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PREPARING FOR &
TRANSITIONING
to COLLEGE

Three chapters about the
journey toward and through
college:
Preparing children through
elementary school
How to plan for college during
middle and high school
How to apply and matriculate
at any age
by Sean Hawes, M.S., CEP, IEC

A S A P A R E N T of a seven- and ten-year-old and spouse of a middle
school principal, I am always aware of the day-to-day challenges of
balancing structure and free time, workbooks and play, challenge
and support. The culture of education, hope, and ambition fosters
an expectation of going to college because comprehensions and
understandings develop in everyday life. The specific family experience
or lack thereof with university attendance determines to a large extent
the level of interest, motivation, and academic confidence a child
develops.
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Specifically, if parents or guardians talk about the
expense of college and how loans are not worth
the effort or comment that they turned out just
fine without college, then the child feels pressure
to find other options. Yet sometimes external
role models such as a teacher can influence and
empower a young person to try harder in school
even if there is less support at home.
For parents who appreciate their college
experience and subsequent quality of life, the
question becomes how to create an expectation
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preparing for college

Colleges expect students to look outside their bubble and
help those less fortunate. Conversely, if a family is struggling
and a student does well in school anyway, the likelihood of
acceptance and scholarship money increases.

of attending college without
developing a sense that the
child is attending for the parent,
rather than for themselves. As
an Independent Educational
Consultant (IEC), I would be stressed and torn if my daughters
grew up and delayed college, but I also know that my wife
waited until she knew what she wanted to do and now excels
in her profession. For those of us who believe in higher
education, it is hard to not feel that if a student does not go
now, they will never go. While the sentiment might become
true, we should not rush the opportunity out of fear. Rather,
by sharing the benefits and numerous options available during
college, children become curious. My ten-year-old daughter
asks me questions about college on our hikes because students
come and go in the evening from my home office, and we have
a map on the wall with pins representing where my students
are attending.

The likelihood of success
in college is related to fit
rather than prestige or
affordability.

Having tried to start working with students in seventh grade,
I can attest to the fact that most students are not ready to
talk about the nuts and bolts of preparing for college until
January of their eighth grade year, when they begin to think
about what classes they will take in high school. Yet a few in
seventh grade or early eighth grade start to think about high
school classes when they consider taking Algebra, Geometry,
or Spanish, but even then the class selection is based on being
with friends or getting the requirements out of the way.
Parents need to know that once students enter high school,
colleges hope and prefer that students take four years of
English, math, science, social studies, and a language. Now
these expectations might sound like more than the state’s
requirements, but the minimum will not help students
succeed, nor will the limited rigor give students a chance to
earn scholarships. There is a delicate balance between taking
courses that are known to be challenging while also earning A’s
and B’s. Learning is paramount and self-esteem is critical.
Outside of class, colleges want to see 20 hours a week of
extracurricular activities, ranging from athletics to fine arts
to community service. If a student has married parents who
went to college and is not adopted or moved much, the
student is expected to understand that life has most likely
been somewhat stable and comfortable, and therefore they
should be giving back to their community through service.
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My biggest piece of advice for families with high school
students is to have the parents discuss what they are willing or
able to spend on their child’s college education, if anything,
and whether or not they are comfortable with their child
having loans. The conversation needs to happen before
campus visits take place during spring break of their junior
year, if at all possible; otherwise a student might get attached
to a college and arguments will spontaneously combust
throughout the senior year between the parents and child.
The likelihood of success in college is related to fit rather than
prestige or affordability. Going back to the culture at home,
some families might push Ivy League schools for status, others

might push large state schools and community colleges to save
money, and a smaller number consider the dollar value based
on anticipated student growth and direction. There is no one
answer, but the likelihood of success increases the more the
student feels like they fit on campus.
Parents find it hard to let go of, in their eyes, a child as the
student tries to make their own stressful decision about where
to apply and what to write in their essay. Some parents will
hover, while others remain quiet until they see some of the
options presented by the student. Having a student write down
their pros and cons about each school after some research can
foster dialogue that can otherwise be difficult.
When in doubt about where to
consider applying, it sometimes
helps to start by visiting
various sized schools in your
area to introduce different
levels of support, engagement,
and opportunities, such as
the University of Puget Sound, Seattle University, Western
Washington University, and the University of Washington. My
students usually modify their criteria after visiting colleges
because they acquire additional information and context.
Seeing and feeling the energy of different sizes and settings
can help form clearer priorities.

Students usually modify
their criteria after
visiting colleges because
they acquire additional
information and context.
Seeing and feeling the

The types of college, what they are looking for, how to apply,
and how to pay for college can be covered in another article.
The final point I want to leave with you is to keep some
structure and stay engaged. I’ve seen parents pull back after
middle school, which ends up requiring extensive intervention
in the sophomore year.
Adults returning to college usually have a stronger drive
and refined criteria because they have thought long and
hard about how they are going to fit attending classes and
homework into an already busy schedule. The anxiety comes
from a fear that everything learned in the past has been
forgotten. Fortunately, the motivational speakers who suggest

that you tell a friend about your plans
are probably right because sharing makes
the idea more real. A viable option for
returning students or adult learners is to
start with a local technical or community
college to find out what courses exist to
obtain a better paying job or to develop
more transferable skill sets.
Fortunately, two-year colleges have
placement tests to set the returning
student up for success. Adult learners
typically have to take prerequisite courses
in order to show academic readiness
and success for a specific program. Most
people suggest taking one, then two, then
three courses to slowly fit schoolwork

into everyday life. Routines have to be
adjusted and family has to adapt. As
children get older, they become more
self-sufficient, which allows more time for
studying. The journey can still feel lonely
for a little while and guilt is never too
far away, but acceptance into a program
fosters a dramatic increase in confidence,
pride, satisfaction, and the benefit of role
modeling for children. Watching a few
moms from my former playgroup go back
to school for various dreams, I witnessed
insecurity, stress, joy, and promise through
conversations and Facebook postings.
Share your journey with others and feel the
love in return.

AD SPACE

Unlike a math problem, there is no right
answer as to when, where, and how one
prepares for, applies to, and attends
college. I believe that social, emotional,
and academic skills along with high
expectations and rigor will prepare my
daughters for college and therefore life.
I believe the college search for a high
school student can foster maturation when
supported. I believe that anybody can go
back to college with the right amount of
hope and encouragement. My mom and
both in-laws went back to college later
in life and left feeling accomplished and
proud. I always say. “They can take away
your house and your car, but they can’t
take away your degree.” nwm
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