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Ms. Jessica Gagne:  Welcome to the GEAR UP Maine Podcast. In this episode, we hear from a GEAR UP parent who shares her experience of sending her first child off to college, the way parents are included at her childrens' school, and a device she has for parents going through this process for the first time. 

Ms. Martha Thibodeau:  Hi, my name is Martha Thibodeau. I’m a parent in the GEAR UP program. My son is a junior in college. And I also have a daughter who’s a junior in high school. 

My school engages parents pretty well. They have a great communications system set up where the principal sends home the calendar for the month and a newsletter basically inviting them in, telling them what’s going on, what’s happening in the school. Through this I’ve gotten information from the GEAR UP person, you know, reminding me of deadlines, telling me what’s happening in the program.  

Just recently they started doing a quarterly GEAR UP newsletter. So, it’s all just GEAR UP news.  

We also have financial aid night for the seniors. They bring a financial aid officer in from a local college, and he talks about the process of financial aid, the different types of aid that are available, and I know the Maine Parent Federation is going to be at this one. And they also help get their PIN number for the FAFSA site. Every parent that comes has their PIN number by the time they leave. So, that’s helpful for somebody who’s never been through the process.  

Ms. Jessica Gagne: What was your reaction on the first financial aid night you went to? 

Ms. Martha Thibodeau: I was just intrigued by the different types of financial aid that were out there. Some you have to pay back, some you don’t have to pay back.  Parents can take loans, kids can take loans. But, they didn’t talk a lot about scholarships.  

I would have liked to have the school really talk more about the importance of scholarships to my son. Again, I’m sure they did. He just didn’t get the message that he could go out on his own and look for scholarships and write up essays and--I guess he thought whatever he got as a result of his FAFSA was what he got.  Just because Mom tells him something doesn’t mean anything, sometimes. He needed to hear it from somebody else, that there was lots and lots of money out there. And he may just be the only one that fits a certain category for some of these scholarships.  

Our school does a really good job of getting local scholarships to kids. We have a whole scholarship application booklet, and then we have a scholarship committee that looks those over and decides those. Some of them are need-based and some are academic-based, and some are just based on conditions of where you live or what you do for activities. 

Most of them are single year scholarships. So, as a freshman Josh got a couple of those, which was really nice, and then he had his graduation money. And then, sophomore year came along, and wow, we saw a big hole in that financial aid. All of a sudden we’ve got to come up with this extra money. Where do we come up with it? And we didn’t really have a lot of direction in that as far as scholarship websites or anything like that. 

Ms. Jessica Gagne: It is true that some scholarships and other forms of financial aid are for one year only, but many are renewable. Be sure to check with each financial aid office that your son or daughter is accepted at to find out the details and what other resources may be available. They should be able to aid you in the process.  

With Martha having an almost decade-long perspective of the state GEAR UP grant in her school, I asked her what, if anything, had changed over the years. 

Ms. Martha Thibodeau: One thing that I’ve noticed since--when Josh went though GEAR UP, that was the first year of the grant. I think one of the changes that I’ve seen that’s been really good in GEAR UP is more of a whole school rather than just the GEAR UP kids. It’s more of, if we make the whole school have a great going--college-going culture, that includes the GEAR UP kids as well. And so, things like this financial aid night are really well attended. That’s been a positive, as far as I’ve seen.  

One of the nice things that I like that our school does to get the kids ready to go to college is taking them on a lot of college visits. They go as freshmen, they go again as sophomores, and they go again as juniors. They go to the college fair at [University of Maine at] Orono. Plus, we--they have a college fair at our school, too. We probably have 100 different colleges represented. It’s quite a big fair. A lot of the local schools come.  And any of our kids can go. They can be--it doesn’t--you know, it’s not just for seniors or juniors or--any of the kids in the school can go. 

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  With these noticeable changes, I asked Martha if she personally had noticed that more kids were applying to and going on to college.  

Ms. Martha Thibodeau: Definitely. I think so. I just think now our school only offers college prep. They don’t offer anything other than that. So, all kids in the school are getting college prep classes--. 

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  --Oh, great--. 

Ms. Martha Thibodeau:  --So that kids that leave the school are ready for--to go to college, and that, you know, through the advisory program kids, are getting the message more that, here, let’s look at schools, let’s look at what you want to do, let’s look at what the requirements would be for that. You know, they’re getting more through the advisory program, more one-on-one time thinking about what they want to do. 

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  Many students in Maine will be first in their family to go on to post-secondary education. So, I asked Martha what surprises she encountered during her process of sending her son off to college. 

Ms. Martha Thibodeau: What I didn’t expect in the whole college process the first year was all the hidden costs, like dorm damage bills, lost key cards, the amount of money it was going to cost me for books, the setup of the room. 

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  Yeah. 

Ms. Martha Thibodeau: Getting all the things together that he needed for his room, buying food for him, even though they have a meal plan at the school. And--because, you know, when I went to school, room and board was room and board.  I mean--and it covered every meal. But, now they have--you buy a certain number of meals. And so--.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  --Yeah, well every school is different--.

Ms. Martha Thibodeau:  --Yeah--. 

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  --And you can--and there usually is a lot of options, too.  

Ms. Martha Thibodeau: You know, that was all of a sudden, boom, oh Mom, I need another $200 to pay for my meals until the end of the year. The second year, you budget your meals a little bit better, and you do buy the cereal and the microwave mac and cheese. Of course, you don’t get all the choices, but, you know, make some--I tell--I keep telling him, he’s supposed to be a poor college student. 

Ms. Jessica Gagne: After hearing about how Martha’s school engages parents and what she’s learned along the high school to college road, I asked Martha if she had any advice for families going through the process now. 

Ms. Martha Thibodeau: I would advise parents to stay in close contact with their guidance office in particular. They have their pulse on the finger of what’s going on as far as deadlines for, like, the main scholarship grant.  

You know, the guidance office has some really great advice for parents, and they have information on where kids can go to look for information on what schools they want. They know when schools are coming in. We have a representative from USM in our school today who’s coming to talk to kids. I wouldn’t know that except I went by the guidance office this morning and found that out.  

So, I would say stay in close contact with your guidance official. They have the information that you need to help your child be successful and get everything in on time.  

I would also say, fill in your FAFSA as soon as you can after the middle of January. Get the FAFSA in there, because some schools will look at that FAFSA and make determinations about financial aid, and they do it when it comes in.  And some schools don’t allocate as much money to those that come in later because they’ve already given it away.  

You know, the financial aid package that you get from each school is so different.  Look very carefully at it.  It’s not just about how much are they giving me.  It’s also about how much does the school cost and what are the expenses that you would have to pay above and beyond some other school. 

For instance, if your student is going to school in the state, travel expenses aren’t going to be as bad as if they’re going to school in the South or on the West Coast or--you know, if they’re giving you a great deal out there, great.  

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  And to end our conversation, I asked Martha what one thing she would tell families that might listen to her Podcast episode.  

Ms. Martha Thibodeau:  Listen to your parents.  That’s what I would tell kids.  Listen to your parents.  And kids should--listen to what their kids are really saying to them, you know--.

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  --About what they want to be doing and--?

Ms. Martha Thibodeau:  --Right, where they want to go to school, because, if you impose what you want on them, or what you think they should be doing on them, they’re not going to be happy.  They’re not going to do well.  And you don’t really want that for your kids.  

Josh made some choices that I wouldn’t have made about where he went to school, but he’s really happy and he’s doing well, and he--so, it was the right choice for him. So, I would suggest that parents listen to what their kids are saying to them about what they want.  Guide them, but listen to them, too. 

Ms. Jessica Gagne:  If you’ve enjoyed this Podcast episode, please visit the GEAR UP Maine website for others at www.gearupme.org.
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