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As high-schoolers begin to evaluate  

post-secondary options, parents assume a new 

role — shifting from driver to passenger — and 

their teens take the wheel. The road to college 

is a right-of-passage, one that is both exciting 

and challenging. This toolkit gets you started 
in the right direction with suggestions for how 
to support your teen and key resources.
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Give careful consideration to these four areas:

Rules of the Road

Roles

Emphasize that you want both to support 
and empower your teen to be in the driver’s 
seat. Exactly how folks work together varies 
from family to family. But reflect on your 
existing dynamics, talk openly about the 
nitty-gritty of your different roles, and listen 
to what your teen needs/wants from you. 

Communication 

Decide on how often and when you will talk 
about college (designated weekly meetings can 
create healthy boundaries and prevent the topic 
from creeping into all conversations), as well as 
how you will communicate (in-person, through 
email or document sharing).  Agreeing  
to once-weekly college planning conversations 
will foster better lines of communication through 
the inevitable ups and downs of junior and  
senior year.  

Agreeing to keep college conversations to a 
minimum with outside family members, friends, 
and other parents  can be enormously helpful 
in managing the various sources of anxiety that 
surface around college applications.

Finances  

Discuss with your teen, as early as possible, 
what the family is willing or able to financially 
contribute towards a college degree.  Be 
up-front about what is available from family 
savings.  Be as specific as you can about how 
much aid you might need, and how much 
debt it makes sense to take on. 

Self-esteem  

Strive to convey that you trust and believe in your 
teen’s ability to assume the wheel. Teens need 
to hear from you that they’re capable of making 
decisions for themselves. You may hear yourself slip 
up by saying that, “We are building a list or applying 
to college,” off-handily remarking on a school 
based on your own perceptions from years ago, or 
critiquing extracurricular choices through the lens 
of, “how good it will look to colleges.” If and when 
you do catch yourself saying things like this, you 
can support your child’s self-esteem by correcting 
yourself and reaffirming that they are in charge.
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A big part of the application process involves carefully 

completing and submitting materials in a timely manner. 
You can help your student stay organized in these ways:

How & When to Help (Navigational Assistance)

Review the entire project together with 
your teen, looking at what needs to get 
done and when. Refer to CGN’s Seasonal 
College Planner, below. It might help both 
of you to see all the pieces laid out over 
time (standardized test dates, application 
deadlines, etc.) to get a sense for how the 
next eighteen or so months will unfold. 

Consider your teen’s school-year schedule, 
consult the family calendar, and discuss the 
potential timing of college visits. Suggest that 
your teen look at CGN’s Takeaway Toolkit on 
creating a list before drafting their own list and 
registering for virtual and in-person visits this 
spring/summer.

Students are responsible for engaging with 
the colleges they’re considering and with 
the educators who will be assisting them 
with their applications. This includes calling 
or emailing college admission officers, 
requesting teacher recommendations,  
and posing questions on college visits. 
 To overcome teen reluctance, offer to  
role- model these conversations first, and  
use time en route to campus visits to 
brainstorm worthwhile questions.   

Anxiety around college-related decisions  
only compounds the challenge of getting teens  
to engage. 

• Listen as much as possible to your teen.
• Emphasize the importance of fit over  

rankings or prestige
• Reassure them that they are capable  

of making informed choices
• Remind them that you’re always available  

as a sounding board. 
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by 

Books 

The Price You Pay for College:  
An Entirely New Road Map for the 
Biggest Financial Decision Your 
Family Will Ever Make 
by Ron Lieber

Resources

Links

Challenge Success  
Stanford Graduate School of Education   
See especially “College Admission” section

How To Be an Ethical Parent in the 
College Admissions Process,  
Making Caring Common 
Harvard Graduate School of Education 

Check off all of the boxes  
along the way with
CGN’s Seasonal 
College Planner

Dear Parents:  
A Field Guide for College 
Preparation
 by John McGee

Our goal is to empower you with the right resources at the right time.   

     College Guidance Network has carefully curated this list for you:

The Truth about College Admission:  
A Family Guide to Getting In and 
Staying Together  
by Brennan Barnard  & Rick Clark

http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
https://www.challengesuccess.org/college-resources/
https://mcc.gse.harvard.edu/resources-for-families/ethical-parenting-in-the-college-admissions-process
https://mcc.gse.harvard.edu/resources-for-families/ethical-parenting-in-the-college-admissions-process
https://mcc.gse.harvard.edu/resources-for-families/ethical-parenting-in-the-college-admissions-process
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The Seasonal College Planner 

for High School Juniors

WINTER SPRING SUMMER

• Begin to identify your academic and personal strengths 
and interests. Make a list of factors (geographic, campus 
community and setting, activities) that matter to you 
most. Begin reading about and comparing colleges and 
universities online, with your preferences in mind.  

• Take a practice ACT and SAT to determine which test you 
prefer. 

• Register for spring test dates. Before you do, check out a few 
colleges’ test requirements and policies. 

• Select senior year courses with attention to both your 
strongest interests and college admission course 
requirements, including math, science, and foreign language.  
 

• Talk to your parents/guardians about college costs and 
financing expectations.

• Meet with your school counselor to discuss college plans. 

• Reach out to teachers (2), advisors, and coaches to 
request letters of recommendation. 

• Create a resume listing your achievements and interests 
to share with recommenders. 

• Plan an interesting summer: Get a job or internship, 
do community service work, take community college 
courses, or attend a summer program related to your 
developing interests. 

• Take ACTs or SATs, if testing dates and sites are available. 
Think of this as a dry run. 

• Participate in virtual or in-person tours and info sessions 
at colleges of interest. 

• Organize your research in a notebook, on your phone, or 
anywhere that feels comfortable to you. 

• Preview the Common or Coalition App online and 
personal statement essay prompts.

• Confirm and thank your recommenders. (Some teachers 
and counselors may ask you and your parents to complete 
questionnaires.) 

• Begin narrowing your list of colleges (likely; target; reach; reach+), 
considering admissibility, personal fit, and affordability.  

• Create a place to keep track of application deadlines,  
test policies, essay prompts, etc. 

• Begin brainstorming and drafting your personal essay(s).  

• Visit more colleges virtually or in person.  

• The FAFSA opens on Oct 1, but it makes sense to get familiar  
with FAFSA requirements earlier, so that you have time  
to gather supporting materials, such as tax filing documents. 

• Do some test prep in advance of taking the ACT or the SAT. (See 
Resources below.) It’s best to do the test prep as close to your test 
date as possible, when the material is still fresh in your mind. 

• Register to take the test (ACT or SAT) in late summer or early fall.

http://www.collegeguidancenetwork.com
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https://www.commonapp.org/apply/essay-prompts
http://fafsa.ed.gov

