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Abstract: The U.S. college admissions process is a uniquely complex and decentralized system
that poses significant challenges for both students and their parents. With over 4,000 institutions offering
varied application platforms, deadlines, and requirements, navigating this process demands a highly
personalized approach. While students juggle academic, extracurricular, and application-related
responsibilities, effective time management becomes a critical factor in securing both admission and
financial aid opportunities. Parents, ideally positioned to support their children through this journey,
however they often find themselves overwhelmed due to a lack of clear and accessible information. The
increasing dependance on expert guidance highlights the limitations of generic online resources in
addressing the individualized needs of applicants. Furthermore, emotional involvement and limited
knowledge can hinder parents' ability to provide objective and strategic support. This paper examines
the multifaceted challenges parents face in the college admissions process and discusses potential
strategies to bridge the information and support gap, ultimately aiming to enhance student outcomes
during this pivotal life transition.
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Introduction

Navigating the U.S. college admissions process is an overwhelming and often confusing
journey. Unlike in many other countries where college applications follow a standardized
system, the U.S. has a highly decentralized and multifaceted admissions setting (Wechsler,
2017). The overall higher education system with more than 4000 universities with different
deadlines, and admission expectations naturally require personalized approach for college
applications. Students with diverse academic and extracurricular experiences, along with varying
career and life goals, must tailor their applications to align with the specific requirements and
expectations of each college. (Acar, Yigit, 2023; Novakovic, et. al, 2021). Further the application
process is complicated by the existence of multiple application platforms, including the
Common Application, Coalition Application, and individual college portals. Through these
platforms, students must manage transcripts, recommendation letters, standardized test
scores, financial aid applications, and personal statements, all within strict deadlines and
expectations (Knight, Schiff, 2022).

Above all, effective time management is the top priority for these students. Navigating test dates,
application deadlines, and gathering necessary documents such as reference letters and
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transcripts all require meticulous time management (Berger, 2021). Since there are so many steps
to complete a college application in the US, missing some important deadlines may lead missing
financial and academic opportunities. In other words, students may miss scholarship
opportunities and/or admission from higher ranked colleges due to missed deadlines. Since,
almost all college applications have been done while students are still in high school, time
management become more challenging (Novakovic, et. al, 2021). Many students find themselves
juggling these tasks alongside their already demanding academic and extracurricular
commitments. Parents crucial role for such challenging times for college application become
essential for students since they can encourage and motivate them. Further, they can track
deadlines, help with financial planning as well as document preparation (e.g., essays, resume
building, etc.), By doing these contributions they can ensure that their children stay on course
(McCulloh, 2022).

However, many parents struggle to motivate and manage the procedure due to lack of
clear information (LeBouef & Dworkin, 2021). Internet and social media though may provide
general guidelines for everyone, personalized approach require expert eyes and professional
consulting. As mentioned above, decentralized college application system creates more
confusion over the parents compared to children. On the other hand, personalized approach
naturally makes the progress more challenging since the parents may not be objective to
academic potential and future plans of the student. A progressive and effective college
application for an individual student may not happen due to conflicts of interests (Toutkoushian,
et. al, 2021). The financial aspect, including scholarships, Free Application for Federal Student
Aid (FAFSA), and other loan options, adds another layer of confusion, making it difficult for
families to make informed decisions (Brook, 2024). This knowledge gap can lead to missed
opportunities, increased stress, and misguided application choices.

This paper explores the challenges parents face in navigating the U.S. college system, the
impact of this confusion on students as well the potential solutions to bridge the gap. Many
parents are left lost in the admissions maze. They struggle to provide the expected support that
their children need during this critical transition.

Understanding the Parent Knowledge Gap

College application procedures though does not change revolutionary, there are natural
transformations that may lead parents to confuse (Capannola & Johnson, 2022). Many parents
expect the same exact procedure from their own time of college applications. Even though many
parents have college degrees and completed their college applications long time ago, the change
over the system including the change on trends and technology put the parents in uncomfortable
position. College rankings, acceptance rates, tuitions, deadlines, expected documentations, test
optional policies, projected essays etc. change dramatically over years and if a parent is not
following the changes closely, he/she cannot provide healthy and productive guidance and help to
his/her student (Hair, 2023). As a result, many well-meaning parents provide guidance based on
outdated assumptions, which only adds complexity and difficulty for both parents and students.
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On the other hands, overall college application procedures including time management may
become an absolute confusion for the parents who never attended college in the US (Bernard,
Clark, 2023). To those parents navigating the system mostly lead greater stress and confusion. It
is very natural that those parents without prior experience for college and college applications can
not contribute to a successful application. In many cases, such parents’ support and motivation
over the students is very narrowed and low with no impact.

Differences Between First-Generation vs. Experienced Parents

Parental knowledge of the college admissions process varies. Such knowledge mostly
depends on whether they have previously gone through the system themselves. Experienced
parents who have already guided an older child or who attended college in the U.S. tend to have a
general understanding of key application components, such as standardized tests, recommendation
letters, and essay requirements (Springer, et. al. 2023). However, even these parents may struggle
with changing trends in admissions, such as test-optional policies or the importance of
extracurricular involvement.

On the other hand, first-generation college parents, including those who attended college outside
the U.S. or did not attend at all, often find the system complex and confusing (Selingo, 2020).
They may be unfamiliar with essential concepts such as early decision versus regular decision, the
Common Application, and the FAFSA process. They may be uncertain about what steps to take
and may even overlook essential tasks or waste time on unnecessary ones. As a result, their
children may miss out on important opportunities, such as applying for merit-based scholarships,
fee waivers, or financial aid deadlines.

Parents’ Misconceptions About College Admissions

Many parents hold misconceptions about what colleges are looking for, and such
misconception can lead students to make poor application decisions. For instance, many parents
still believe that SAT or ACT scores are the most important factor in college admissions. Test
scores for college applications are important however many colleges adopted test optional policies
especially after covid years. There are some colleges including the University of California
schools, even do not allow students to submit their test scores. However, there are some colleges
including University systems like in State University System of Florida never made test scores as
an option for applications (Barnard, Clark, 2023). Further, some parents think that only perfect
students with strong academic records get into top schools. US College Admissions go beyond
grades and test scores. Their approach is more holistic, and they consider a student’s background,
personal growth, and unique contributions. Colleges value well-rounded and passionate
individuals who demonstrate resilience, initiative, and a commitment to their interests. Parents
misconception on strong academic records may lead unbalanced pressure on students who have
decent academic success but impressive extracurricular records (Barnes, 2021).

16



ACAR, E., JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL IMPACT, VOL. 2, No. 2 (2025)

On the other hand, many parents place too much emphasis on college rankings. They
assume that high ranked colleges offer the best education for the students. While rankings can offer
some insight into prestige, they do not always reflect the best fit for a student. Several factors such
as campus culture, academic programs, financial aid, and internship opportunities should be
considered when making the decisions (Acar, 2024). College rankings can be misleading because
the numerical differences between ranked institutions are often minimal, yet they create the
illusion of a significant gap (Acar, 2023).

Another misconception is about the public universities and their tuition rates. While tuition
at public schools is generally lower, many private universities offer higher financial aid that can
make them just as affordable as public schools. Parents may hesitate toward private institutions
and due to sticker price misconception may miss out on generous scholarship opportunities
(Springer, et. al. 2023).

Lastly, some parents encourage their children to apply to as many colleges as possible,
thinking this will increase their chances of getting into a good school. However, applying to too
many schools can be challenging since managing such applications before and after the deadlines
require serious attention and work. Crafting essays, completing other required documentations and
even following up email communications may create stress over applications. A targeted approach,
with a balanced list of reach, match, and safety schools is more effective (Barnard, Clark, 2023).

Limited Guidance from High Schools, Especially in Underfunded Districts

Another major factor contributing to the parent knowledge gap is the limited support from
the students’ high school counselors. In many public schools, counselors are responsible for
hundreds of students and such reality make effective college consultation nearly impossible for
students and people. According to the American School Counselor Association (2024), the average
student-to-counselor ratio in U.S. high schools is over 376:1, far exceeding the recommended ratio
of 250:1. This means that many students and parents receive only minimal college advising
throughout the application process.

In underfunded school districts, the problem is even more severe. Many schools lack the
resources to offer college readiness workshops, essay review sessions, or one-on-one counseling
(Gagnon, Mattingly, 2016). Accordingly, first generation college applicants from low-income
families are left to navigate the process on their own. Parents in these communities often do not
have access to reliable college admissions information and unfortunately, in many cases, such
college applications ignored by the parents (Mello, 2022).

Even in well-funded schools, college counselors often focus their efforts on course

scheduling, and internal procedures (Bryan, et al., 2022). Many parents assume that the school will
provide their child with everything they need to succeed in the college applications. In many cases,
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students miss key deadlines, create an unbalanced college list, and struggle with understanding
financial aid options.

A. Lack of Understanding of College Requirements

One of the most common misconceptions among parents is that GPA alone determines
college admissions outcomes. Such reality is partially true however the rigor of the classes should
be considered when evaluating the impact of the overall GPA. When admission offices evaluate
the transcript of the applicants, they naturally go into the details and check out the titles of the
classes (Bastedo, et al.). In other words, Advanced Placement (AP) courses and Dual Enrollment
(DE) classes play a critical role in demonstrating academic strength. Admissions officers
understand the difference between a student who took AP Calculus and AP Physics versus one
who took less rigorous courses like Weightlifting or Basic Art. Parents who do not recognize the
importance of rigorous coursework might not encourage their child to take challenging classes,
ultimately putting them at a disadvantage in the admissions process.

Additionally, extracurricular activities hold substantial weight, yet many parents do not understand
how they should be structured or presented in applications (King, et al. 2021). Colleges value
students who display at least one of the following through their extracurriculars (Acar, 2024):
Leadership (e.g., club president, organizing a community initiative)

Passion (e.g., deep commitment to an activity over multiple years)

Social Impact (e.g., starting a nonprofit, leading a service project)

Some parents mistakenly believe that simply participating in multiple club or sport
activities is enough and fulfills extracurricular activity expectations. A student who leads a single
initiative or demonstrates significant growth in a passion project is more convincing and
impressive compared to one who joins ten clubs with simple roles. Colleges simple do not focus
on the quantity of the extracurricular activities rather they look the quality of the activity (Acar,
2024). Parents unfortunately do not know this reality. Further, defining an activity with respect to
quality, needs personalized college consulting and education. With the right guidance, students
can showcase their most meaningful activities, focusing on depth, impact, and commitment instead
of quantity.

Moreover, the confusing nature of college deadlines particularly Early Decision (ED) and
Early Action (EA) adds another layer of stress before and during college applications. Many
parents assume that ED is the best route because it increases admission chances, but they may not
realize it is binding, meaning the student must attend if accepted. Early Action, on the other hand,
is non-binding and allows students to apply early while still having time to compare financial aid
packages (Acar, 2022). Understanding these nuances is crucial, yet many parents remain unaware
of the strategic benefits and risks involved.

Time management is another major hurdle. With multiple application components, essays,
recommendation letters, financial aid forms, and deadlines students must stay highly organized
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(Lalor, 2018, et.al.). However, many parents, unfamiliar with the timeline, and such unfamiliarity
may result in rushed or incomplete applications. Without a clear roadmap, students may miss
crucial deadlines or submit weak applications that do not fully reflect their strengths (Phillips,
2019). Parents need to know that collecting documents like reference letters, and test preparations
for SAT or ACT, need effective time management. Beginning the preparation process early can
reduce the stress of college readiness, but starting college applications too soon might result in
applicants who are not fully prepared.

B. Financial Aid and Cost Confusion

Another major point of confusion for parents is the cost of college. Many families are
hesitant to apply to private universities because they believe that even with substantial
scholarships, the overall costs will remain excessively high. They assume that public universities
are always the cheaper option by considering the sticker prices of the schools.

In reality, private colleges often have substantial endowments and offer generous merit-
based and need-based scholarships. Colleges collectively have billions of dollars allocated for
financial aid, making even the most expensive institutions affordable for families with financial
need. For instance, at Harvard University families with incomes below $100,000 are not expected
to contribute to the cost of their child's education (Harvard Gazette, 2025). %89 of Princeton
University’s seniors graduate dept free in 2024 (Princeton University, 2024.).

A crucial tool that many parents are unaware of is the Net Price Calculator (NPC), available

on most college websites. The NPC provides an estimate of how much a family will pay after
financial aid is factored in (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). Instead of assuming that a school
is unaffordable, parents should be encouraged to use this tool to compare real costs.
Additionally, FAFSA is one of the most underutilized resources due to misconceptions and lack
of awareness (Lira, 2023). Some families mistakenly believe that they earn too much to qualify
for aid, so they do not bother applying, even though FAFSA determines not only federal aid but
also institutional aid and scholarships. A 2024 study from the National College Attainment
Network (Woodhouse & DeBaun, 2024) high school seniors from the class of 2023 left more
than $4 billion in Pell Grants because they didn't complete the FAFSA.

Beyond FAFSA, colleges also offer:

e Merit-based scholarships for academic achievements, leadership, or extracurricular
excellence

e Need-based scholarships that consider family income and circumstances

e Grants and work-study opportunities to reduce tuition costs

Parents who are unaware of these opportunities may discourage their child from applying to top
schools, fearing the cost. This misconception limits student choices and prevents them from
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considering institutions that might actually offer better financial aid packages than public
universities.

C. College Consulting and Misinformation

In recent years, the college consulting industry has grown rapidly, offering expert guidance
to families navigating the admissions process (Independent Educational Consultants Association
[IECA], n.d.). While professional consultants can be incredibly helpful, due to high costs not all
families have access to these services.

Many parents turn to social media for admissions advice, but this can be misleading. Platforms
like TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube are flooded with confusing and false information, such as:
"You have to be a perfect student to get into top colleges." (Not true. Many schools prioritize
holistic admissions.)

"Applying to more schools increases your chances." (Not necessarily. Strong applications matter
more than the number of applications.)

This misinformation creates unnecessary anxiety for both students and parents, leading to poor
decision-making and a focus on the wrong aspects of admissions. Instead of relying on unverified
sources, parents should seek guidance from school counselors, official college websites, and
trusted admissions experts.

Unfortunately, high school counselors are often too overwhelmed to provide personalized
guidance. With counselor-to-student ratios sometimes exceeding 500:1 in different states
(American School Counselor Association, 2024), students may not receive individualized advice
on course selection, extracurricular planning, or financial aid options.

Without accurate, reliable information, parents feel lost, unsure of how to best support their child
through this pivotal transition.

The Impact of Parental Confusion on Students

When parents struggle to navigate the U.S. college admissions system, it inevitably affects
their children’s application process. Without a clear understanding of admissions requirements,
financial aid options, and application strategies, parents may unintentionally misguide their
children, leading to increased stress, limited opportunities, and ultimately, weaker college
applications (Horrillo, et al., 2021)

One of the most significant consequences of parental confusion is inconsistent or misguided
advice. Many parents, accordingly, may not want to involve such important phase of their children.
On the other hand, many students rely on their parents for direction, but if that guidance is based
on outdated or incorrect information, it can cause unnecessary obstacles (Boeck, 2022). For
example, a parent who believes SAT scores are the most important admissions factor might
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encourage their child to focus solely on test prep. Similarly, parents who do not understand holistic
admissions may pressure their child to apply only to colleges based on prestige rather than fit,
leading to a mismatch between the student’s needs and their eventual college choice.

Solutions and Strategies to Bridge the Parent Knowledge Gap

One effective way to support parents is through school and community-based educational
initiatives. High schools should offer regular workshops, webinars, and one-on-one sessions
designed to educate parents about the college application timeline, financial aid process, and
holistic admissions criteria. These programs should not only target students but also involve
parents to ensure families receive consistent and accurate information throughout the application
cycle (Federal Student Aid, n.d.).

Engaging parents in their child's college application process through events like college
readiness workshops, essay-writing sessions, and FAFSA completion nights has proven effective
in reducing misconceptions and promoting active involvement. The Utah System of Higher
Education highlights that such initiatives support students and parents in completing the FAFSA
form, thereby enhancing access to higher education (Utah System of Higher Education, 2024).
Colleges themselves must take a more active role in educating parents. Many universities already
provide admissions information sessions for students, but they should expand these to include
parent-focused workshops that clarify financial aid policies, admissions trends, and the importance
of holistic applications.

Additionally, colleges should develop more accessible online resources for parents, including:

e Parent-focused admissions websites with FAQs and video guides.

e Step-by-step financial aid explanations to help families navigate FAFSA, the CSS Profile,
and institutional aid options.

e Myth-busting articles that address common misconceptions, such as “You don’t need a
perfect GPA to get into a top school” or “Expensive colleges don’t always mean higher
costs.”

Independent college counselors provide a crucial service by offering personalized guidance that
high school counselors often cannot due to time constraints. Unlike overburdened school
counselors, independent consultants can work one-on-one with students and families, creating a
tailored admissions strategy based on a student’s academic strengths, extracurricular profile, and
college goals (EdWeek, 2018).

The biggest advantage of private college consultants is their ability to reduce stress and streamline
the admissions process. They provide:

e Personalized application strategies, ensuring students apply to colleges that align with their
academic and financial needs.
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e Essay coaching and resume building, helping students craft compelling narratives that
stand out to admissions officers.

e Scholarship and financial aid guidance, making sure families are aware of all funding
opportunities, including merit-based and need-based aid.

e A structured application timeline, reducing last-minute stress by ensuring deadlines,
recommendation letters, and other materials are submitted on time.

For many families, college consultants act as a bridge between confused parents and overwhelmed
students, helping both navigate the process with greater confidence.
However, not all families have access to private college counseling due to cost barriers. To address

this, many consultants and organizations offer affordable or even free college counseling services
through:

e Nonprofit organizations that provide admissions guidance to low-income students.

e Online platforms with free college planning tools, application tips, and scholarship
databases.

e Government resources, such as Federal Student Aid (studentaid.gov) and College Board’s
BigFuture.

Additionally, some college consultants offer sliding-scale pricing or pro bono services to students
who lack access to professional guidance. Another challenge is the rise of misleading online
information. Many parents and students turn to TikTok, Reddit, and YouTube for college advice,
but much of the content on these platforms is inaccurate or exaggerated. A single viral video
claiming "You need a 1600 SAT to get into Ivy League schools" can create unnecessary panic
among families. Independent college counselors help counteract misinformation by offering
evidence-based, ethical guidance.

Conclusion

Parental confusion is one of the biggest obstacles in the college admissions process.
Without accurate, up-to-date knowledge, parents may misguide their children, overlook financial
aid opportunities, or create unnecessary stress that weakens a student’s overall application (Ricks
& Warren, 2021). This lack of understanding often leads to missed deadlines, underdeveloped
college lists, and ineffective essay support. In some cases, students may be steered toward colleges
that are not a strong fit academically, socially, or financially. Ultimately, when families are not
aligned with current admissions practices, it undermines student confidence and reduces their
chances of accessing the most appropriate higher education pathways. Independent college
counselors provide a much-needed solution, offering personalized, structured, and strategic
guidance that empowers families to make informed decisions.

However, access to reliable college consulting must be expanded. Schools, universities, and
consulting organizations must work together to bridge the parent knowledge gap through
educational programs, clearer communication, and accessible consulting services.

22



ACAR, E., JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL IMPACT, VOL. 2, No. 2 (2025)

Ultimately, empowering parents means empowering students. When families receive accurate,
personalized, and holistic admissions guidance, students are more likely to apply to the right
schools, maximize financial aid, and enter college with confidence. The more informed and

prepared parents are, the better they can support their children in achieving their academic and
career goals (LeBouef & Dworkin, 2021).
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