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These days, teenagers and their parents tend to experience a lot of anxiety related to college 

admissions.  They worry that acceptance into a “highly selective” university is the only way to 

ensure a great future.     Some parents will pay as much as $50,000 to have a private counselor 

work with their teen from 8th through 12th grade, guiding every academic decision and 

assisting them with essay writing and the application process in the hope that they will get 

into some of these prestigious schools [1].  Others pay up to $14,000 for a single admissions 

boot camp during the summer to help students write their essays and prepare for college 

exams [1].  It’s impossible for the average family to compete with this.  There is a great book 

that highlights all of this hysteria titled “Where You Go is Not Who You Will Be:  An Antidote to 

the College Admissions Mania” by Frank Bruni.  In order to keep calm in the midst of the 

craziness, it is important to note that there are less than 100 schools that are considered highly 

selective (accepting less than 25% of those who apply), while there are nearly 500 four year 

colleges that accept 75% of their applicants.  There are even open admissions colleges that 

accept nearly everyone who applies [2]. So, there is no need to stress out about this; if your 

child wants to go to college, he/she will be able to get a college education.  Many successful 

people studied at less prestigious universities.  For example, Condoleeza Rice, former National 

Security Advisor, Secretary of State and Provost at Standford, attended the University of 

Denver for undergraduate studies, Notre Dame for her Master’s, and then returned to the 

University of Denver for her PhD.  Did you know that the college that has produced the most 

Fortune 500 CEO’s is actually the University of Wisconsin, a public, state University [3]?  This 

further negates the misconception that one must go to highly selective schools in order to be 

successful.  

Here at Homeschool 4 Real Life, we want to help bring a 

little measure of calm to this chaos.  Applying to college can 

be a complicated process with so many choices, 

applications, deadlines, forms, and requirements.  You, as 

the parent, are a critical partner for your teen through this 

process.  You know your child better than anyone else and 

are with them on a daily basis, so you are an invaluable 

resource, support, and sounding board.  We want to 

provide some positive ways that you can contribute to your 

child’s success (without spending $50,000!).   

 

 

 

Introduction 
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Your responsibilities in your child’s life 
certainly don’t end with high school 
graduation!  Most often, our kids are not 
completely financially independent as 
soon as they head off to college.  You 
may be paying for part or all of their 
education, providing housing, helping 
with food costs, assisting with car 
expenses…  Your life and bank account 
are tied up with theirs, so it is important 
that there is collaboration and 
communication about this.  In addition, 
they are new to the real world and its 
demands and intricacies.  They’ll need a mentor who has experience and knowledge to give 
good advice.  Growing up and choosing a future is an involved, daunting prospect with a lot 
at stake.  It can be overwhelming.  They’ll need some help and encouragement, and you are 
uniquely able to provide that because you know your child so well.   You have years of wisdom 
and can tailor it to their personal situation.  Also, you may have some different strengths than 
your child and can help fill in the gaps.  Two (or three) heads are better than one! 
 

 

 

 
Start early with open, honest communication.  When everyone 
knows potential opportunities and roadblocks, you can all plan 
more effectively.  Be straightforward about your contributions to 
the cost of college.  Do you plan to pay for any of it?  If so, how 
much?  Are there any stipulations to your payments? Note that 
when putting together financial aid packages, most schools 
assume that a student will earn approximately $2000 through 
summer employment every year to be applied toward the cost of 
college. They also limit the amount of aid available directly to the 
student, assuming the family will help cover some of the costs [4].     
 

PLUS loans (Parental Loans for Undergraduate Students) are often included to cover 
remaining amounts.  If you do not plan to take out any loans for college (every parent must 
determine this based on their unique family situation), your teen needs to know this as this 
may affect which colleges he/she can afford.  Let your child know if you have strong feelings 

Be involved 

Be straightforward 
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or even absolutes regarding college choice such as the distance to a university (i.e. paying for 
flights makes visits home more expensive).  If you think you have some insights that will make 
a big difference for your teen, share those.  Is there a factor you think a college must have for 
your child to be successful? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When we asked college admissions officers about their policies for homeschooled applicants, 

they said that they are pleased to accept them but do need ways to compare them to other 

students.  Universities have a variety of goals in mind as they endeavor to build a class of 

students each year.  As a result, an excellent academic record is only one piece of the puzzle 

and will not guarantee acceptance.  This is where your homeschooling experience can be a 

bonus:  your child will add an element of diversity.  However, the admissions officers need 

objective, unbiased proof of academic ability.  This is 

why your student’s scores on the ACT/SAT may be even 

more important than those of other students.  

Consider having your child take some community 

college courses to demonstrate the ability to handle 

college level material.  AP classes at your local high 

school are another option.  In addition, involvement in 

group activities helps to demonstrate leadership skills 

and the ability to work as part of a team.  And while 

being part of a group, for example a robotics team, is a 

great experience, some universities will only take note 

if your child took on a leadership role such as captain 

of the team.  Taking initiative in ways that benefit the 

community is a sure way to impress admissions 

officers, and the flexibility of schedule that 

homeschooled students have can be an advantage.  

Seek opportunities that will help your child stand out 

and provide any support they may need to be 

successful in those endeavors. 

 

 

 

 

Help them stand out 
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We have an entire module on our website about paying for college because there is so much 
to know, however below is a high-level summary. 
 
Understanding Financial Aid 

• The fundamental assumption 
behind universities’ financial aid 
offers is that the student and 
family have the primary 
responsibility to pay for college. 

• Financial aid can come from the 
government or the college.  Need 
based financial aid is based on the 
difference between the expected 
costs (a sum of tuition, books, 
room and board, transportation, 
etc.) and the Expected Family 
Contribution (EFC).  Colleges expect families to pay something. Need based aid is 
meant to supplement, not replace, the family’s contribution [4]. 

• Students should expect to accrue some loans during college.  However, the total loan 
value should not exceed the first year’s salary.  Therefore, the expected starting salary 
of your child’s career choice determines the amount of loans that it would be advisable 
to accept. 

• Look at the total cost of college that you will be expected to pay which is typically 
called the Expected Family Contribution (EFC).  This includes the financial aid and out 
of pocket costs for specific schools.  Many schools have calculators on their websites.  
You can go to www.fafsa4caster.ed.gov to estimate your federal-only financial aid and 
the college board website www.bigfuture.org to estimate your EFC using either 
federal or institutional methodology. 

• All students should file the FAFSA to find out how much money they qualify for and 
then decide how much to accept. Income tax statements from the past two years are 
reviewed in order to determine the amount to be awarded.  FAFSA does not include 
equity in primary residence.  In cases of divorce, only the income of the custodial 
parent is factored in.   

• College Scholarship Service (CSS) Profile is primarily used by some private colleges.  
This looks more extensively at the finances of the whole family such as equity in 
parents’ primary residence. 

 
 
 
 

Help them understand paying for college 
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Types of Financial Aid 

• Financial aid comes in the form of grants, loans and scholarships.  
o Types of Financial Aid 

▪ Grants do not have to be paid back. 
▪ Loans do have to be paid back. 
▪ Work study provides a part time job on campus where students can earn 

at least minimum wage to help offset the costs of school. 
o Need Based: Reduced cost of college based on how much you are expected to 

pay 
o Merit Based: Colleges have the most flexibility with their own money.  If a 

university really wants your child to attend, they can offer tuition discounts, 
usually not based on need.  This is where it pays to stand out as an excellent 
candidate.  Increase your child’s ability to get merit-based money by applying 
to schools where they will be in the top quarter of the students applying (in 
academic measures). 
 

o Grants are free money (most grants do 
not cover the full cost of the college) 

▪ TEACH…given to students who 
commit to teach in a high-need 
field or low-income area [4]. 

▪ Pell Grants were a maximum of 
$5,815 for 2016-2017. In recent 
years, about 90 percent of Pell 
Grant recipients have had family 
incomes below $50,000.  Amounts 
can change annually. [4] 

▪ Federal Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grants (FSEOG) offer a 
maximum of $4000 per year and are awarded to students with 
exceptionally high need.  Pell Grant recipients have priority. [4] 

 
o Loans have to be paid back.  Most financial aid comes in the form of loans. 

(Note: Student loans typically are not forgiven even when declaring 
bankruptcy.)  

▪ Subsidized – The government covers the cost of interest while student 
is in school and for 6 months after graduation.  Max for freshman 
($3,500), Sophomores ($4,500) and Juniors and Seniors ($5,500) [4] 

▪ Unsubsidized – Student must cover the cost of loans while in school or 
push it off until after school…interest continues to accumulate. Max for 
Freshman ($5,500), Sophomore ($6,500), Juniors and Seniors ($7,500) 
[4] 

▪ Private loans from banks (these are personal loans from private banks)  
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▪ Parental Loan for Undergraduate Students (PLUS) loans (these are 
loans taken out by parents to cover students’ costs) 

▪ Some loans can be forgiven if you work for the government for 10 years 
or for non-profits (503c), however many people think they qualify and 
find out much later that they do not.  There are a lot of stipulations 
related to the type of loan, the employer you work for, the type of 
repayment plan, and not missing any qualified payments within the time 
frame.  Make sure you do your homework about this method if your 
child intends to use this government option [5, 6, 7]. 

o There are many private, smaller scholarships given at the community level 
(private organizations, rotary clubs, businesses, etc.).  Be sure to check out the 
scholarship sites below: 

▪ www.finaid.org/ 
▪ www.fastweb.com 

 

 

 

 
 

Your role during college visits is to ask the 

questions that maybe your teen does not know 

to ask or may feel too timid or embarrassed to 

present.  Below are some examples: 

• What is the graduation rate of students 

who attend the school? 

• What is the average debt of the students 

who graduate from this school? 

• How long does it take the average 

student to graduate with a bachelor’s 

degree (or be specific about the specific 

degree your child is interested in if that 

is known, as the graduation rate may 

vary from major to major)? 

• What does the school do to help students get work experience such as internships or 

to assist in job placement post-graduation?  Does the school help students connect 

with alumni? 

• What is the job placement rate for graduates of this school? 

• If you are able to talk with current students, you may want to ask questions such as 

these:   

o How easy is it to approach the professors with questions?   

o How helpful are the office hours?   

Ask the hard questions 
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o Do you feel like a number or do you feel like the professors and school care 

about you?   

o What sort of teaching methods do the professors use?   

o How much work do you have outside of class?   

o What kind of student activities are there in which to be involved?   

• If you are able to talk with an alumnus, here are some suggested questions:   

o Do you believe that the university provided a good education?   

o Do you feel that the college prepared you well for your career?   

o How much debt did you incur?   

o Did the college help you find a job or get an internship experience during 

school?   

o Are there any insights you have as a graduate as to the key reasons to choose 

(or not choose) this university or ways to make the most of the education and 

experiences the college offers?  

• Ask if you can eat in the dining hall!  This is important as many of the meals your teen 

will be eating will be served by the university, and if the food is not very good, this 

can make a difference in your child’s experience. 

 

 

 

 

While you share important information, thoughts, and knowledge with your child, don’t 
forget to keep listening.  As long as your child is not about to click send on an e-mail that will 
forever end their chances to succeed in life, just listen and give it some time.  Even if you 
disagree with what they’re saying, sometimes it’s best to just listen and let them talk it 

through.  Ask questions.  Take 
time to think and pray about it, 
and come up with some 
questions that may help guide 
them toward a good decision.  
Be patient through the process 
– they’re young and it’s a lot to 
figure out.  And as difficult as it 
may be to let them take 
control, they are growing up 
and will soon be independent, 
and the decisions really are 
theirs at this point.  Sometimes 
we have to let them stumble 
and learn from it, and the older 

Listen to them 
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they get, the harder the lessons are.  It is imperative that you keep the lines of communication 
open so they will come to you when needed.  Communication expert H. Norman Wright says, 
“How do you get kids and teens to listen to you?  Listen to them.  Model what you want.  You’ll 
be amazed at what you’ll learn.”  [8]  The more we listen, the more willing our teens are to 
share and to listen to our advice.   
Try to help your teen recognize their own motivation for going to college.  In “Choosing 
College,” Moestra and Horn discuss some common reasons students have for going to 
college, aside from preparing for a career [2].  While the book presents five, only three directly 
apply to high school students.  

1. To get into the best school - These are students who are more interested in the 
prestige of going to an elite university or their dream college rather than figuring out 
the best option for their career goals.  These teens spend so much time trying to get 
into college, they forget that the real reason for education is to help them attain a 
career they will enjoy.  Many of these students become lost and do not know what 
they want to do once they get into their dream school.  That was the extent of their 
planning, and they have no direction beyond university admission. 

2. To do what’s expected of them - These students are going to college because that is 
the next logical step…it’s what is expected after high school.  Again, these teens may 
not have done much career planning; they are going to college because their friends 
are, and they think they should.  These students can waste a lot of time and money 
trying to figure out what they want to do while in school. 

3. To get away - These students are seeking independence and the chance to live away 
from home.  Going to college offers new life experiences that can be an exciting 
motivator for teens.  This is fine, but as a parent you need to help them avoid 
accumulating unnecessary college debt just to have an adventure.  Assisting them to 
find the most economical options (in-state schools, roommates, staying local to avoid 
travel costs, etc.) is a way you can allow your child to enjoy more independence 
without adversely affecting his or her future with debt. 
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While none of these reasons for attending college are bad, they are problematic when not 
coupled with a career plan.  Before going to college, students must choose a career path and 
determine if a university degree is the best way to achieve their goals.  The fourth motivation 
for going to college that is described in the book is people who are already in careers but want 
to improve their lives by earning a degree that will allow them to achieve specific career goals 
or to get a job that will allow for a better quality of life.[2]  Help your child avoid having to 
make changes later due to a lack of planning upon high school graduation.  Remember, 
college is not the end goal.  A satisfying career is the objective, so it’s important to determine 
if college is the best route toward achieving your child’s goals.  If so, that’s great!  Your child 
can head to college with a clear plan and enjoy their university experience, knowing that they 
are working toward a great future.  Sometimes teens need to hear this from other people in 
addition to their parents (that independence they’re building can occasionally cause them to 
disregard parental advice).  Our career course can help if that’s the case. 
 

 

 

 
You can support your teen during the 
college selection process by helping 
him/her identify colleges that might be a 
good fit.  Use on-line tools such as 
bigfuture.org to help them identify 
specific universities to investigate.  Visit 
college campuses and talk about what 
characteristics appeal to your teen and 
might help them be successful.  Help them 
understand what each school will require 
for acceptance and if they can achieve 
those test scores and other requirements.  Assist with making sure their list includes some 
amazing colleges with high standards as well as some that are likely to accept their 
credentials.  Don’t assume that receiving invitations to apply to a university guarantees 
acceptance; colleges want lots of students to apply so that they can reject more applicants 
and appear to be more selective.  Also, realize that acceptance into a university does not 
always lead to acceptance into the program of study desired.    Help them understand the 
impacts of the choices they are making, balancing cost and opportunity.    Make sure they 
have a realistic view of what it will take to be successful at the schools that interest them 
(study habits, discipline, organization, autonomy).  Is your teen ready to put in the effort 
required to be successful in the college programs to which he or she is applying? 
 

 

 

Help narrow the list 
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You can be very helpful to your teen by assisting 
him/her in keeping good records of courses, 
writings, projects, activities, and experiences.  Help 
keep track of their research and opinions regarding 
various colleges and careers.  Assist in tracking 
progress and meeting deadlines and requirements.  
While it is sometimes good to let our kids fail and 
learn from it, the college application process is not 
one of those times.  The stakes are too high, and 

the process is too complicated.   Instead, use it as an opportunity for your student to develop 
the skills to prioritize, organize, and accomplish tasks with your support so he/she will be 
ready to manage responsibilities independently in college.  They will have many deadlines and 
will need to keep track of them all and prioritize what they should get done each day in order 
to be successful. 
 
 
 

 

 

You are one of the best people to help 
your teen define himself/herself and 
what he/she is looking for.  Start early, 
and ask questions in relaxed times of 
conversation that will lead to the 
discovery and refinement of ideas.  
Encourage them to jot down 
realizations that come to mind.  This will 
help guide their decisions and provide 
material for their application essays.  
For example, help them create a list of 
adjectives that describe their personality and strengths.  Reflect on important moments, 
events, accomplishments, or experiences that have helped shape who they are and write 
down the ideas.  Also, ask questions that help your teen identify what type of college would 
be a good fit.  Are they considering a wide variety of majors?  Would they benefit from being 
near opportunities in a big city or near farms or natural spaces?  How much support will they 
require from professors?  What are the benefits of a large or small student population?  Build 
the idea bank so they’re not starting from scratch later. 
 
 

Help with organization 

Be an idea bank 
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Your teen should choose the topics for college 
application essays and write on their own.  
After they write, help them edit and revise for 
clarity.  Check grammar, spelling, and 
punctuation.  Tell them if any ideas are not 
communicated clearly.  Just be sure that your 
influence is not too great.  It needs to come 
through as your teen’s voice, so don’t change 
the way things are said or what is included too 
much.  Leave that to them.  [9] 
 

 

 

 

Most likely, your teen is going to need some 
encouragement while slogging through this 
long process.  Remind them of the incredible 
goal, this dream of a happy life that they love 
and are energized by and that will allow them 
to be successful and accomplish great things.  
Be positive and enthusiastic, listen as they 
rant and rave and cry, give hugs when they 
feel down.  Be there through the process to 
help them persevere.  Make it clear that you 
believe in them.  It’s probably what they need 
most, and you would do it without us telling you to, but just keep in mind how important it is!  
A few extra surprises along the way wouldn’t hurt, either (freshly baked cookies?  A cool lamp 
for their dorm room?).  Maybe even consider doing a couple of their other regular chores to 
lighten their load and let them know that you think the effort they’re putting into their 
applications is important. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Be their editor 

Encourage them 
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Remember to enjoy this time with your teen!  
This is the last little bit of childhood!  Your child 
will always need you and treasure your love 
and relationship.  Make sure you don’t get too 
caught up in the stress of making exactly the 
right decisions and forget to continue building 
a close connection that will last.  No difference 
of opinion is worth damaging a lifelong 
relationship.  Don’t be offended if your teen 
starts putting a little distance between you or 
talking about how great it will be to be apart.  
This is new for them, and they’re not 

completely sure of how to go about it or what it will look like.  If they’re going away to college, 
there’s probably a confusing mix of excitement and fear, and they’re trying to convince 
themselves that it will be great.  Think of these incidents as dress rehearsals of independence.  
Just let it all roll off and be there for them.  It’s a time of mixed emotions for everyone. 
 

 

 

 

Gather examples of your teen’s best work during the high school years for a portfolio, 

especially writing samples.  Be sure your child has identified some careers that would be a 

great fit and would provide a bright future, as well as determining the best ways to enter each 

of those fields.  H4RL.com’s career exploration course will help you accomplish this!  It’s a 

great idea to identify a few fields of interest during middle school so your child can learn more 

through hobbies, classes, groups, and other experiences.   

The summer before your teen’s sophomore year of high 

school is an ideal time to begin the career planning course 

and start to take a more serious look at the future.  The 

first steps in the course help your teen get to know 

herself/himself better and think more deeply about 

personal purpose and goals, strengths and interests, 

work values and lifestyle expectations.  These lay a 

foundation for the plan.  Then, they’ll use the career 

database information, videos, and interviews to identify 

Cherish the time 

Understand the admissions schedule 
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possible careers.  Finally, the course will teach them how to contact people in fields of interest 

to conduct their own interviews, shadow professionals, and make important connections that 

could lead to internships or jobs.  A detailed flow chart and comparison tool will help them 

navigate the decision process and understand what to do when they find out that some 

careers are not what they expected.  The journey often has twists and turns, and a map to 

help navigate through uncertainty provides confidence and direction. 

Once your teen identifies a career goal, he/she should seek experiences that are relevant to 

that field.  This may include taking more intensive classes or targeting volunteer or work 

opportunities in related careers.  Remember to look for ways to stand out. 

• Sophomore Year: Consider taking PSAT (practice for the SAT) and PLAN (practice for 

the ACT); practice an essay prompt; start investigating college options.   As an 

alternative, if your teen is considering using the Classic Learning Test (CLT), which is 

primarily accepted by small Christian colleges, you can take the CLT10.  It is 

recommended that students begin visiting college campuses during the summer of 

their sophomore year so that they do not miss school days to visit.  However, if your 

homeschool schedule permits, it is a good idea to visit campuses during the school 

year.  This will allow you to get a better feel for what the school is like with students  

on campus.    

• Junior Year:  Look for leadership opportunities and volunteer activities; Take PSAT in 

October, results come in Jan.; many college essay prompts come out early in Junior 

year winter so your teen can start writing; consider working/volunteering in career 

related jobs; if application process requires an audition video, start on that at end of 

Junior year; take an AP class or community college course if possible; visit colleges 

junior year and in the summer; start working on personal essays 

• Senior Year:  Meet with advisors at colleges that interest your child; look at college 

price estimators (bigfuture.org or university websites); take ACT/SAT (or CLT) as 

needed; file FAFSA or CSS in October; submit college applications and all financial aid 

forms; get acceptance letters and financial aid packages; choose a college based on 

information 

Working through the career exploration course at H4RL.com during sophomore year will 

allow your child to be perfectly positioned to begin applying to colleges and to make a great 

choice.  If your teen is in his/her junior year, you will feel more pressured for time but should 

still be able to work through the process well.  If, however, your child is in his/her senior year 

and has not yet begun this process, you may want to consider a gap year between high school 

and college.  Planning for the future is not something your teen should rush through or only 

do halfway.  It is better to delay further education to get a solid plan in place first so time and 

money are not wasted.  A gap year done well will provide an abundance of knowledge and 

experiences to better prepare your child for a successful future. 
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Remember, if your teen wants to go to college, they will be able to do it.  There is a lot to 

accomplish and keep track of during this very busy time of life.  You can be a support person 

and help them along the way.  In the midst of all that is going on, do not forget to enjoy the 

process and this time.  Soon your teen will be off on their own.  Cherish your time together!   

It is very important to remember that 

your student should be doing in-depth 

career planning in parallel to looking at 

and applying to colleges.  It is far more 

important for your teen to know what 

they want to do prior to going off to 

college than it is to get into the perfect 

university.  College is a great time of life 

during which we come into our own as 

adults, but it is NOT a great time to figure 

out what you want to be.  This wastes 

time and money.   During high school, your teen’s courses should be structured around 

potential careers.  For example, if your student is thinking of going into engineering, focus on 

upper level math and more intense science courses.  If they want to be a vet, they should be 

taking a lot of science courses (biology, chemistry, etc.) and gaining experience working with 

animals at a veterinarian’s office or in an animal shelter.  Veterinary schools are very 

competitive to get into, and as a result they go back to high school to see what the student 

was doing to prepare for that field.  So, applying to college is important, but even more critical 

is determining which career your teen is working toward.  It can be very overwhelming to 

balance all of these things.  We at Homeschool 4 Real Life are here to help!  Join our 

community, and we will help you and your teen navigate these important career exploration 

steps and understand all of the nuances of the college application process.   Remember, you 

are not alone; we are here to help.  We wish you all the best as you support your teen through 

this wonderful, stressful, important time of life!  Join us at H4RL.com to begin preparing for a 

great future! 

 

 

 

 

Remember the most important thing 
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