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New High-School Elective: Put Off College

By TopDpI GUTNER

Like many motivated, fo-
cused high-school students, Lil-
lian Kivel had worked hard aca-
demically and in community ser-
vice in hopes that her efforts
would win her acceptance into a
good college. It did. Trouble was,
Ms. Kivel’s focus was much less
clear when she had to decide
which college to attend—the Bos-
ton-area senior had applied to
38 schools because her interests
were so varied.

At the suggestion of friends,
Ms. Kivel decided to take a gap
year—a year outside of aca-
demiabetween high-school grad-
uation and college matricula-
tion. It wasn’t rest and relax-
ation that Ms. Kivel sought, but
rather an opportunity to gainlife
experience and focus her goals.
Gappers, as they’re called, typi-
cally feel that taking a year off
will give them a head startin col-
lege—and life. “I [have] the op-
portunity to explore my inter-
ests, like medicine and China,
outside the classroom,” she says.

Ms. Kivel eventually decided
to attend Harvard College, but de-
ferred entrance until fall 2009.
Ms. Kivel lived at home this fall
and interned at the Boston
branch of Partners of Health, a
global health outreach nonprofit.
She’s also serving as a legislative
aide in the Massachusetts State-
house. And she’s auditing at an-
thropology class at Harvard.

To fill her spring months, Ms.
Kivel turned to gap-year consult-
ant Holly Bull, president of In-
terim Programs, to help her sift
through more than 100 different
programs in China. Ms. Kivel will
live with a host family in Shang-
hai, study Chinese language, his-
tory and culture in a classroom
setting, and teach English to chil-
dren. “I have gained so much
by ... becoming more responsible
and independent [and] exploring
my interests,” Ms. Kivel says.

The increased focus, maturity
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and motivation that gappers ob-
tain—along with a brief escape
from the intense pressure that
leaves many high-schoolers
burned out—has led more high-
school guidance counselors and
college admissions officers to sug-
gest.gap years to high achievers
and strugglers alike. “Not every
17-year-old is ready to enter col-
lege, and a gap year... allows them
to be in the real world, do service
and approach college much more
deliberately,” says Karen Gian-
nino, senior associate dean of ad-
mission at Colgate College.
Longtime educator Karl
Haigler, co-author of “The Gap-
Year Advantage,” agrees. “We
think that there should be more
of a focus on success in college,
not just on access to college,” he
says. That’s partly what moti-
vated Princeton University to be-
come the first school to formalize
a gap- or bridge-year program. It
will be launched in the fall of
20009, starting with 20 students
and growing to 100. Students will
beinvited to apply after they have
been accepted to the school. The
program will send students for a
year of social service workin a for-
eign country. Students won’t be

charged tuition and will be eligi-
ble for financial aid.

Formal gap-year programs
typically cost between $10,000
to $20,000, including living ex-
penses, says Ms. Bull. Students
can often apply for financial aid
through Free Application for Fed-
eral Student Aid (www.fafsa.ed.
gov), or look for scholarships
and individual study-abroad
loans through specific pro-
grams. There are also commu-
nity-based programs, like Ameri-
corps, where students receive
room and board in exchange for
service work and a small stipend.

To get the most out of the expe-
rience, students should already
be accepted into college and de-
fer admission before the gap year
begins, says Missy Sanchez, direc-
tor of college counseling at Wood-
ward Academy, a private school
in Atlanta. “They can use the nec-
essary high-school resources for
their applications and have some-
thing to come back to after their
year off,” says Ms. Sanchez.

The year should be well-
planned and researched to avoid
alot of downtime. “Most students
choose to do a smorgasbord of
two or three programs through

out the year,” says Ms. Bull.

That was Sabrina Skau’s strat-
egy. She spent three months teach-
ing English in a small Costa Rican
town. She taught Spanish at her lo-
cal high school in Portland, Ore.,
for two months. She spent three
months working in a hospital and
orphanage in Cordova, Argentina.
And she wrapped up the year with
a five-week ‘Spanish program in
Barcelona. Though Ms. Skau had
deferred her admission at Univer-
sity of Rochester, she also reap-
plied to Brown University and
was accepted. She began her fresh-
manyear in August. “The gap year
prepared me to be much more fo-
cused and independent at college
because I have already been away
on my own,” Ms. Skau says.

Students can research many of
the 8,000 educational programs,
internships and public-service
jobs on their own, but many find it
daunting. Several private schools
across the country, such as Atlan-
ta’s Woodward Academy, have be-
gun to hold gap fairs, where ven-
dors come to meet prospective
participants. Students from any
school can attend. Another option
is to hire a gap-year consultant.
They typically charge about
$2,000 to help research and guide
students to reputable programs.

It’s important to investigate
the program’s track record, cred-
ibility, supervision, structure
and safety, says Mr. Haigler. Get
references from at least two past
participants and speak to them
personally—don’t just settle for
email. Finally, check your status
for family medical coverage. In-
surance policies often don’t
cover adult-age dependents if
they are no longer full-time stu-
dents, but temporary insurance
policies are often available.

Ms. Kivel was able to remain
on her parent’s insurance policy.
She will fund the $12,000 cost of
her Shanghai semester from sav-
ings from a part-time job and
help from her parents. “I'm just
thrilled to be taking the year
off,” she says.




