Chris Cioffoletti at West Point
By Danielle Corpina

I had the opportunity to interview Chris Cioffoletti, a 2010 Byram Hills graduate and a first-year cadet attending West Point Academy. He shared some fascinating stories about the grueling application process, daily life on campus, and his personal preparations for the possibility of serving his country at war. 

The United States Military Academy at West Point, located 50 miles north of New York City, is renowned as the world’s premier institution of leadership development.  West Point develops its cadets intellectually, physically, militarily, ethically, and socially. The student body, or Corps of Cadets, numbers 4,400. Each year approximately 1,000 cadets graduate and are commissioned as second lieutenants in the U.S. Army.  This is not your typical college. The application process is extremely intense.  Once you get in, you must survive basic training and the tough rituals of daily life. After completing four years of hard mental and physical work with a BS degree, it’s time to give the Army five years dedicated to the protection of this great country! 

Chris always had an interest in West Point and the armed services. When he was a child, his father was in the Air Force.  As a young boy, his family visited West Point Academy many times. Chris says that having his father as his role model helped him to set his own goal, and for Chris that was West Point!

The process of applying to West Point is complex and starts in one’s junior year of high school. Aside from sending transcripts and written essays, there is a wide range of medical tests that you must pass. The Army is “investing” in you as a cadet. If you are accepted into the historic academy, your tuition is free and you also receive a monthly stipend. Assuming you pass the medical tests, you must also pass the physical assessment, which includes sit-ups, pushups and other calisthenics performed at a Herculerian pace.

In addition, all applicants to the Academy must secure a letter of recommendation from a senator or a congressman. Chris started by contacting Senators Chuck Schumer and Kristen Gilibrand, and Vice President Joseph Biden. Finally, what Chris describes as “the most intense interview I had ever been through,” he was ultimately given a letter of recommendation from New York’s 18th Congressional District Representative, Nita Lowey. Each congressman or senator is allowed to nominate approximately ten candidates to the Academy each year, but the Academy can only chose two of those candidates. 

Chris’s acceptance to West Point Academy was exciting. Congresswoman Lowey called his home and congratulated him personally. Then, an admissions officer from West Point drove to Byram Hills High School, called him out of class, and presented an acceptance letter to Chris with the principal of the high school and others looking on. 

West Point gives its far less breaks than any other institution. Other than that, it’s all work and no play. To put it in Chris’ words, “there is absolutely no down time.” Every morning starts well before 6am. Students take part either in individual physical training or their team sport's practice. They meet for formation at 7am, and their rooms are checked daily to see that they are orderly and immaculate. The rest of their day is filled with classes, more physical training or team sport practice, dinner, and homework. The Academy purposely overloads a student so that he or she will learn how to manage his or her time efficiently. Chris admits, “sometimes it wears on you and you feel so beat down.” Fortunately, he has a supportive family and stays connected with them through the phone calls and emails. He also enjoys letters from home, and says that they make him feel strong again. 

Chris told me that West Point tries to give their students the tools they need to survive in war. It’s not an easy task, but that is why the Academy prepares you eleven months a year for four straight years. He concedes that “it’s scary and intimidating to contemplate going to war. We all think about it, it’s normal.” But by the time you complete your four years at West Point, you are prepared for your next calling. Most seniors who graduate are confident and ready; Chris can see it their faces. They are not scared for themselves; they are scared for their team. When you become a part of a squad of West Point, Chris explained, you never think about yourself. You always think about others and your efforts together! It starts from the day you move into the dorm. Each dorm has 130 students of different ages, races, genders, and classes. The brigade is taught to work together, live together and survive together. Chris already feels that West Point has given him so many opportunities in his first semester.  He has learned better interpersonal skills, strengthened his mind, and intensified his desire to serve his classmates and his Country. 

“West Point is looking for well-rounded students with leadership qualities,” Chris says. His advice to high school students who want an education at West Point is start preparing early. Call your Congressperson as soon as possible to put a face on your application. And don’t give up if this is your dream. Many of Chris’s classmates did not get into West Point on their first try. They enlisted or had some cadet training and then tried again. Many of his freshman classmates are much older than he is. "Don’t ever give up," Chris says, "no soldier does!" 

It was an honor to meet Chris Cioffoletti. He is a young man who loves his Country, and the Academy, has a great appreciation for his education, and a calm sense of discipline and rectitude.  Our town and our country are proud of you and your dedication! 

