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 Moira McCullough  00:00

Now, welcome to the College Scoops podcast. I'm your host, Moira McCullough and today
we are talking with Wendy Nelson about families who are caught in the middle from a
financial perspective looking at schools

Wendy Nelson  00:11
Really the whole goal of this site is to open family's eyes to other schools that are out
there that might give their student really good merit money, but they have never
considered that school.

 Moira McCullough  00:32

This is the College Scoops podcast and I'm your host Moira McCullough, we focus on
everything college related from the admissions process to where to eat, stay and explore
on and round campuses. Our guests include founders, educators, authors and experts in
the college space. Join us as these experts share their knowledge, experiences and lessons
learned to help you have stress free, informative and tasty college journeys. Whether it's
your first or last child going to college, or you're just interested in going to a college town
for a game or meal, we've got you covered. If you haven't already, please subscribe to the
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College Scoops podcast to get the inside scoop, send everything college related, and
leave us a review. Thanks to all of our sponsors partners in the entire college scoops
Ambassador team for helping us bring valuable content to our community. If you would
like to support College Scoops as a sponsor, please head over to
patreon@patreon.com/collegescoops and sign up as a sustaining listener, insider or
Deluxe sponsor. We have exclusive benefits for our members free ebooks and even a
College Scoops care package. Wendy Nelson is the founder of My Kids College Choice
and Merit Scholarship List. She started My Kids College Choice in 2012 to blog about her
experience with her oldest daughter's college search process. She soon discovered a
passion for helping other families like hers, who would not qualify for need based financial
aid, but didn't have enough savings or cash flow for four years of college for multiple kids.
This passion along with her analytical skills led her to publish the full scholarship list,
enlisting a full ride and full tuition merit scholarships offered by colleges around the US
starting in 2014. From there, she took on the challenge of creating a database of all merit
scholarships offered by colleges run the US and launched the Merit Scholarship List
website a searchable database of merit scholarships offered directly by colleges in 2015.
Through these tools, and her upside down college search process, she continues to help
families make college more affordable. Welcome to the College Scoops podcast. Thank
you for joining us today, Wendy.

Wendy Nelson  02:48
Oh, thank you for having me, Moira. I'm really excited to be here.

 Moira McCullough  02:51

We invited you on today. Because you talk you helped your own family and your three
daughters get through college and find the financial support that they could to get
through college, and you helped many families. And that's how you started My Kids
College Choice. So we invited you here today because college paying for college is on
everyone's mind. It's on mine. As I get ready for my third. Can you just share a little bit
about yourself?

Wendy Nelson  03:14
Yes, sure. So kind of a little background on me back in 2012, I started the My Kids College
Choice website, really to blog about my experience helping my oldest daughter through
the college search process. And she was one of those where you kind of have to drive
them along, you know, not a willing participant just wanted to stick your head in the sand
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and hope it all just worked out magically. So I really had to take an active role with her.
And I found that my background and being a business analyst and a project manager
really helped me because that meant I like to analyze and organize everything. And those
were things that were really necessary in the college search process, you know, putting
together a good spreadsheet to work from and really analyzing where were the places
that were going to be affordable. So I really found a niche in looking at how do families
that I would say are you're stuck in the middle afford college because they aren't going to
qualify for need-based financial aid yet they don't have the cash flow or the savings lying
around to pay for college, especially for multiple kids. And they really need a way to make
it affordable. And I found that you know, my kids were very good students pretty close to
the top of the class. So that's really an opportunity where students can get great merit
scholarships from colleges, so I kind of fell into originally publishing a list of full ride and
full tuition merit scholarships offered by colleges. Just around the country that's called the
full scholarship list. And I published that on my kids college choice. Started that back in
2014, when I found some listings online of full tuition and better scholarships from
colleges, but they weren't very complete, and they weren't very up to date. So to me, it
said, spreadsheet, this needs to be all put into a spreadsheet. And I'm sure there are a lot
more out there than what these listings I was finding are - so I made it my mission to find
all of the full tuition full ride scholarships offered by colleges. So after that, I was really
thinking, full tuition scholarships aren't the only great scholarships out there. And a lot of
kids are not going to qualify for those cream of the crop full tuition scholarships, but yet
there are half tuition scholarships and other large dollar amounts that will save families a
lot of money on college. So I took on a mission to publish, basically a database of all the
merit scholarships offered by colleges around the country. And so that is my Merit
Scholarship List website.

 Moira McCullough  06:18

And you've lived to see that through because as somebody who works with a lot of data,
that is an unbelievable undertaking, somebody like yourself, I love how you described it.
You're a project manager. I like spreadsheets. I like working with data. And it helps to be
organized, but it's overwhelming the amount of data that you're trying to gather, and
then include in a database and make it so it's searchable. And it's easy to use and user
friendly, right?

Wendy Nelson  06:47
Absolutely. Yes, it was a huge undertaking and it continues to be. We update every month,
because colleges are not very consistent in when they update their scholarship
information. So we have to always be on the lookout for changes and get those updated
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in the database. So it's a big job year round.

 Moira McCullough  07:06

So I was gonna ask you in terms of that content and keeping it up to date, how do you do
it and how many colleges do you have in the database?

Wendy Nelson  07:13
It's over 1500 schools. So we really look at it from the standpoint of, let's look at the
rankings that are out there. We track Forbes Money and the US News rankings just to
make sure we're getting everything that's ranked in those, and then we kind of take it
down a level from there. But you know, they I think they say what, three, three or 4000
colleges in the US but a lot of those are not the kind of schools that most students are
looking at in the college search process. So we definitely have the ones that are primarily
of interest to students.

 Moira McCullough  07:53

And then every month you're going to those individual schools, or is there a consortium
that you can go to to gather that data?

Wendy Nelson  08:00
No, unfortunately, there's no easy way to get that data, when you want to see the actual
merit scholarships they are offering, you have to go to their websites. And you know,
schools are different as far as how much information they put on their website. Some
schools are very open about what they offer, other schools are not open at all. So you
know, we struggle with that were in some cases. We have to just do more research to see
what can we find on their typical what their typical scholarship offerings are. And then it
would take a whole lot more time if if we had to contact each school individually and see
if they would share any of that data. So, so yes, we get what we can from their websites.
We do a little extra research and it seems to be we get about 80% that way. But then
there are still those entries where we have to say this, they offer these scholarships, the
amounts vary, you can't really tell you any more.

 Moira McCullough  09:07
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You would think from a college perspective, it would be something that they'd want to
share and have it accessible.

Wendy Nelson  09:13
I have talked to some schools about sharing of the Merit Scholarship data and there are
ones that aren't so willing to share. And I think what they are afraid of is that you always
will count on things where they may have merit money that they're assessing
characteristics of each student. Some schools don't want to put it out there because they
don't want to guarantee that merit aid, they want to make it more discretion. So that
seems to stop them from publishing.

 Moira McCullough  09:49

You also mentioned you have that aspect, you have the Merit Scholarship list 3000 plus
schools updated monthly basis, and then you have the full scholarship list. Tell us about
that.

 09:59

Yes, so the full scholarship list is is the one I was talking about before, that is the full tuition
and full ride scholarships that was created back in 2014. That was my original product.
And that's an Excel sheet that families can purchase, and sort and filter and just get
through that that has 1700 entries on it. Some of those are duplicates of the same
scholarship where where that scholarship is offered to students with different say AC T,
SAT, GPA combinations. So it comes down to about 1500 actual unique full tuition and full
ride scholarships on that list. Those are also included in the in the database, but the
database is not an Excel based. You're going into a website you're searching, and you're
selecting, I want to see scholarships it needs from schools in these states. This type of
amount and other things that you're narrowing down on.

 Moira McCullough  10:00

So you're in Illinois and you want to go to school in Illinois, you're typing in Illinois, any
scholarships, public or private?

Wendy Nelson  11:16
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Yes. But you can choose public or private or both, you can choose the amount categories,
do you only want to look at full tuition, full ride scholarships, do you want half tuition or
better Do you want less than half you know, all those different categories, and then you
can also use search by the student's GPA. And then it will tell you what that GPA will
qualify you for. And then also, you can do ACT or SAT score which I made optional
originally. And that's really good for for this coming. Admissions season here. Because, you
know, a lot of schools are taking those AC t sh t requirements off of the merit scholarships
as well

 Moira McCullough  12:00

Talk to us about the platform, is it a freemium model that you just sign up for? Is there a
monthly fee from a parent's point of view? And then I'm sure I saw on the website, you
have a whole other option to help educational consultants who are trying to help their
families when they say, Well, how do I even know if I can afford this? Is there another
scenario that they can use them?

Wendy Nelson  12:23
Yes, so for families, there are really three subscription models and consultants, a lot of
educational consultants choose to go that route to where you can subscribe monthly, and
you can subscribe, quarterly or yearly, I get a lot of families that subscribe yearly, say
when their student is a sophomore junior in high school, and they're going to just kind of
keep refining their list of schools and going back and seeing what else is available, you
know, over that time period before they get to application season. But I would say 80% of
the scholarships are renewable. And the schools are differing in what criteria the student
needs. If there are specific qualifications they need to meet in order to renew that
scholarship. It is designed only to be used by high school students, and somewhat for
transfer students as well. But Ican clarify that in a minute. But not for those students who
are already in college, they can find those. It's only their own school that they're interested
in, they'll find those easily. Really, the whole goal of the site is to open families eyes to
other schools that are out there that might give their student really good merit money, but
they have never considered that school either. They're only considering the 10 schools that
their student says, Oh, I'm really interested in these schools for whatever reason, or they
just don't know what's all out there. So this is really, really helping them to find that wide
variety of schools to consider putting the financial aspect first.

 Moira McCullough  14:14
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So then if you're because we talked about in a statewide, but if you were saying Okay, I
know I want a medium sized school, these is a criteria. Could you also use that as a
search, and it would come up with comps that are across different states throughout the
US.

Wendy Nelson  14:29
Right now it's primarily state based, but once you pick the states that you want to look at,
I do have the size, the undergraduate student population sizes in there. So you could really
narrow down and say, Oh, these sounds too big, but these sound about right. So, you
know, once the data comes up, you can kind of narrow in on that data further by some of
those other characteristics you will look at.

 Moira McCullough  14:56

And now you mentioned about the transfer how that it's slightly They are different and
provides a different level of service or opportunities for transfer students.

Wendy Nelson  15:05
Yes, so it's somewhat limited on transfer students. I have not included in the database, all
the transfer scholarships that are out there. That's sort of in the back of my mind for
maybe the next next phase, let's add in all the transfer scholarships, but what we do now
is for the ones that are offered to incoming freshmen, and we mark those that are also
available to transfer students. So I would say, somewhere between 25 and 40% of the
scholarships that are offered to freshmen are also available to transfer students, someone
in a transfer situation would get some assistance through the site, but wouldn't see, you
know, the full range of transfer scholarships out there.

 Moira McCullough  15:53

And in addition to the amount, does it also show the other criteria that is associated with
that scholarship that you have?

Wendy Nelson  16:01
Yes, so a lot of them are based on GPA and ACT or SAT score. We tell you if there are
specific requirements for those things associated with the scholarship, or if they're if we're
just recommending students with these test scores. Is this GPA more likely to get the
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scholarship. So we kind of tell you, is it a requirement? Or is it just recommended? We talk
about what materials need to be submitted, you know, is it a separate application? Is
there a specific deadline? We do include talent scholarships, so we we talk about what,
what is required, is there an audition or portfolio required for that scholarship,

 Moira McCullough  16:48

I was going to say finding the amount is one thing, but then all of a sudden you missed the
deadline. You mentioned the college counselors also use this particular database. And
they have an option for whether a monthly quarterly subscription based solution as well?

Wendy Nelson  17:03
They can subscribe the same way that their families subscribe. Beyond that, they do offer
an ability to get into a data sharing arrangement with me where I provide the data and
they can download it to us in their own tool or in spreadsheet format, whatever they want,
that's more of a an individual choice kind of thing. You know, I look at how many users
there are for that data and coming up with a pricing model for them.

 Moira McCullough  17:32

You mentioned I read something about your upside down college search framework. Yeah.
Can you talk a little bit about that?

Wendy Nelson  17:41
Sure. You know, it sat down a few years ago and said, All right, so it's in things like the
college search, you really need a framework or a process for what it what does a family
really need to do? What are the steps to go through? So what the upside down college
search framework is a model for searching a different way to put the financial aspect of
college first. So traditionally, people go through the college search process sort of with, I
would say blinders on? Like, these are the schools we're interested in, you know, oh, let's
let's apply to these schools. And then let's wait and see what they come back with for a
financial offer and see, you know, out of the 10 schools, how many of these can we really
afford. So my upside down college search model is to flip that on its head, make sure you
understand the financial side, create a larger list of schools that you will then look at. So I
like to look at the college fit three ways, there's financial fit, which I think is the first one
that you need to look at. And then you can narrow down from there for both academic fit
and social fit for this student. And so hopefully, you already you're going in knowing, okay,
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based on everything I see in the data, these schools look like they would be a pretty good
financial deal for us. Let's explore them further and come up with that final list of schools
to apply to.

 Moira McCullough  19:15

Well, I think now more than anything, parents, families are going to be more open to that
because they have to, given what's just happened. And I think looking at it from that
perspective, having that dialogue also with your student to have that open
communication kind of lays the groundwork and sets the expectation. There's one thing
about stressing about getting in, but then to get in and have the disappointment of not
being able to afford to go there when that could have as you said been, fine. Tune in
address right up front. Right. So if you have advice for families that are going through this
process, can you provide any tips?

Wendy Nelson  19:53
I think my biggest advice is not to get so hung up on the name brand school. That's kind of
where we started to with my oldest daughter was, Wow, she's a really good student, and
let's send her to a really top school. And first of all, you're going to find, especially for
those families that are going to qualify for need based aid, a lot of those top schools
aren't going to give you any merit based money. So it's pretty much full price or see what
you qualify for on the need based side. And you know, they're very generous with need
based aid. But if you're like our family, you're not going to qualify, you're paying full price.
So it's just not worth it. Where you go to college is not as important as what you do as a
student, the name you make for yourself in college, the things you get involved in, you
know, all of that. So it's, it's not worth the difference monetarily, because you know, 510
years from now, nobody's going to care where you went,

 Moira McCullough  21:03

I cannot agree with you more, I think finding the best college fit for your son or daughter
will increase their chances to thrive during their college experience. College is all about
what you make of it. So embrace it, go for it and give it your all because it goes by fast. So
what do you wish that you knew before you attended college?

Wendy Nelson  21:28
I think really, that it's how important it is to to apply yourself and to get involved in things
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at school that that's like I said before, that's going to take you farther than just the name
of the school where you you went, you know it on your resume, you need to have those
activities research or Honors Program or whatever kind of experiences that you can say,
this is what I did when I was in college.

 Moira McCullough  22:00

Absolutely. I keep on reinforcing with my kids each and every year, I think there's an
opportunity to hit the reset button, and kind of just say, okay, it's a new year. You did a
whole host of things last year, and even professionally, I say it's something that you carry
on through life, like what do you want to do differently, and what areas have a curiosity of
learning, like what other subjects what other clubs or activities are important that you
would like to engage in as a parent who now is successfully launched three, any other bits
of advice from what you've learned from your students to with your with your daughter's
going through what they would do differently, or what they would recommend to people
like us, parents who have gone through and said, you know, you could have done it a little
differently if you just did this.

Wendy Nelson  22:48
So a couple of things that I've learned is your student thinks they have a good idea of
what's right for them and they go in with, into this search, and then into their first college
experience with that in mind, like, I only like small schools, and I need a small school for
this reason, or my middle daughter wanted to go to a big school. She did not even look at
anything small. And then once they're there, they kind of find out that college is a little
different than what they imagined. My daughter who wanted the big schools realized a
big school environment really isn't so good for me. But you know, it's really about the
trade offs. And I think we get to worried in all of those different, you know we have to have
the right size, we have to have the right location, we have to do all these different things
that we look at. And it's still going to come down to what they make of it when they're
there. So if the school seems too big, you need to find opportunities to get involved in
small small groups or small activities and find your place. So I think, my biggest learning is
always that as parents we get so stressed about it and so obsessed about finding our
students, the right school, that it really comes down to, they could thrive anywhere, as
long as they're doing the right things there.

 Moira McCullough  24:21

And I think back to when I went, my parents didn't have all these questions. They didn't.

W

Episode 77 - Wendy Nelson Page 10 of 12 Transcribed by https://otter.ai

https://otter.ai
Moira McCullough


Moira McCullough


Moira McCullough




Not that they didn't care, but they weren't worried about it.

Wendy Nelson  24:31
And there's no perfect school. So they learned that nothing's perfect. Not all the
professors are perfect. Some of the classes are boring. There aren't always all the
opportunities they want. They can always get into the classes they want. It's there is no
perfect - that's life.

 Moira McCullough  24:45

I think if it was perfect , it wouldn't be real. I think I need to wake up from this dream
because nothing is perfect. That's the whole part of the learning and the maturity that you
go through. And we all know that four years later, most students would say that they're
totally different person than they were when they went in. Os there a favorite dessert or
food place that you have based upon any college that you've been to?

Wendy Nelson  25:09
Yes. So my youngest daughter, who is a sophomore at DePaul University in Chicago. Has,
its, that's an amazing place for food opportunities, if you want them because it's in the
Lincoln Park area, and you know, lots of food opportunities. So we found there's a place
called Sweet Mandy's. It's cupcakes and other dessert items. They're wonderful. I mean,
you go in this case is just filled with with all this amazing stuff.

 Moira McCullough  25:44

My daughter and I went there. It was just one of those places that I thought, Oh my gosh, if
I'm feeling low and not having a great day, I don't come here. Yeah, definitely. Well, thank
you so much money for taking your time and sharing your story. And I know parents right
now, any little bit of information that they can get that can help them de stress the
process and have the information and tools that they need. And I know and you know,
because we deal with data, how much goes into what you're putting together from a
database perspective.

 26:16

Yes, thank you. Thanks. I really enjoyed being here today and talking to you about it. And
yes, I just really have a passion for helping families figure out how they're going to find an
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affordable college.

 Moira McCullough  26:32

Thank you, Wendy for joining us today to educators and ways to locate merit aid and full
and partial scholarships available for college bound students. College fit consists of three
components financial, academic, and social fit. Assess the financial fit early on in the
college admissions journey to avoid disappointment down the line. Do not get hung up on
the name brand schools. There are so many really good schools out there so open your
mind to other options. You can find all of our show notes and links to the helpful resources
mentioned throughout our conversation on our website at College Scoops.com/podcast.
You can learn more about Wendy and her website, My Kids College Choice and Merit
Scholarship List. Please take a couple of minutes to rate review and subscribe to College
Scoops. Thank you for listening to our College Scoops podcast. Our entire College Scoops
team strives to make the college journey a little bit easier, less stressful, fun and tasty by
sharing all the inside scoops we have curated along the way. We would love to hear from
you about topics to cover and your ideas and everything college related. Reach out to us
at collegescoops.com or follow us on Instagram, Twitter and Facebook.
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