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There has been a long standing tradition among Irish students of seeking U.S. scholarships, particularly in the area of athletics.  Outstanding young golfers have also attracted funding.  But it is in the area of athletics that most young people place their hopes.  The names of Eamon Coughlan, John Tracey and Sonia O’Sullivan spring to mind.  The fact that these athletes are middle-distance runners should be borne in mind by would-be sprinters.  Very few scholarships have been offered to Irish sprinters or indeed field-event athletes.  Exceptions to this rule have been Irish throwers in the filed of hammer, discus and javelin.  Such names as Phil Conway, Declan Hegarty and Nick Sweeney have all worn the Irish singlet with pride at the Olympics.  The whole area of studying in America, even with a scholarship, is one that must be given very careful consideration.
What standard do I need for a scholarship?
To be eligible in athletics you really have to show proof of ability by finishing in the top 6 in competitions such as All-Ireland Schools and/or 8.L.O.E. Championships.  It helps when making application to have cuttings from the national newspapers mentioning your successes you may have had.  As a golfer applying for a scholarship your handicap should be in single figures, or heading progressively in that direction.  If you are interested in a soccer scholarship you should seriously consider following a PLC course which specializes in soccer skills before applying for a scholarship.  The academic standards are modest enough.  A Leaving Certificate with five Grade Ds is acceptable to most Colleges.  It is essential to have taken the SAT examination prior to your application being processed.  The Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) comes in two parts:

SAT 1: REASONING TEST.

This general aptitude test explores verbal skills by testing critical reading skills and knowledge of vocabulary in context, sentence completion and analogues.  Skills in Maths are also tested.  This is a three-hour test, primarily multiple-choice. 

SAT 11: SUBJECT TESTS:

These tests are one-hour, primarily multiple-choice, tests in specific subjects.  Unlike SAT 1 which measures more general abilities, the subject tests measure your knowledge of particular subjects, are your ability to apply that knowledge.  Subject areas include: English, History, Foreign Language, Maths and Science.  

Full details of the SAT examinations are available on http://www.collegeboard.com .  The Dublin examination centre is located at St. Andrew’s College, Booterstown Avenue.

You should know from the college you are applying to which SAT they require.  The may require SAT1 and some subjects from SAT 11.  Colleges offering scholarships normally ask for just SAT1.

APPLICATION ESSAYS:

Many Colleges ask for an essay or personal statement.  This is often the most difficult part of the application procedure for students.  An essay should essentially be a statement of you ideas and goals.  It should reflect your writing abilities; more important it should reveal the clarity, the focus and the depth of your thinking.

WHAT DO SCHOLARSHIPS COVER?

A full scholarship will pay for tuition, books and accommodation.  Mercyhurst College on a recent visit to Ireland calculated their scholarship as being worth $16,000 approx. per year including all fees, room and board.  They calculate that these fees rise by an average of 3-5% annually.  So the value of a four year scholarship in this College would be in the region of $64,000.  

Most Colleges provide dormitory type accommodation for First Year students and on-campus apartments for subsequent years.  Needless to say, Colleges do not pay air fares.  This is an important consideration often overlooked by students.

FACILITIES

One of the big attractions for students interested in furthering their athletics prowess in the U.S. is the standard of the facilities available.  Inter-College meets are taken very seriously so Colleges are very conscious of the need for top-class coaching and modern facilities such as outdoor and indoor tartans (all weather) tracks, swimming pools, and state of-the-art weights rooms and gyms.  A comprehensive medical and physiotherapy service is provided for athletes if they get injured.  A measure of their interest in students who are performing well is the fact that some Colleges provide extra tuition free of charge for students who may be experiencing difficulties with the academic side of College life.

Irish students should bear in mind that the salaries and tenure of coaches depend on getting results.  This can lead to a ruthless attitude.  Students have complained in the past of having to fill in at distances on the team they are not used to and experiencing the ‘cold shoulder’ when they are not running to form. 

DIFFICULTIES TO BE AWARE OF

One of the main difficulties which students experience is homesickness.  If you are in a U.K. College a phone call or even a week-end visit is possible.  But if you are in a U.S. College it may be that bit more difficult.  Remember you may experience a radical change in lifestyle, culture and education.  Nowadays with E-Mail facilities it is easier to keep in touch, but making friends on campus is still the best way of guarding against homesickness.

There are other considerations to be aware of such as the weather.  Some states will have heavy snowfalls between January and March.  But the most serious problem and athlete faces is injury.  Medical attention is really expensive in the U.S.  It is therefore very important to be absolutely sure of the insurance position as far as your college is concerned.  Most Colleges arrange insurance, but take no chances in this area.  All the stories you have heard about endless zeros on the end of medical charges in the States are true!  It is also true that many Colleges have superb on-campus medical facilities which will cover basic requirements, but if there is any doubt in our mind, you should arrange sensible medical insurance for yourself.  Even if a College has an insurance policy then read the small print as there maybe clauses which can exclude some likely claims.

Students need the assurance that if their injury is long-term their scholarship cannot be terminated. Irish athletes such as Sonia O’Sullivan have had major injury problems which on an athletics scholarship, so it does happen and one needs to have all eventualities covered.  One other difficulty that bears mention is the long journeys athletes must undertake to compete.  Some Colleges may have funds to fly, but in general it may mean a round trip of 500 miles by bus!

HOW DOES ONE GO ABOUT GETTING A SCHOLARSHIP

The first thing that must be said about the process is that it takes time.  You must start the process at least 18 months before you intend to go.  The first step is a visit to the American Embassy to consult the directories of the American Universities.  The following directories are particularly ‘user friendly’: 

-Lovejoy’s College Guide – a comprehensive directory of over 2500 colleges;

-Profiles of American Colleges – 1500 Colleges

-Also try website http://www.yahoo.com/education/Higher_Education
Here you will find general information about access to institutions as well as the courses they offer.  Researching these options is a very painstaking operation and may involve more than one visit.  It is best to telephone to make an appointment.  The Colleges are rated and a typical SAT score specified:


Most Competitive SAT 625-800


Highly Competitive SAT 615+


Very Competitive SAT 525 – 725


Competitive 
SAT 525+

You should not consider a College below ‘competitive’.

The nest step is to write to the Colleges of your choice including a CV.  In return the College will send you a great deal of information which will require careful study.  Make your application to the College of your choice as soon as possible as some Colleges make decisions as early as November prior to commencement of the academic year.  If you are seeking a scholarship it may be wise to write to the Head Coach enclosing full details of your best achievements.  This is one case where modesty will get you nowhere!  Remember that if one College makes you an offer then there is a possibility that others will – so there is no need to be under pressure to take the first one that is offered to you!

DO I NEED A VISA?

In order to enter the US you should apply for a Student Visa (F-1).  For information check the U.S. Embassy website http://dublin.usembassy.gov/ (Visa Information).

THE ACADEMIC YEAR

Although the academic year may differ slightly from one university to the next the academic year normally runs from early September to the end of May.  It may be divided into two terms of 18 weeks each (in which case they are called ‘semesters’), or three terms of twelve weeks each (in which case they are called ‘quarters’).

 There is usually a two week break for Christmas and a one week break between mid-March and mid-April.

Irish students are highly regarded in the U.S. If you have fully researched the options, procured a scholarship that will ensure your financial wellbeing, and are keen to reach the top of our sport, then grasp the U.S. option with confidence.

BE A WINNER!

We leave the word to Brother Dooley, a highly respected coach, who categorized Irish athletes on US scholarships in an article ‘Irish Runner’ as follows: winners, scorers, chokers, and wasters.

Winner, he said, were those who overcome home-sickness, injury, doubt, struggle, and even disillusionment, to achieve international acclaim.

Scorers – the majority – have some athletic success.  Overall they have had a good experience and they appreciate the educational, sporting, and career opportunities that America offers.

Chokers are those for whom the change and challenge of  the Colleges is too big.  They fail to adapt and come to terms with the system.  They spend their time injured, imaging they are injured, dodging training, and making excuses.  Many lose their scholarships.

Wasters are a small group who have used their scholarship as a means of getting away from home, so they party their life away.  Ten years on, the same groups exist.

Be a winner!
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