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“Careful parental management will be one 
of the most nerve-wracking challenges of 
the millennial college era.”  
 
-Howe and Strauss, 2003, Millenials Go to College 



What types of challenges do 
you experience with parents? 



Higher Ed and Parents: Challenges 
• Contacting children too often 

• Only listening to their children’s side of the story 

• Taking on their children’s roles 

• Fighting their children’s battles 

• Posing as their children online 

• Robbing their kids of their ability to make their own decisions 
From Hofer and Moore, 2010, The iConnected parent: Staying close to your kids in college (and beyond) while letting them grow up. 

 

  



Background: Conflicting Messages 
• Experts offering advice contribute to the confusion 
• Institutions and parents struggle with the extent to which parents should 
be involved  
• Institutions contribute to parental confusion 
• Research on helicoptering suggests parents should back off 
• Other evidence concludes that students are more successful with 
parental support  
• Recent studies show that lack of family support creates barriers to 
college completion 

  



Where do we go from here? 
 Institutions that have been the most successful in helping 
families navigate the confusion and conflicting messages 
recognize that the college transition impacts both parents 
and students.   

  
 How do we determine clear boundaries without the 
detrimental effects of helicopter parenting?   

  



Today’s College Student 
• Scheduled, structured, and shadowed since birth.  

• Rewarded for participation, not achievement.  

• Raised with car seats, safety helmets, playgroups, soccer leagues and 
cell phones. 

• Technologically savvy – used to easy access and instant gratification. 

• Have more emotional baggage – divorced parents, blended families, 
lack of coping mechanisms. 

• Enjoy strong connection to parents and desire parental involvement. 



Today’s College Parent 

• Delayed having children until older and financially secure. 

• Practice attachment style and permissive parenting. 

• Their children are central to their sense of purpose. 

• They are the “Helicopter” and “Black-Hawk” parents. 

• Involved in every aspect of their child’s existence. 
  



Today’s Parents on College 
  

 “These students are the product of 18 years of 
dedication and sacrifice. To expect sudden 
relinquishment of their responsibility to an 
educational entity is naïve at best.” 
 
 
-Kanna Hudson,  millenialgeneration.org blog 

http://www.millenialgeneration.org/


Today’s Parents’ Approach to College 
• Consumer mentality, want a return on their  investment. 
• Expect that college administrators act on their behalf to 
manage and protect their children. 
• Demand immediate administrative response.  
• Propensity to threaten legal action. 
  



Where do you (want to) go with how you 
communicate with parents? 

•First, determine your contact points with parents 
• Where do the parent contacts begin at your institution?  
• What does your institution currently do to engage with 
parents? 
• In what ways does your department communicate with 
parents? 
• What approaches do you utilize to educate parents? 

 

 
  



Enlisting Stakeholders 

Parents Students Institutional 
Stakeholders 



Strategy: Educate Parents 
• What to expect as their student shifts from adolescence to young 
adulthood 

• What it means to be successful in college 

• What resources are available to help their students so that parents don’t 
have to intervene themselves 

• How to set reasonable expectations for communicating with their student 



Strategy: Educate Students 
• What it means to be successful in college 

• How to self advocate and seek help when they need it 

• What resources are available so that they don’t always rely on their 
parents 

• How to communicate with parents about academic progress 
  

  



Strategy: Enlist Institutional Stakeholders 
  

• Communicating the importance of careful institution planning and 
coordination 

• Developing a campus-wide philosophy regarding parental involvement 
that reflects the messages transmitted to parents at all levels 

• Understanding FERPA and its impact on parent communication policies 

• Proactively provide information based on student engagement 
opportunities 

• Discuss parent communication issues as a department or unit on a regular 
basis 

  



Practical Strategies 



Ensure protocols are 
in place to ward off 
the “bureaucratic 
bounce” 
 
 

Photo by M. Cathrae via Flickr. Accessed 25 October 2017. License: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
sa/2.0/legalcode 



Create Common Messaging 

PARENTS – ORIENTATION SESSION 

•Outline services available 

•Discuss ways that students can 
access support 

•Discuss common first-year 
academic challenges 

•Outline case studies: barriers to 
seeking help 

STUDENTS – ACE 101 

•Outline services available 

•Discuss ways that students can 
access support 

•Discuss common first-year 
academic challenges 

•Outline case studies: ways to be 
successful in specific first-year 
classes 

  



Examine messaging to 
parents throughout 
website; make 
changes as needed. 
 
 



Create intentional 
communication 
materials addressing 
common parent 
questions and issues 
(brochures, mailings) 
 



Create or take 
advantage of 
professional 
development 
opportunities about 
communicating with 
parents 
 



Create or utilize an 
online course for 
parents 
 
 



A Framework for Engaging with Parents 
Surrounding the First-Year Experience 
6 Areas of Adjustment 



6 Areas of Adjustment 

Academic Social Emotional Intellectual Cultural Financial 



Communicating On Areas of Adjustment 

Gateway 
Sessions 

• First and second 
semester 

• First-Years 

ACE 
Programming 

• First and second 
semester 

• First-Years 

Parent Lingo 
Online 
Course 

• First semester 
• Parents 

Student 
Success 
Online 
Course 

• August 
• First-Years 

Freshman 
Orientation 

• June 
• Parents and 

First-Years 

Admissions 
Events 

• Spring 
• Parents and 

First-Years  



Resources for Practitioners: 
• Books 

• Online Resources 
• Higheredparent.com 
• Innovative Educators: innovativeeducators.org 

• StudentLingo: ie.org 
• ParentLingo 

• Grown and Flown 

• Blogs 

• Consultants: professional development 
opportunities 



Parent Programs:  
 
•What does your parent program entail? 

•What is the central goal of your parent program? 

•What programs and services are offered to parents at your institution? 

•With unlimited funds, what changes would you make to your parent 
program? 



Questions? 
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