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TO ALL PARENTS, FAMILY MEMBERS, FRIENDS, AND SUPPORTERS OF COLLEGE-BOUND STUDENTS:


RELAX. YOU WILL STILL BE FAMILY LONG AFTER THE COLLEGE YEARS.
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Introduction


College is more expensive, complex, and consequential today than ever before.


Without a college education, a young adult’s job options are limited, and wages are minimal. But a college degree requires a major financial investment. The average sticker price for just one year at a public university starts at about $25,000; at an elite private college, the cost can be three times that amount.


It’s not just the expense, though. Life changes significantly when the family focus turns to college. For the student, the years of preparing for and attending college can feel like an unending series of life-altering decisions, transitions, and unpredictable events. For family members, this stage of parenting calls for new ways of guiding and supporting their child.


That’s why parents start saving for college when their children are still toddlers. That’s why families begin scheduling campus tours long before their children can fill out their first applications. That’s why parents and students stay connected, not just during the college search, but throughout the entire college experience.


Since their children’s first day of preschool, parents have been advised to be involved. “Know their teachers, know their friends, know what they’re doing and who they’re doing it with.” From kindergarten through high school graduation, schools fostered parent involvement by sending weekly—or even daily—updates on classroom activities. Part of a parent’s nightly routine was to check the school’s online portal and respond to any notes from the teachers.


That family involvement has built strong family ties. Today’s college freshmen identify their parents as their best advisers and turn to them first when they need help, or when they just want someone to talk to. Meanwhile, technology has made it easier for family members to stay in touch, with options for quick text check-ins, emails for messages that don’t need an immediate response, and FaceTime calls that provide visual contact.


The purpose of this book is to help families navigate the college years and recognize the typical issues and developmental stages of young adulthood. The book identifies resources for students and their families, and it offers suggestions on when parents might need to step in to help their student and when to empower the student to take responsibility.


In these pages, families will find real-life examples of college and family issues, such as




	Working with your student during the college selection process


	Coping with the mood changes of the entire family during the months leading up to move-in day on campus


	Understanding student development during the college years


	Recognizing illnesses common among college-aged students and helping your child stay healthy


	Teaching students to manage their finances


	
Using this time of change as an opportunity to expand your own horizons


	Preparing for the challenges most likely to emerge as your student navigates all four years of college


	Handling the transitions you and your student will face after college graduation





The book is written for parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, siblings, family friends, and all others who play a prominent role in supporting a college student. The words “parent” and “family” are used to represent any and all who stand as caregivers or trusted supporters for a college student. Many examples in the book are attributed as the experience of a male or female, but in nearly every case, they could happen to a student or parent of any gender.


No family will experience all the situations described in these pages. The information includes advice and suggestions for families of traditional 18- to 22-year-old students who live on campus, as well as families of commuter students, transfer students, first-generation college students, students with disabilities, families of color, and international families.


The book is presented in four sections, starting with “The Path to College.” This section describes the college search and ideas for beginning the transfer of responsibilities from parent to student. The second section, “Early Days,” examines the student’s initial transition to campus. It includes information about what the rest of the family experiences when a student starts college. Section three, “College Culture,” offers insights into campus life, with examples of how families can support their student’s academic, financial, social, and physical development. The last section, “Focus on the Future,” looks at students’ increasing levels of independence as they move into a first apartment, develop career plans, and graduate to jobs and adulthood. Each chapter concludes with a list of Quick Tips for Students that can be passed along to students.


The material comes from my own years of working in student affairs, parent/family services, and family development, and from the experiences of my colleagues throughout the country. The examples cited are from real-life interactions with college families, although names and identities have been changed to protect student privacy.


During the college years, parents and their children are developing a new, adult relationship—one based on love and respect—that will last a lifetime. As mothers, fathers, and other supporters move away from closely monitoring a student’s daily activities, they begin to take on the role of mentor.


Mentoring is a concept that students, families, and educators can all embrace. With roots in mythology, the word has come to mean trusted adviser and counselor. It allows respect for a student’s individuality and personal responsibility, and it defines a valid and vital role for parents as partners with colleges on behalf of their students.










SECTION 1 The Path to College











CHAPTER 1 Endless Possibilities



The College Search


When parents and prospective students arrive on campus for a college tour, they study the scenery as they make their way to the admissions office. “Is that a professor?” they wonder, seeing a man wearing jeans and a sport coat. “Students,” they think as they sidestep a pair of young adults walking together, both silently studying their phones. “This must be the place,” they decide, spotting a welcome banner over a pathway lined with flowers and flags in the school’s colors.


Your family’s first campus visit represents a major action step in your child’s future. You may have been saving for years, and you’ve imagined delivering your son or daughter to a sun-drenched, ivy-covered campus someday in the distant future. Now you’re planning college tours and talking with your teenager about goals, dreams, and an eventual career. You’re focused on finding the best value for your investment and the best collegiate experience for your child.


For many high school students, though, nothing seems more intimidating than the responsibility of choosing a college. Despite the fact that there are some four thousand colleges and universities in the United States, for a teenager facing the college decision, it feels as though there are only two possibilities: the one, elusive right school and all the wrong ones.


Some families survive the college search with no scars, but most experience at least a few serious battles along the way. One father complained that his daughter’s college search had barely started, and already the whole family was on edge.


“I was looking forward to this ‘emerging adult’ stage in Zoë’s life, but every time the subject of college comes up, she ends up teary and angry. Her only plan is to move to New York and study cello at Juilliard. Did she have to pick the most selective music program in the country? She’s talented, but really, her chances of getting into Juilliard are pretty slim. She’s in one of those ‘I know more than you’ stages. I have no idea how to handle this without making it sound like I don’t believe in her.”


At least his daughter had a school in mind. That’s a starting point. For many high school students, the idea of narrowing that list of four thousand to just a handful can be daunting. They’re told by their high school counselors to look for schools that offer the major they want; then they’re told they will probably change their major two or three times before they graduate. They’re advised to come up with an initial list of schools, including some that could be a stretch to get into and a few that will be a sure bet. But how do you choose? And why not dream big and apply to all the top schools?


One thorough and resourceful student developed a comprehensive list of thirty. She included six dream schools; five that would be a reach but could be possible; several third- and fourth-place choices; and five that she knew she could get into but really didn’t want to attend. Then her parents added up the numbers and advised her that applying to all those colleges would cost two thousand dollars in application fees.


When students begin their college search, they’re jumping into a whirlwind of consumer marketing. They start by going to websites with slick search engines that will match them to the “best college for you!” They select their preferences for a major, a geographical area, and their interests and hobbies. Soon they’re getting glossy publications, enthusiastic texts and email messages, and phone calls from admissions staff on a daily basis. They check the links to online videos hosted by college students who rave about their dorm rooms, favorite classes, and quirky but lovable roommates. Meanwhile friends, relatives, teachers, and high school counselors suggest even more colleges to “at least think about.”


It’s hard for family members to understand the pressure their child is feeling. For parents, the college search has a logical sequence, neatly arranged into basic steps:




	Scan the options; gather information.


	Compare and assess the possibilities based on choice of major, cost, and location.


	Draw up a short list for further comparisons.


	Apply; wait for decisions.


	Select a school.





Getting your student to follow that sequence may not be as simple as it seems. High school students are living in the moment, and while they may have plans for the future, working on those plans today is not a top priority. For a teen who has a test to study for, a new video game to master, a friend in crisis, or a chat she’s in the middle of, now is just not the right time.


Andrea had been asking her son for weeks to come up with a list of colleges that interested him. Each time she tried to start the conversation, her son said he had something he needed to do. Finally, she told him she would no longer bring up the subject of college on weeknights when he had homework and other priorities. Instead she asked him to meet with her for an hour each Sunday afternoon for the next month so that they could organize the college application process. By scheduling an appointment and setting a time limit of one hour, she helped overcome her son’s feelings of being overwhelmed by “all this college talk.”


On that first Sunday afternoon, Andrea asked her son to make a list of any schools he had been considering. Then she asked him to go online during the coming week and read through the application process for two of those schools. They looked at a calendar to think about when they could visit some campuses. With Sunday afternoons established as “college planning time,” the two fell into a routine that made the search much more comfortable and productive.


THE CAMPUS TOUR


Every school is selling students (and their parents) on the unique opportunities they offer. Any campus tour will be a well-scripted promotion showcasing the newest high-tech classrooms, the most stunning architectural features, the best dorm rooms, and face time with the most captivating professors. Cheerful tour guides will talk about the vast range of student activities; study abroad programs in world capitals; and internships in the dynamic business community just a short bus ride away. There may be promises of all-you-can-eat-all-day dining; personal trainers, tanning beds, and water slides in the recreation center; weekend trips to nearby winter resorts; and discounted student tickets for theater productions, concerts, and professional sports events. Families may walk away from a college visit thinking, “This sounds like a luxury cruise, not a college campus.”


All these amenities can make a difference in the student experience, and it’s hard for students to ignore them. They can also affect the cost of a college education, though. As you and your student visit campuses, it’s helpful to take notes, snap photos, and consider those features that seem most important to a good education, as well as those that particularly resonate with your student.


Either before or after the official tour, take time to walk the campus on your own. Stop in the student union or wander into areas you may not have seen on the official tour, and watch the students. Are they talking about classes? Studying? Hurrying to the parking lot? Or are they glued to their electronics?


If you see people who look like staff or faculty, what are they doing? What are they talking about? Do they smile and say hello? Are they talking to—or ignoring—students? It’s not wise to rush to judgment based on one person’s attitude, but look for a collective impression.


One father noted, “We happened to see our tour guide an hour after we left the admissions office. She didn’t see us, but she and another guide were talking together, and they both seemed so happy and confident. They weren’t paid to be smiling then, so we figured our guide really meant everything she had said on our tour.”


Also pay attention to how safe you and your student feel on campus. If you’re in the area overnight, walk the grounds after sunset. Is the campus well lit? Are students out and about? Does it feel safe?


During the paring-down process, you can talk with your student about the overall atmosphere of the campuses you visited, as well as which of those extras are really important, and which schools provide all or most of the “must-haves.” Some points to talk about with your son or daughter—and take note of—after a campus visit:




	What surprised or impressed your student the most? How would these highlights affect your student’s life on campus?


	
Were there things that your student didn’t like? Would these impact your student’s life on campus?


	What stands out as important? Does your student want to continue her high school band skills by playing in pep band? Work on a research project with a professor? Volunteer at a campus television station? Does the school offer the opportunities your student most wants?


	If your child is not yet sure which of several majors might be the right choice, are all the options available at the school?





The most important questions after a campus visit and during the decision process are, “How did it feel to be on that campus? Is it a place you want to be? Can you see yourself there?”


Although some of the perks on a college tour may seem too good to pass up, it’s important to consider whether they will actually fit into your child’s educational plan. Studying abroad might sound wonderful, but if your daughter is a student athlete, can she fit a semester abroad into her competition schedule? Does the closely regimented coursework of a nursing program leave time for the sculpture class that looks so interesting?


It’s not uncommon for the first college visit to be a bust. Most teenagers don’t like being out of their comfort zone, and a campus tour can feel like an entirely new experience. Students don’t know what to look for or what questions to ask. They can feel pressured by overly exuberant tour guides, and the only thing they have to compare this college to is their high school. They might come home from a tour with more reasons to be skeptical than enthusiastic. There is some logic in scheduling that first visit at a school the student doesn’t really want to attend, or you could arrange for a repeat visit to the first college after touring other campuses.



WEIGHING THE OPTIONS


There truly is a college for everyone—at least for everyone who completes high school or passes the General Education Diploma test (GED or High School Equivalency test). So, how do students decide?


While designations like “public/private” and “two-year/four-year” help categorize colleges and universities, there are small, midsize, and large colleges in both the public and private sectors. Public colleges usually have lower tuition costs than private schools, although scholarship and grant funds can help level the financial playing field, depending on a student’s qualifications and a family’s financial need. As a general rule, private colleges tend to be smaller and may offer more instructor face time, but fewer majors. Class sizes in public universities may be larger. Just about every school will have some great professors along with some who are not so great.


With the ever-growing cost of a college education, more and more students are starting out at community colleges as a way to reduce expenses. Tuition at a nearby public community college is almost always going to be less than at a four-year school, and by living at home instead of on campus, students save on room and board. They can still get their bachelor’s degree from a popular state university or an esteemed private college by transferring for the last two years of school, and they can still qualify for good jobs and for graduate school.


It’s not the college that students choose that makes a difference. It’s how they approach their education. Whether students live at home or on campus, they can either attend class regularly or skip routinely. At both two- and four-year schools, students have the choice to do their homework faithfully, form study groups with classmates, seek out instructors as mentors, and get involved on campus. Research consistently shows that when students are curious, engaged, and willing to ask for help, they are likely to stay in school, graduate, and go on to a successful career, no matter what type of college they attended.


THE ETHICS OF COLLEGE ADMISSIONS


Students set their sights high during the college search, and families can’t help but hope that their child will gain admission to a prestigious university. As the pressure increases, the entire process begins to feel like a fierce competition with students contending for the best schools, and colleges bidding for the best students.


A growing criticism of college admissions is that the process inherently benefits students from upper-income families. Applicants from wealthy families are more likely to attend high schools with counselors dedicated solely to working with college-bound students. They have more extracurricular opportunities based on their parents’ wealth and ability to pay the fees and buy the equipment. They receive test preparation for college entrance exams, and they can purchase the services of a professional consultant to guide them through the application process.


As the stakes grow for admission to top-choice schools, the temptation increases to overstate a student’s qualifications or misrepresent accomplishments. Unfortunately, some parents have condoned their student’s deceptions or even carried them out on behalf of their student, all in the name of giving their child the best in life. This is obviously wrong for multiple reasons, including the fact that it deprives other students of a fair chance of admission. It also sets students up for failure. Applicants who wouldn’t have been admitted on their own merits are not likely to succeed at a competitive college. In addition, if false information about their qualifications is discovered after they’re admitted, these students face not only bad publicity and embarrassment but also the possibility of expulsion and loss of any credits earned.


Admissions offices rely on the integrity of applicants, and they trust that the application they receive is accurate and is the work of the student, not a parent or a paid consultant. In an effort to define an appropriate role for parents in the admissions process, the Harvard Graduate School of Education has developed guidelines for “Ethical Parenting in the College Admissions Process.”1 Among the recommendations:


Put the focus on your teen. Separate your own hopes from your student’s. Know that the college your student attends is not a measure of your success as a parent. Check with your student frequently on how they want you involved in the college choice process.


Keep ethics in mind. As a parent, you are a role model for your children’s character and for their moral and ethical choices now and in the future. Don’t condone misrepresentation of accomplishments on applications or essays or participate in dishonesty in the admissions process.


Use the admissions process to teach ethics and empathy. Talk to your student about the inequity of access to higher education, from the application process to the cost of college. Ask your child to consider how to present their accomplishments truthfully, while telling their story compellingly.


THE PARENT PERSPECTIVE


The parent role in the college selection process is to guide, not to control. The hope is that parents can help students think about factors they might not otherwise consider. For example, a lifelong soccer player might refuse to look at any college that doesn’t offer him a position on a varsity team. His parents may prompt him to think about intramural teams that offer opportunities to play. The future physician who doesn’t see “pre-medicine” listed among the school’s undergraduate majors might need to hear about the biology, chemistry, management, or psychology programs that offer a good background for medical school.


Parents also can be the gatekeepers in some of the areas that students don’t think about and colleges rarely discuss. If your son or daughter has a mental or physical health condition that requires special accommodations, parents can make sure that their child receives information from the school about appropriate services.


Braden, a student with Asperger’s syndrome, had applied at the two-year college near home and at the state university an hour away. His mother was convinced he would be better off living at home rather than in a dorm, so that he could maintain the routines that she knew worked well for him. She was confident he could handle the academics of college, but she worried about his social skills, time management, and how he responded to stressful situations. Braden’s best friends were both going to the state university, though, and he wanted to go with them.


“We’ll get a dorm room together. They know me. They know who I am. We’ll be fine,” he said.


The family called both schools for campus tours, and they asked for time with disability counselors while they were there. Each of the schools explained how they worked with students on the autism spectrum. The four-year school introduced Braden to two students who were part of an autism support group. With the presence of Braden’s friends, who had known him since first grade, a weekly check-in schedule with the disability office, and the support of the student group, Braden’s mother was willing to leave the final decision to her son.


“Worst-case scenario,” she said, “we can get there in an hour if he needs to come home for a while.”


In addition to addressing mental and physical conditions, parents help when they talk with their student about identity and social factors that typically are not addressed during campus tours. These include race/ethnicity, gender identity, sexual orientation, and other personal characteristics. A high school junior or senior probably is not thinking about how it could feel to be the only student of color on her floor in the residence hall. A seventeen-year-old who has recently come out as gay is usually not yet prepared to consider how a roommate might respond to his identity. Parents are more likely than their students to have these concerns in mind.


Admissions programs tend to focus on general information that applies to all students. Any mention of services and support for diverse students is usually brief, with an invitation to call for more information. It’s important to listen for those details and take note of the offices and campus groups that can provide the support your student needs.


Increasingly, diversity information sessions are offered at a separate time for multicultural and lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) students and their families. These might be an evening or weekend program during the college application process or a presentation connected to the school’s orientation program.


When Godfrey and Neema received an invitation for a multicultural session following the family orientation program at their daughter’s school, they wondered whether they really needed to stay for an extra two hours at the end of the daylong orientation. They were both college graduates, and they felt like they had a good idea of what their daughter’s experience would be on campus. Did they really have to attend another presentation?


Neema called the orientation office to ask what additional information the multicultural session would offer. As she expected, information would be presented about multicultural services and student groups. The program would include dinner, when a panel of current students would talk candidly about their positive and not-so-positive experiences on campus. “We’ll also have people from most of our student services offices on hand. After orientation, parents usually have some questions they hadn’t thought of before, and this is a good chance to get the answers. Plus you can identify people you might want to talk to later.” The top selling point was that their daughter would be matched with a mentor—a faculty or staff member who would meet with her several times during the first year. “Parents tend to refer their students to the mentors if they hear that the student is struggling with something,” the director said.


Although not all schools provide mentors for multicultural and LGBT students, these additional information sessions provide a valuable opportunity for parents to ask questions and meet staff who can provide guidance if unexpected challenges come up.


Families that live abroad and send their children to U.S. colleges also tend to foresee problems their students don’t consider. Lilli had attended English-speaking schools abroad all her life while her father worked in Hong Kong, Tokyo, and Singapore, but she always expected to attend college in the United States. She considered herself a New Yorker and an American, since she spent a month every summer at her grandparents’ apartment in Brooklyn, and she was sold on the idea of attending a small, private college in upstate New York. She was annoyed, though, when her parents cautioned her that there was no “international community” in that college town. They urged her to think about how isolated she could feel and asked her to at least visit some other schools with a reputation for attracting international students.


“What are you talking about?” she asked. “I won’t be lonely. It’s not like there are any language problems. From what I can tell, all freshmen are pretty much in the same boat when they start out. And if I do get lonely, I can always take a train to stay with Grandma and Grandpa for a weekend. I’ll be fine.”


“Third-culture kids,” those who are citizens of one country but are raised in and adapt to life in another, can find it hard to adjust to a college that doesn’t have a strong international flavor. They frequently don’t know—or don’t appreciate—the norms, music, or popular culture of their classmates. They often have more knowledge of international news and events and can be put off by the lack of interest their American classmates seem to have in global issues.


When Lilli and her parents were touring her first-choice campus and walked to the business district for their fourth meal in two days in the small town, she began to see her parents might have a point. Looking at the menu, she struggled to find anything that appealed to her.


“Hamburgers, french fries, clam chowder, tuna sandwich?” she said. “I would love a bowl of noodles and vegetables. Just some rice! I don’t know that I want to admit you’re right about me being lonely here, but I sure could get hungry.”


THE RELUCTANT APPLICANT


While every parent imagines the college search will be the basis of rich discussions and enjoyable family trips, for many teens, parental guidance on a college tour is the last thing they want. All summer before his senior year, Noah refused any invitations to visit colleges and universities, protesting that the college he would go to was his choice, and he didn’t need his parents’ input. As he began school in the fall with no plans in mind, his father became insistent.


“You’re going to have to figure this out in the next few months. You have to start looking at some colleges.”


Still, Noah resisted. “I’ve got time! I don’t know for sure what I want to study, so I have to figure that out first. Besides, some of my friends have been visiting schools for a year already, and it hasn’t done any good. They still don’t know where they want to go.”


By October, his parents were feeling much more panicky than Noah was, but they knew their anxiety wasn’t helping. Remembering the saying, “Sometimes help is not helpful,” they offered to step back if Noah would take some initiative. They offered to give him the car keys and a full tank of gas if he would visit one school within a two-hour drive from home.


“It’s your choice and your day. You don’t need to commit to any school yet. We’d just like you to visit one so you have an idea of what the college search is all about.”


For Noah, a road trip by himself was what he needed in order to take that first step. Other students who are reluctant to tour a campus with Mom and Dad might be willing to tag along with a friend’s family on a college tour. They may be happier to go with an older brother or sister, or a favorite aunt or uncle. Although Noah didn’t end up attending that first college, the visit gave him the incentive to start looking at additional choices.


COLLEGE: IT’S NOT FOR EVERYONE


The popular message is that life after high school has a well-established next step: four years of college. The truth, though, is that college is not the next, best step for all high school graduates. At least not yet. Some students are motivated to get a full-time job and start earning their own income. Others have no idea what to study or are not ready to make the kind of commitment that college requires. If that sounds like your son or daughter, the best course of action is to help your child think about what comes next, if not college. You shouldn’t insist on a college education if your student doesn’t want to go or is not ready.


Many colleges and universities will defer enrollment if a student applies but later decides to wait for a semester or a year before starting college. Some schools will offer to defer enrollment for a semester if a student’s high school transcript doesn’t quite meet admission standards.


A gap year might mean living at home and working, traveling, or participating in a volunteer program. These experiences usually help students identify interests or decide on a major. While they’re exploring their options or working, they often figure out what they don’t want to do for the rest of their life. Most young adults report that the experiences they gathered during a gap year gave them the motivation to get a good education. If a year off helps a student focus and develop a desire to go on to college, it’s time well spent.


An online search for gap year programs provides links to numerous opportunities. High school counselors also should have some insights into what has worked for other students.


DO THE MATH


Financing a college education is a major investment that affects the whole family—now and for years into the future. Every family’s financial situation is different, and if there are budgetary limitations, students need to understand those restrictions from the start. While parents shouldn’t automatically rule out a high-tuition, private college—students may qualify for a financial aid package that makes the school affordable—they should let their son or daughter know if attending certain schools depends on a generous scholarship offer. Nothing is harder than to go through the whole college search, sorting through the options to make a final choice, only to hear, “We can’t possibly afford that much.” When the danger is risking parents’ retirement funds or setting students up with loans they will struggle to repay, the kindest thing you can do is establish realistic financial limits and help your student focus the college search within those parameters.


How you pay for a college education depends on family circumstances. There is no one-size-fits-all advice. Each college and university has different resources for providing grants and scholarships, and almost every state has its own educational savings plans. Many families have saved for years for their children’s college fund. Some earn enough in their annual income to send their children to any school that accepts them. Other students, because of their family’s modest income, may receive generous grants. Middle-class families can be the most likely to struggle to pay the full price for college expenses. This is a time to consult a financial adviser or do your own careful research on how you can best contribute to your child’s education.


The one consistent recommendation for all families is to fill out the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) form each year (https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/fafsa), even if you don’t believe your student will qualify. The majority of U.S. students are eligible for at least some financial aid. And families that are initially declared ineligible may later find their circumstances changed by the loss of a job or incapacity of a wage-earner. If that happens, the school’s financial aid office may be able to reconsider your student’s aid package; it will help to have the FAFSA information on file.


After a student is accepted at a college or university, the school will use the FAFSA report to determine a financial aid package. The package will include any federal, state, or institutional scholarships and grants the student qualifies for. It also defines the student’s and parents’ expected contributions. It may include work-study funds, a federal student aid program that supports part-time work for students who qualify.


The arrival of the financial aid package might be a family’s first notice of what college will actually cost for their student, at this particular school. Up to this point, any numbers have been rough estimates. Some families will suffer sticker shock.


“We’ve been saving for years, and we thought we could afford college!” one father protested. “When we went to the college fair, every private college said they offered scholarships and grants, and their school would end up costing about the same as a public university. Now it looks like we’ll have to borrow money, and my son is going to graduate with debt.”


While students can appeal their offer and ask for more financial aid, the answer is likely to be “No.” Schools make the best awards they can up front, based on the student’s academic and personal profile, taking into account the composition and the financial need of the entire pool of applicants.


When comparing financial aid packages from different institutions, you may want to create your own comparison chart. The school with the highest amount in grants and scholarships is not always the best deal. Make sure you’re considering all expenses from each school. Terminology differs, but the bottom line will show how much your student is expected to pay and what the family contribution will need to be. Keep in mind that there can be extras not included in the package, such as the cost to travel home multiple times each year from a distant state or any expenses your student requires beyond the typical college costs.


A generous scholarship offer is tempting, but look carefully at the details. Is it a one-time, one-year scholarship that will not be available all four years? If the student is expected to maintain a minimum grade point average, is that realistic? A freshman’s first semester is stressful, and it’s not unusual for students to earn a full grade point below their high school average. If students decide to change their major, is the scholarship still valid? Find out if additional scholarships might be available in future years and how students qualify for those. If no work-study funds are listed, is there still a chance to work at an on-campus job?


NARROWING THE OPTIONS


The stress of choosing a college grows as the senior year progresses. Students become anxious as they see their friends begin to receive offers of acceptance. By mid-January, when the first application deadlines for colleges have passed and when the highest-achieving students have started to confirm their admissions, the apprehension can feel oppressive. “What’s wrong with me? No one wants me.”


When their own acceptance letters finally arrive, thick packets from multiple colleges, the emotions become more complex.


“Four schools accepted me! So now I have to turn some of them down?”


Students often will vacillate between wanting parents’ input and wanting no conversation at all about college. Ryan’s parents struggled to offer the right amount of input while assuring their son that the choice was his.


“You should make the decision you think is best for you,” they said.


For Ryan, their trust in his decision only added to the pressure. “There are all these things to consider. Cost, location, majors, the kind of students who go there, whether I’ll be happy there for four years. I know I’m supposed to figure it out and make a decision. My parents say they’ll support whatever I choose, but no one ever told me how to make a decision this important. How do I know I’ll get this right?”


Although families might make charts and spreadsheets with all the pros and cons of each college under consideration, ultimately the choice comes down to which school simply feels right.


“I KNOW WHAT I WANT”


Students might choose a college because of its national ranking or because they could do ocean research there. But more often the final decision is based on a visceral reaction. One applicant sat outdoors alone for an hour watching the students on a campus he was considering. When he met up with his mother, he declared, “I can rule this place!”


A student picked a college in Atlanta because she liked the furniture in the student union. She could see herself studying there. Another young woman turned down a generous scholarship offer because the students she met during an overnight stay on campus seemed to be focused “only on clothes and parties.”


Students make their college choice because they fall in love with the library’s view of the ocean, they can’t resist the sunlight on an Arizona mountainside, or the campus architecture reminds them of Harry Potter books. In every case they feel, “I just want to be here.”


One student told her mother, “I want a school that’s bigger than me—a place I won’t outgrow in four years, and I know this is it.”


When students are finally sure of their decision, it’s important for parents to honor that choice—if they can. But if it means years of debt or financial worries that linger for a decade or more, be assured that students can succeed with an education from an affordable school.


In those cases where the family simply cannot afford the school the student has chosen, or if parents are convinced the school is genuinely not a good fit, the next step is for parents to calmly and explicitly explain their reasoning, listen to and empathize with their student’s perspective, and resume the search for a mutually acceptable option. Too many times, when parents “lay down the law” and make the choice for their son or daughter, the student begins college with a poor attitude and ultimately finds a way to prove to her parents that they were wrong.


On the other hand, when students are excited about their college and arrive on campus with a positive attitude, they are more likely to adjust well. That lays the groundwork for the entire college experience.


REJECTED? NOW WHAT?


Even as students prioritize their dream schools and their safety schools during the admissions process, they will be gravely discouraged by the letter that says, “Thank you for applying. We had many excellent applicants, and we regret to inform you…”


For many students, this is the first time in their lives they’ve been rejected. They’ve been brought up in a world where they were told they could do or be anything they wanted. Even when they haven’t excelled, they’ve been praised and rewarded for every minor achievement, or just for trying. They have the trophies and certificates declaring them an all-American scholar, a dedicated athlete, or a clean-cabin camper. When they applied for colleges, they imagined they actually would get into that highly competitive school.


Parents are equally surprised and dismayed when their student’s application is denied. They have eighteen years of evidence in scrapbooks, and plenty of photos and videos on their phones, proving that their child is outstanding. It’s jarring to think someone is saying he’s “not quite good enough.” Most college admissions officers have been accused of “ruining my kid’s life.” They’ve also heard the pleas, “It’s just one more student. You have ten thousand students. It’s not like every seat in every class is going to be full every day.”


It’s at least as devastating to be placed on a waitlist and told, “Your application demonstrated great promise, and we have put you on our waitlist. We will let you know your status after May 15. In the meantime, we encourage you to secure a place at another college.”


If a student has been placed on the waitlist, and some compelling new factors have come up since the application was sent in, it’s worthwhile for a student to contact the admissions office with the information. Maybe he wrote a personal essay that was published in a national magazine, or he was awarded second place in the state History Day competition. But that waitlist advice is right—students should secure a place in the class of a school that wants them. It may be the first rejection in a child’s life, but it won’t be the last.


RESILIENCE AND GRIT


To an applicant, hearing that a college has turned her down might feel like the worst thing that can happen. It’s not. This can be one of those teachable moments—opening your student’s eyes to possibilities she hasn’t yet considered.


In recent years, professors and higher education administrators have complained that students lack the resilience and grit they need to deal with the challenges of college and life in general. College students obsess over receiving what they think is a poor grade—a B or C—when they’re accustomed to getting only A’s. They’re deeply offended by a roommate who doesn’t respect their request to turn down the music or empty a wastebasket. They can’t handle being denied access to a class they wanted to take. Meanwhile, more significant failures, disappointments, breakups, or life events cause stress and anxiety that result in a crush of calls to college counseling offices.


Merriam-Webster defines resilience as “an ability to recover from or adjust easily to misfortune or change.” Grit is described as “unyielding courage in the face of hardship or danger.” Parents frequently get the blame for creating “snowflake kids” with their “snowplow parenting.” And while protecting their children is a family’s most basic responsibility, parents also are responsible for teaching their children to cope with disappointments and rebound from failures.


Research shows that children and young adults build resilience and develop grit through positive relationships with parents or other adults who support and believe in them.2 A parent’s job is not to prevent every failure or fix every problem for their child. The goal is to help children recognize that life includes challenges, changes, and failures that give them the experiences they need for building a solid path to success. There is a sense of achievement, along with valuable life lessons, that come from solving problems and learning how to avoid making the same mistakes again.


Hopefully, by the time they’re seniors in high school, teens will have some experience with handling failure and know what they can do to rebound—go for a run or a swim, call a friend, spend time outdoors, or listen to music. When they’re ready to tackle the problem again, family members help by slowing down instant reactions and reframing the situation.


When Cara learned she hadn’t passed the performance audition for the fine arts program at her top choice school, she was devastated.


“There’s nowhere else I want to go,” she complained. “Mom, I have to get into this program! It’s everything I ever wanted! How can I tell my voice teacher I didn’t make it? She said I could be a professional, but now I’m a certified failure.”


“You’re not a failure,” her mother reassured her. “That school has a really competitive program. It doesn’t mean your music career is done. Maybe it means looking at different programs or different ways of studying music. You have the Civic Chorale rehearsal Saturday. Is there someone in the chorale you might be able to talk to? Just ask a couple of people for ideas?”


After conversations with one of the chorale members, her high school counselor, and her voice teacher, Cara decided to confirm her acceptance at her second-choice school. Two years later, she was studying for a degree in music therapy.


“I’ve got a professor this semester who does research on how music can help people with dementia,” she told her mother. “I’m looking at jobs in music therapy—maybe at a hospital or senior care center. I feel like this is a job I could do that would be important.”


Dealing with rejection is something like dealing with grief. There are stages to go through and time is an important part of the process. Students are likely to react first with denial, believing this must all be a mistake. They will be angry. They’ll want to bargain with the admissions office. They’ll feel terrible for a while. Eventually they’ll be in a place emotionally where they can consider other options.


Students are justified in feeling bad about a rejection. Parents also have a right to feel disappointment, but too often part of a student’s suffering is feeling that they’ve let their parents down. It doesn’t help your child to know you made an angry phone call to the admissions counselor or demanded special favors.


Parents can be most helpful by acknowledging their children’s feelings and allowing some time for them to take it in. The next step is encouraging them to start thinking about alternative plans and learn from this experience. Since Plan A is not going to work, what are the options?


As James Yorke, University of Maryland professor and expert on chaos theory, says, “The most successful people are those who are good at Plan B.” One simple change of direction can lead to a far better outcome. Millions of college applicants have been rejected from their first-choice schools. The resilient ones have gone on to other colleges, found them to be a great fit, and proceeded to make the best friends of their lives. They have become successful students, and they have gone on to rewarding careers. Being open to that single change of direction didn’t end anything; it led to a better dream.


MAY 1: IS THAT YOUR FINAL DECISION?


Some students commit to a college as soon as they get their first letter of acceptance. Others won’t even apply until high school graduation is over. But for those students who are weighing multiple acceptance offers, May 1 is College Decision Day.


Confirming their acceptance, however, is not the last decision students will be making. It really just begins the flow of communication that calls for choices about any number of things. From your student’s standpoint, this is personal. These decisions will affect the most basic aspects of college life: Will he live in a single room, a double, or a suite? How many meals each week will he eat in the dining center? Should he move into a freshman hall, live on the Spanish-language floor, or request apartment-style housing with upper-classman students?


Parents worry that these decisions will affect the student’s well-being and the family finances, in some cases for years to come. As a parent, you might see some pitfalls in selecting a freshman dorm or in choosing a hall with no quiet hours, and you want to help your child avoid the potential problems. Parents feel more urgency about meeting deadlines and more caution about answering questions completely and thoroughly.


When Jeremy filled out his housing application, he didn’t think twice about what kind of a room he wanted. He wanted a single. He had always had his own bedroom, and it didn’t occur to him to consider any other choice. After filling in all his information, he asked his mother for her credit card to pay the deposit fee. He was a little offended when she said she wanted to see what she was paying for. The first thing she noticed was that his single-room selection would cost considerably more than a double. A triple or a four-person suite would be even more economical.


“Jeremy, you marked down that you want a single room. You didn’t even talk to me about this. I think you should consider one of these less expensive rooms.”


Jeremy had plenty of reasons why he should have a single. He would study better if he was by himself, he said. He needed quiet to concentrate on homework. What if his roommate wanted to play loud music all the time? What if the roommate had friends over when Jeremy needed to study or sleep?


Slowly it became obvious that both Jeremy and his mother had other concerns they weren’t talking about. In addition to the financial impact of the decision, Jeremy’s mother was worried that her son might not make friends. He had never been particularly outgoing, and his best friends from high school were going to different colleges. She was afraid that it would be more difficult for him to meet people if he lived in a single.


Jeremy had never mentioned it to his mother, but on an overnight band trip a few months earlier, he was teased unmercifully about his snoring. He didn’t want roommates complaining all year that his snoring was keeping them awake.


Jeremy and his mother both agreed that there were complications to this seemingly simple decision. They set the application form aside for a few days and agreed to give it some more thought. Jeremy’s mother made a call to the nurse at their clinic, who suggested that nasal strips from the drugstore could reduce the snoring. In a moment of enlightenment, Jeremy realized that in a four-person suite with two bedrooms, he would have good odds of being matched with at least one other snorer. And as it turned out, his suite mate was a sound sleeper who almost always went to bed earlier than Jeremy. There were never any complaints about snoring.


Not all decisions end quite as well, though. Many students, caught up with the closing events of high school, set their messages aside and plan to deal with them later. As the days go by, important responses are forgotten, and parents don’t know deadlines are being missed.


One afternoon, Andy’s coworker mentioned that his daughter had taken math and language tests online to determine what course levels she would be taking in the fall. Andy’s son, Troy, was going to the same college, but he hadn’t said anything about placement tests. That evening Andy asked Troy if he had taken any tests for college.


“No, not yet,” Troy said. “I’m pretty sure I have something about that in my email, though.” Andy went with him to look for the schedule and discovered a long list of unopened emails from the college.


“What is all this? I didn’t even know you were getting these things—here’s a notice about your financial aid, something about orientation, testing dates. Have you responded to any of these?” Andy asked.


When students apply to or are accepted at a college, they receive a campus email account and password. Because federal law recognizes college students as adults, the information goes to the student, no matter who will be paying the bills. Parents don’t always see what arrives, and the only way you will know what needs to be done is if your student tells you. Parents may think this makes no sense, but from a developmental perspective, students need to start assuming responsibility.


Certainly, you want to be kept up to date on the choices your student is making, and it’s not unusual for parents to end up supervising the decisions. Some parents ask for their student’s passwords or PIN numbers; some even select the passwords for their child.


When students give away their password to a family member, they are learning that “it’s okay to share passwords with the people who love you.” Too often, that translates into giving passwords to best friends, boyfriends or girlfriends, or roommates. There are many examples of students signing up an ex-girlfriend on a pornography website, an angry roommate dropping a student out of all her classes, or a former best friend using a student’s credit card information to place online orders.


Parents make a strong impact if they tell their child that no one, not even Mom and Dad, should have their passwords or PIN numbers. If there are payments you need to make, or if there is a concern that at some point you will need to access your student’s accounts, establish expectations about when, why, and how you will obtain that information.


Most colleges have a process for parents to access the information they need for paying bills. That process starts with the student signing a release giving parents permission to see those records. If you’re concerned about a possible emergency where you will need certain information, you can keep a sealed envelope with passwords in a safe place. What’s important is that the student understands the importance of safeguarding personal information.


For Andy’s son, the placement test situation was not as hopeless as it had seemed. By calling the college, Troy received an access code to take his placement tests late—but he needed to learn some organizational skills. He had an idea of what information had arrived. He just needed a system for managing it all. In a single evening, Andy helped him sort through the unopened messages, printing off the important ones and using a highlighter to mark dates and a calendar to note deadlines.


All the notices that are pouring in can seem daunting to a prospective freshman. Every communication is asking for some kind of decision or action step. Some of those decisions seem simple, but students might not know if it makes sense to order season football tickets, sign up for student organizations, or buy a bus pass for the local transit system. Students want to make the choices themselves, but they’re paralyzed by the fear of making mistakes.


This is your chance to provide guidance while empowering your student to make independent decisions. Let your child know that you’re willing to talk about the options, but give her authority to make her own decisions. Let her know if you want a voice on issues that affect finances. Tell her she may eventually wish she had chosen differently on some of those decisions, but that doesn’t mean she made a mistake. We all make choices based on the information we have available to us at the time.


QUICK TIPS FOR STUDENTS




	Filling out college applications may not be your top priority on any given day, but a few months after high school graduation, you will want to be starting your new life. Selecting a college takes time and work; it’s easier if you do a little every week. What can you do this week to move the process forward?


	The college choice is yours to make, but it affects your family, too. Talk to your family about any limits on the cost of college and any limits on how far away from home you can go. Also be willing to explain your reasons for applying to the schools you’ve chosen.


	If you have a dream school, it can be hard to imagine any other choice, and it’s discouraging to think you might not get in. Go ahead and apply to that college, but after you send in the application, take a look at other options. Someplace else might end up being even better.


	Finish high school strong! When you start college, you will need the information they were giving you during your senior year.


	Review college information as it arrives, figure out what kind of response is needed, and be sure to reply before the deadline.


	Tell your parents about any decisions that will have a financial impact. If you’re asking your parents to pay for any unexpected expenses, give them your reason for needing to incur the extra cost. If they can’t add any more to their budget, figure out if you can fund the expense yourself.





1. R. Weissbourd, Turning the Tide II: How Parents and High Schools Can Cultivate Ethical Character and Reduce Distress in the College Admissions Process, Harvard Graduate School of Education, 2019.


2. A. G. Waithaka, T. M. Furniss, and P. N. Gitimu, “College student mind-set: Does student-parental relationship influence the student’s mind-set?” Research in Higher Education Journal (June 2017): 32.
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