them with knowledge.


