
Parents: Act as Co-Pilot through College Application Process 
 
 
In the order of teenage milestones, the college application process follows closely on 
the heels of learning to drive. Luckily, you can apply all the skills that you perfected 
while guiding your student driver--remaining calm, doling out encouragement often and 
providing advice sparingly--as your teenager faces this next milestone of gaining 
acceptance to college. Just as before when you sat in the passenger seat and let your 
child try to merge into traffic or parallel park, you once again can play the attentive 
passenger while your child drives the process.  
 
So what can you do to help your child navigate the circuitous road to college 
acceptance? Follow these directions closely: 
 
Meet regularly. Talk. Listen. 
Limit college discussions to scheduled meetings and use that time to listen closely to 
your child's dreams and goals. Share your own expectations, along with parameters 
around finances and responsibilities. Depending on your child's willingness and level of 
engagement, try setting up quarterly meetings through junior year, then steer toward 
monthly summer meetings and twice monthly meetings during senior year until 
applications are submitted. Ask how you can help and let your child delegate the tasks. 
Pay special attention to any feedback your child provides that shows strong reluctance 
or anxiety about this next step toward adulthood. Some teens may be better off taking 
an alternative path, such as exploring a gap year, trade school, military service or other 
options. 
 
Hit the road to visit campuses 
Students often say that the single-most deciding factor in choosing a college was visiting 
the campus. If possible, use school breaks and vacations to visit colleges. Or, include 
college visits during family vacations beginning as early as freshmen year of high school 
to get a feel for different campuses. If the expense of long-distance travel is out of the 
question, tour nearby schools to get a sense of large universities or smaller colleges in 
urban, suburban or small-town settings. 
 
Create a road map 
College websites are often dense and time-consuming to navigate. A valuable parent 
role could be overseeing online research to piece together the various application 
components and timelines each college requires. Offer to help in creating a master 
calendar of deadlines and application components for both colleges and scholarships. 
 
Get the process rolling 
Help demystify the application process by devoting one of your monthly/bimonthly 
meetings to exploring the questions and any essay prompts in a college's application--or 



the Common Application if required. Encourage your child to complete at least one 
application during the fall break to get a sense of all that is needed. 
 
Pay attention to pacing 
Especially during senior year, try not to overbook weekends and holidays. Seniors need 
those breaks in their school schedules to devote to their college applications. In most 
cases, seniors will want to try to finish up the bulk of their applications during both the 
Thanksgiving and winter holidays. 
 
Take the wheel for financial aid filings 
Any financial assistance needed to help pay for college requires filing the Free 
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). The application is posted online beginning 
January 1 of each year. Some private colleges may also require the College Scholarship 
Service (CSS) Profile to determine financial aid awards for students. These forms ask for 
extensive financial information from families, and parents need to take the lead through 
this process. 
 
Enjoy the ride 
Parents can provide a counterbalance to all the possible bumps and roadblocks along 
this journey by staying above the frenzy. As the calm, collected co-pilot, you maintain 
the expansive view. Above all, enjoy the ride! This may be your child's last big milestone 
where you get to tag along. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


