A Reliable Sounding Board: Parent Involvement in Students’
Academic and Career Decision Making

Andrew N. Simmons, Brown University

With concern over parental involvement in stu-
dents’ academic lives on the rise, research is needed
to provide guidance for advisors and parents. In this
article, student-parent interactions about academic
and career decisions are examined. Data come
from the Brown University Office of Institutional
Research and semi-structured interviews with stu-
dents at Brown University. In the interviews, stu-
dents reported that they rely on their parents for
general support and as a source of advice about
academic and career decisions. These findings are
consistent with institutional data and prior research.
Analysis of the findings draws on attachment the-
ory and on Baxter Magolda s self-authorship model
of adult development. Implications for advising
practice as well as suggestions for fostering con-
structive parent involvement are addressed.
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Introduction

Media accounts and the experience of adminis-
trators, faculty members, and other college and
university personnel all suggest an increase in the
level of concern about parent involvement in their
children’s undergraduate education. The trend is not
a recent one; Horowitz (1987), for example, noted
that starting in the early 1980s students “involved
their parents in a new set of decisions. Mother and
father not only monitor grades; they help choose
majors and even courses.” In addition, students
began to “assume their parents’ cost-accounting
perspective and demand of courses a return on the
financial investment” (p. 272). More recent exam-
ples include parents asking to meet with academic
advisors to choose courses for their children
(Watson, 2005). Phillips and North (2005) recounted
the incident of a mother who arrived on campus with
an interior decorator for her child’s dorm room. One
student affairs dean has said that “a more appro-
priate label for my field has become ‘family affairs™”
rather than “student affairs” because of the large
number of parent phone calls she receives
(Merriman, 2007, p. B20). Intrusive college par-
enting is so prevalent that it has become known as

NACADA Journal Volume 28 (2)  Fall 2008

“helicopter parenting” (“In Defense of ‘Copter’
Parents,” 2005; Phillips & North, 2005; Reimer,
2005; Shellenbarger, 2005; Watson, 2005).

Yet the 2007 National Survey of Student
Engagement (NSSE) has found that students who rely
on their parents for assistance during college report
being more satisfied with their undergraduate expe-
rience and more engaged with their academic work
(National Survey of Student Engagement, 2007, pp.
24-25). While intrusive helicopter parenting is seen
as counterproductive by faculty members as well as
student and academic affairs personnel, evidence
shows that some level of parental involvement can
aid in a student’s development in college. With edu-
cators increasingly concerned about intrusive parents
on the one hand, and research showing the important
role of parents on the other, further study is needed
to provide guidance for educational practice and to
inform parents about appropriate ways to support
their children’s college experience. In particular,
advisors could benefit from research that illumi-
nates the nature of parental involvement in academic
and career decision making.

In this article I report on findings from a small-
scale qualitative research study that I conducted with
students at Brown University. My goal has been to
develop an understanding of how students rely on
their parents in the process of academic and career
decision making during college. The research ques-
tions that guided this work are as follow:

1. What role do parents play in their students’
academic decision making?

2. How do parents influence their children’s
thinking about the connection between college
academic work and career goals?

Prior Research

Psychological research on attachment theory
has been directed toward the nature of the parent-
child relationship in late adolescence and there-
fore forms an important theoretical pillar for
defining and understanding parental involvement
with undergraduates. Bowlby (1988) found that
children who have developed a strong emotional
attachment to parents are more confident about
exploring the world further from home in late ado-
lescence. According to Bowlby, this secure base is
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therefore imperative if college students are to be suc-
cessful socially and academically. “The central fea-
ture of my concept of parenting,” wrote Bowlby, is

the provision by both parents of a secure base
from which a child or an adolescent can make
sorties into the outside world and to which he
can return knowing for sure that he will be wel-
comed when he gets there, nourished physically
and emotionally, comforted if distressed, reas-
sured if frightened. In essence this role is one
of being available, ready to respond when
called upon to encourage and perhaps assist,
but to intervene actively only when clearly
necessary. (p. 11)

Hence, children and young adults need the security
of stable, loving parents who are there for them
when needed. If such a secure base is established,
children and young adults feel more confident
about independently exploring the world.

Attachment theory has been applied to the par-
ticular case of college students and their parents in
the literature. Lapsley, Rice, and Fitzgerald (1990),
for example, found that attachment is closely related
to identity development in both first-year college
students and those in their final year of study. They
further found a link between adjustment to col-
lege and attachment to parents. Cutrona, Cole,
Colangelo, Assouline, and Russell (1994, p. 376)
concluded that attachment to parents is a “signifi-
cant predictor of college grade point average in
two independent samples.”

Scholars of attachment theory have also looked
closely at the differences between college men and
women in their quality and intensity of attachment
to parents (Berman & Sperling, 1991; Kenny &
Donaldson, 1992; Samuolis, Layburn, & Schiaffino,
2001; Sorokou & Weissbrod, 2005; Valery &
O’Connor, 1997). Kenny and Perez (1996) noted
that attachment theory is just as applicable in the
case of minority college-student adjustment as it is
for White college students. Schwartz and Buboltz
(2004) found that the secure base parents form for
their children in college is a complex relationship
that may include conflict and reduced trust, but
that this situation also can help students establish
attitudes and values independent of their parents.
Hence, while attachment theory contradicts ear-
lier psychological models of adolescence that
stressed separation and individuation (e.g., Erikson,
1968), it nevertheless accounts for tension in the par-
ent-child relationship that can develop as college
students become more independent. As long as
parents continue to provide a secure base, even in
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times of conflict, students can be confident and suc-
cessful learners. Moreover, as Kenny and Rice
(1995, p. 448) noted, college advisors, faculty
members, and administrators should “be concerned
with helping students negotiate more adaptive
parental relationships and strive for balance between
connectedness and individuation” because “the-
ory suggests that student autonomy and self-reliance
will be enhanced if a secure base of support is
available.”

Another important theoretical perspective related
to the college student-parent relationship comes
from the work of Baxter Magolda. In particular,
Baxter Magolda’s (1999, 2001) longitudinal study
of the identity development of college graduates
show how individuals struggle toward self-author-
ship, which is the capacity to live within the con-
text of norms and expectations, whether defined by
family, peers, or culture in general, without being
wholly defined by them. By achieving self-author-
ship, individuals become better able to make deci-
sions independently and to be more comfortable
with their sense of self even in the face of differ-
ent or contradictory values and ideas while being
tolerant and accepting of such differences. The
notion of self-authorship was first defined by Kegan
(1994), who posited different orders of mind
through which individuals become increasingly
able to understand and differentiate between exter-
nal and self-defined expectations:

As Kegan explained, “liberating ourselves from
that in which we are embedded, making what
was subject into object so that we can ‘have it’
rather than be ‘had by it’—this is the most
powerful way I know to conceptualize the
growth of the mind.” Kegan clearly stated that
his use of the word mind does not refer to cog-
nition alone but rather to the capacity of indi-
viduals to construct and organize meaning in
their thinking, feeling, and relating to self and
others. (Baxter Magolda, 1999, p. 631)

From her longitudinal study, Baxter Magolda
developed a model in which individuals progress
toward self-authorship. At the lowest level, the
individual makes meaning and comes to decisions
by following formulas. That is, one’s self-definition
is the derivative of others’ expectations, and knowl-
edge claims are accepted as unchallenged fact.
Individuals in the crossroads have begun to develop
their own values and no longer accept facts at face
value, but have not yet developed the ability to see
one’s own views and aspirations as distinct from oth-
ers’ expectations. As they become the authors of
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their own lives, people are able to set their own goals
without having them wholly defined by external
forces and they are able to evaluate ideas critically
and based on evidence. Individuals who have
reached this stage have developed complex ways of
understanding themselves and the world around
them. They also see themselves as living interde-
pendently rather than in isolation from others, yet
they retain the ability to assert their own sense of
self (Baxter Magolda, 2001, p. 40).

Baxter Magolda concluded that undergraduate
institutions often miss the opportunity to system-
atically foster self-authorship. She observed that the
individuals in her sample did not achieve self-
authorship in a serious way until years after they had
left college. For the members of the group that
Baxter Magolda studied, internal identity devel-
opment after college happened in reaction to “dis-
content and a struggle to find another way, often
guided by friends and colleagues who were also try-
ing to find direction for their lifelong growth”
(1999, p. 641). College, according to Baxter
Magolda, is “equally critical for learning and for the
evolution of internal voices” (1999, p. 641).

However, for college to create an environment
conducive to developing self-authorship, individuals
within and without must also be “good company for
the journey” (Baxter Magolda, 2001, p. 190). In
other words, young adults need individuals to pro-
vide “guidance and support to develop new ways of
making meaning” (p. 190). While Baxter Magolda
does not cite parents as either hindrance or helper
in moving their young adult offspring toward self-
authorship, the implication for the current study is
that parents as well as faculty members and admin-
istrators need to be good company on the journey.
Her work has inspired further scholarship showing
that parents can be much more influential in
women’s career choices than experts on campus
such as career counselors and faculty members
(Creamer & Laughlin, 2005); however, they looked
specifically at women’s career decisions. Further
study that includes men is needed to understand
more thoroughly the importance of parents in stu-
dents’ academic and career decision making.

Method

Data for this study are derived from 17 semi-
structured interviews that I conducted with stu-
dents at Brown University. Students in their senior
year were selected for the sample because they
hold the greatest potential for being “information
rich cases” (Patton, 1990, p. 169). That is, because
they have the longest experience in college they are
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the most likely individuals to yield rich and useful
data for the study.

The selection of individuals for the study was
based on the idea of maximum variation sampling
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, pp. 233-34; Patton, 1990,
p. 172). This means that individuals were selected
with the goal of creating a heterogeneous sample.
Such sampling works well for small-scale studies
such as this one because “any common patterns that
emerge from great variation are of particular inter-
est and value in capturing the core experiences and
central, shared aspects” of the phenomenon under
study (Patton, 1990, p. 172). Because the study was
focused on academic and career goals, students were
recruited primarily for heterogeneity of interests,
and I solicited volunteers from academic depart-
ments in the sciences and humanities. To account for
possible gender and cultural differences in parent-stu-
dent relationships, I endeavored to build a sample
with roughly even numbers of men and women and
to include students from ethnic minority groups.
Students were recruited through the use of academic
department E-mail lists as well as an E-mail list for
students from minority ethnic groups. Students who
volunteered completed a questionnaire in which
they were asked about their academic areas of con-
centration as well as how they identified themselves
across a number of demographic factors. As Table 1
below shows, the sample included eight men and nine
women. Two were first-generation college students
and five were the children of immigrants to the
United States. Eleven participants were White and the
remainder came from various minority groups. Table
2 shows that students came largely from the biolog-
ical and social sciences.

To facilitate discussion about the research ques-
tions, I developed an interview protocol (see
Appendix). The questions in the protocol are mostly
open ended and designed to generate discussion
about how students felt supported by their parents
during college. In addition, the protocol questions
prompted students to talk about how they believed
their relationship with their parents changed during
college, and how they perceived their interactions
with parents around decision making and problem
solving.

Some questions were also asked for background
information about participants’ families. In most
cases, the protocol was not followed strictly during
interviews. Rather, it served as a general framework
for guiding the discussion about the research ques-
tions. Each of the 17 interviews were tape recorded
and later transcribed. To maintain confidentiality,
each participant has been given a pseudonym.
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Table 1 Self-identified demographic characteris-
tics of the sample, N =17

Characteristic Number

Male

Female

First generation

Immigrant parents

White 1
Black

Indo-guyanese

Asian

Mixed race

— N = = = N \O o0

Table 2 Areas of academic concentration

Area of Academic Number with

Concentration Concentration
Biosciences 8
Engineering 1
Humanities 2
Social Sciences 11

Note. Three students were completing two con-
centrations; one student was completing
three concentrations.

The interview transcriptions were analyzed using
grounded theory methodology. The trustworthi-
ness of this study (Golafshani, 2003; Lincoln &
Guba, 1985) has been assured through the use of
negative case analysis and member checks. In addi-
tion, I used institutional data to triangulate the
findings from this study.

Results

Students in the sample reported that their parents
play an important part in supporting their college
education. In particular, they reported that their
parents are most helpful, not by mandating partic-
ular academic or career choices, but by helping to
guide students’ decision-making process. Moreover,
these students describe their parents as a major
source of support, one that they rely upon for gen-
eral guidance when needed.

Parents, as described by students in this study,
play a role in framing the purpose of their children’s
undergraduate education. While students say that
they have latitude in their academic and career
choices, they nevertheless believe that their parents
want them to be directed toward well-defined and
often lucrative career paths. Many of the students
say that their own goals are congruent with those
of their parents, though some acknowledge that it
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is difficult to parse their own objectives from those
of their parents.

Reliable Advisors

Students describe their parents as generally
available and supportive when needed. They report
that their parents listen to their problems and pro-
vide advice. Katherine, for example, said that her
parents are her most trusted advisors, even more so
than her closest friends:

I have three very close friends that I met fresh-
man year and we either live together or very
close by. But I would say that I feel comfort-
able sharing more with my parents due to our
history, obviously, our relationship. I definitely
on a day-to-day basis process things with them
as well.

Tanya echoes a number of other students in this
sample by describing the sounding-board role that
her parents play in her life. According to Tanya, her
parents’ availability to listen to her and provide
the perspective of more experienced adults has
been vital to her well-being in college.

I think their role has often been to guide me
in my process of self-discovery and kind of just
be a sounding board and just be examples of,
look, we’re adults, we got through it, you
know, our lives aren’t perfect, but we’ve made
our way. Not in a condescending way, like,
when I was a kid I walked five miles in the
snow—but more in a model and mentor kind
of fashion.

Some students said that their parents provided
vital support during times of personal crisis. Rita
described her parents as trustworthy and nonjudg-
mental confidants when she was being treated for
depression during her junior year:

In the last year or so I had a pretty tough strug-
gle with depression. And I think that was sort
of unique but it was not unique because I know
a lot of students who were in some kind of funk
or who were seriously depressed.... It was
good to talk to my parents and sort of have
them tell me it would be okay. I don’t know,
them being my parents, I guess they were just
good confidants because they know me well....
I didn’t feel like they would judge me in any
way, or anything like that.

The range of issues with which students were
willing to talk with their parents varied. For exam-
ple, while Rita, Katherine, and Tanya reported feel-
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ing comfortable discussing both personal and aca-
demic matters with their parents, Josh mostly con-
sulted with his mother and father about matters
related to his academic work and career goals.

I don’t involve my parents too much in my
personal life. I’ll tell them some things when
I’'m having a particularly difficult time....You
know, there have been times during my expe-
rience here when I was really upset about
something and it was really getting to me,
nothing extremely serious, but, you know, just
something that had been eating away at me a
little bit. In that case I’ll open up to them a lit-
tle bit more.

When Josh experienced some personal problems,
he went to psychological services on campus rather
than talking to his parents or friends about it. This
was mainly because he did not want his parents to
worry about him.

I guess part of the consideration was, when I
get my parents too involved in that type of
emotional stuff, they get very worried about
me....You know, it’ll just be this constant
source of anxiety if I tell them. And then,
every future conversation, or at least for a
while in the future, the conversation would be
framed in the context of how I’'m doing in
relation to that isolated period in my life even
though it may be in the past. I don’t want to
have to deal with that for the rest of the next
couple of months.

Students who come from minority or foreign cul-
tures find their parents most helpful in maintaining
their connection with home. This is particularly
true for Carlos, a Mexican-American from South
Texas, and Delia, who describes herself as Afro-
Caribbean and is from Jamaica. According to Delia,

Just having that contact back home sort of
pulled me back on a weekly basis. And going
back home definitely helps a lot. Every time
I go back home I feel re-centered. Because I
come here with all these successful people
and it’s easy to get caught up and forget what
the rest of the world is like. And I go back home
and I’m like, why am I worried about all these
crazy smart people who are around me? The
rest of the world, you know, it’s good that I’'m
here; it’s good enough for them that I’'m here
and not the best here or anything like that. So
that’s definitely a re-centering experience.

Similarly, Carlos said that his parents are most
Fall 2008
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supportive by keeping him connected with his
home. Though he believes they are not as helpful
with academic support, they still play a vital role in
his life:

I would say that they are a good support, but
I would make sure that I’m not saying theyre
an academic support. They’re more for family
support. Just to hear it from another voice,
you know? To remind myself of the connection
that I do have back home. So they’re there for
that primary support also.... You know, this is
your son calling; let’s just talk and smile and
do some jokes and laugh, and that’s cool
because I need that.

Academic and Career Decisions

Just as many of these students said that they
rely on their parents for general support, they also
reported involving parents in decisions about aca-
demic and career goals. Ari, for example, said that
he talks to his parents about his major academic and
career decisions, but noted that he seeks their advice
only after he has made his own decision. Their
role, as he described it, is to help him brainstorm
ideas and develop networks as part of his job search.

A lot of times, the way it works I would make
the first decision and they would support me
the rest of the way. So for example, I’'m still
thinking about law school or the doctorate in
history. But I decided in the fall that based
upon my schedule there was no way I was
going to be able to take a prep course and take
the LSAT. And so because of that, not only did
I not have time to take that, which would pretty
much preclude me from applying to law school
this year, but I also kind of realized that I was-
n’t ready to make the decision between those
two yet. And so I decided that I was going to
take a year or two off. And so since then they’ve
been helping to find things for me to do dur-
ing those years off, but I kind of made the ini-
tial decision. And it was the same thing when
I was originally picking my thesis. I talked to
my dad about various ideas he might have,
like when I was bouncing things off of him I
said, “I’m kind of thinking of this, do you
know anything about it?”” And then once I got
a more concrete idea I said to him, “What do
you know about this?”

Tanya particularly values her parents’ help with
major decision making because she says that she has
trouble making decisions. Her parents’ role, accord-
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ing to Tanya, is not to tell her what decision to make,
but rather to guide her decision-making process.

Well, I’'m really bad at decisions! It causes me
a lot of anxiety and I feel like I've only gotten
worse since [’ve gotten to college.... And I
think my parents have tried to talk me through
the different options and not really push me one
way or another unless they sense me going
one way or another.... I think the way that I
process things and the way that I make deci-
sions is through talking to people, but I think
that it’s less about them giving me advice and
more about me just needing to talk things out
in order to make decisions.

In some cases, students reported that the advisory
relationship they have with their parents is important
enough that they want to at least run decisions by par-
ents before committing to something, even when
the student describes him or herself as an indepen-
dent decision maker. Todd noted that he likes to talk
to his parents before making any major decision:

So, would I sign on the dotted line before I talk
to them? No. I always want their opinion; I
always want their advice. I always want feed-
back on my own internal monologue. And it’s
like having a trusted second opinion of your-
self. It’s like, I know what I’m thinking. If I'm
making a good choice I should be able to
explain it to the people who know me the best.
My parents are always a great sounding board
for that.

Students said that the quality and degree of
parental advice varies depending upon experience,
ethnic or class background, and personal style.
Rebecca, for example, noted that neither of her
parents graduated from college. Her father spent
some time in college, so she recognizes that he
has a cursory understanding of student life, but
she believes that neither he nor her mother can
provide well-informed advice about college.

I think my dad has a decent awareness of what
my life is like but not what my academic life
is like. And my mom is just sort of like, “Oh
really? It’s like that? Oh, I didn’t think it was
like that”” And I'm like, “Yes it is!” So...my
parents have never helped me to make a deci-
sion about a class to take or, I mean, like, what
extracurricular activities to get involved in, or
what jobs to pursue and look for....

However, even when students perceive that their par-
ents are unable to give advice on academic or career
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matters, they nevertheless want to keep them
informed about their work. As Adita noted:

I think I value the opinion at Brown more than
my parents can offer me because they just
couldn’t understand where I was coming from
when I was talking about development eco-
nomics.... Just trying to give them a sense of
what I do is key. It’s not about asking them for
advice because they really wouldn’t know what
to tell you, but it’s good for them to stay in the
loop.

Perception of Acceptable Academic Pursuits
Even as students describe their parents as gen-
erally supportive, many nevertheless believe their
parents would disagree with academic choices that
do not lead into familiar or elite, lucrative career
paths. Rita, for example, has a great interest in
theater but chose concentrations in history and
education studies with the goal of going into teach-
ing. “I guess in some ways,” she explained, “if I had
decided to just major in theater my parents might
have been a little concerned because of stereotyp-
ical notions of that not leading to a good income.”
Chloe, who at the time of this study had been
accepted to enter medical school, noted that her par-
ents have given her significant autonomy in her aca-
demic choices. However, she believes that her
parents would have given only tepid support to a
path of study that lacked a clear career trajectory.

You can’t pick a fluffy major. Like, my cousin
is a philosophy major, and that’s definitely
made fun of behind his back.... In their mind,
though, you pick a degree that will ensure a
paycheck. And if you don’t know what to do
with philosophy—if you’re going to be a pro-
fessor they’re fine with it—but if you think that
you can graduate undergrad and not go any fur-
ther with something like a history degree or
something like that.... I could see my parents
questioning me if [ had done that.

Joseph is an immigrant from a developing coun-
try and attended an urban public high school in the
United States. He is an engineering concentrator
(Brown University uses the term concentration
instead of major) with the goal of attending med-
ical school. He says that in his home country study-
ing a nontechnical subject would not be valued
and that his parents have the same attitude:

I didn’t see myself ever going along the human-

ities track. Even if I was living in my former
country, and I guess my parents, too, even if
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said I wanted to do humanities they, too, would
disagree. ... Because they don’t feel that it’s pro-
ductive at all. And the mentality, I guess, in my
former country, is that you have to do some-
thing with skills.

Furthermore, Joseph says that his parents and
extended family expect him to have some kind of
career focus. His parents “would not be very
pleased” if he were undecided about a career path
by his senior year of college.

Growing up with my parents, by this time you
would have figured it out! Because they would
be on top of you. And many times when I go
home, you know, like relatives would ask,
“What are you doing? Tell me about it.”” There’s
always that prompt, you have to think about it.

An important caveat to this finding is that most
of the students in this sample do not articulate any
fear that their parents will discontinue emotional or
material support if they choose a path contrary to
the one they would prefer that their children take.
Adita, for example, believes that her parents would
be very supportive if she were completely undecided
about her career goals. “They would be helpful
with contacts trying to get you to think through
things. I mean they would never abandon me!”
Adita is planning to get some work experience
before going on for her advanced degree. Her
father, in particular, does not fully agree with this
plan because in his home country, India, all school-
ing is typically completed before a young adult
enters the workforce. Adita believes that after
explaining her plans to him, her father will accept
her choice.

You just keep trying to explain to them that
work experience is valued in this country. So
it’s just a process of educating them, and talk-
ing to them more and more and even showing
them examples of other people that have done
it and how well they’ve fared by taking time off,
and it’s not even taking time off! I’'m working
next year.

In stark exception to the families that show
unconditional support of their children’s choices,
Carlos’s father, vexed by the idea that his son has
chosen a career in education over one in medicine,
has threatened to cut off funding for his college
education.

When my mom and my dad talk about my
education in their own little sphere without
me, my mom will come and report back. [She
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says], “Your dad said he’s not going to pay for
your education at Brown any more because
you want to be a teacher....” So I’ll go to my
dad and take her with me. I’ll say to him, “She
said you’re not going to pay for my college any
more. Is that true? If so, I’ll go get a loan and
work it out with a bank.” And my dad is like,
“I didn’t say that.” And then they’ll start fight-
ing. And then I’ll say, “Tell me straight: Are you
going to help me out or not with my final year
at Brown?” And my dad said, “yes,” that he
made a promise to himself that when I got to
college he’ll pay for whatever he has to pay for.
So I took his word. And that’s why I got a
grant to pay for my own graduate school expe-
rience because I’m not going to deal with their
bickering any more.... But, yeah, they defi-
nitely have threatened to pull the plug! It’s
scary sometimes.

Not all of the students perceive their parents as
guiding them toward a clear and lucrative career
path. Tanya reported that her parents have not pres-
sured her to have a particular career goal; in fact,
she says that her mother would disapprove of any
connection her daughter would have with powerful
institutions that she believes to be oppressive.

I think I’m pretty lucky.... I think that there are
things they would rather not see me doing, like
consulting work for mega banking firms. I
think my mom would not be pleased with that.
[However,] I think she would encourage me to
do whatever I found interesting and important.

Congruity of Expectations

Though these students say that their parents
have specific ideas of acceptable academic pur-
suits, they nevertheless describe their educational
goals and expectations of the college experience as
being aligned with those aspirations expressed by
their parents. Emma, for example, noted that even
though her grades have not been as high as her
parents might like, she believes that she and her par-
ents have the same basic expectations:

... I think we have very similar expectations.
We all expect me to do well academically. I
think their idea of “well” is a bit higher than
mine is! Like, if I showed them that I am a B-
average student they wouldn’t be disappointed
but they definitely would ask me to try harder
and that sort of thing. They know I’'m not a C
student, or failing, or that sort of thing. But I
think they expect me to be on the lower A-level
of a student rather than a solid B, which is
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what I am here. But I think aside from that
we’re very similar in how we view the college
experience.

Students also note the difficulty of separating
their own expectations from those of their parents.
As Rita said, “. . . I sort of think my ideas are pretty
similar to theirs, probably because they come from
theirs to an extent.” Similarly, Todd explained that
prior to coming to college he “expected great things
from [himself]. But, how do you separate what
you grow up in and what you come to believe?”
Expectations are also colored by culture. Delia,
for example, could have gone directly to medical
school in her home country of Jamaica. However,
she wanted to go to college in the United States
before going into medicine. Her parents were will-
ing to allow this as long a Delia continued to be on
the pre-med track:

It’s hard for me to imagine me not knowing
what I’'m going to do....Because I think the
understanding with me coming here was that,
okay you’re going to do medicine. It’s going to
take you a year more than it would take you at
home, but okay.

Institutional Data

A noteworthy complement to the findings from
the interviews are institutional data showing that stu-
dents rely on their parents as a major source of
advice. For example, surveys conducted in 2006-
2007 by the Office of Institutional Research at
Brown University found that 77.9% of students
sought advice about academic goals from a parent,
guardian, or other family member. Students relied
on parents for advice more than any other source,
including peers, academic deans, and faculty mem-
bers. When seeking advice about courses, 73.0% of
students reported relying on a parent, guardian, or
other family member for course selection. Results
show that students sought out parents for advice
more often than individuals on campus who have
more curricular expertise, including faculty mem-
bers and academic deans. These institutional data
lend credibility to the notion that parents play an
important advisory role in the lives of their children
during the college years.

Limitations

Because the data presented in this study repre-
sent a single case, it should not be thought of as
broadly generalizable. Rather, it is a working
hypothesis (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), which can be
used as a starting point for further inquiry into the
nature of college parent involvement. In addition,
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the interviews and findings herein relate mainly to
parent involvement in students’ academic and career
decision making. No attempt has been made to
look at how parents involve themselves in extracur-
ricular decision making or in students’ personal
lives during college. Finally, while the sample is het-
erogeneous in terms of ethnicity, gender, social
class, and academic interest, the study does not
delve deeply into the ways that these differences
affect academic and career decision making.

Conclusions and Implications for Advising
Practice

The finding that students in this sample per-
ceive their parents to be reliable advisors who also
play a vital role in their major academic and career
decisions is highly consistent with Bowlby’s (1988)
theory of parents as constituting a secure base.
Implicit in these interviews is the notion that par-
ents are an important source of the support needed
for success in college. Thus, appropriate parental
involvement requires the maintenance of a secure
base—one that allows young adults to explore the
challenging college environment while knowing
that they always have someone with whom a recip-
rocal and unconditional relationship of love and trust
exists so that they can turn to them when important
or difficult decisions need to be made. By saying
that their parents act as an important sounding
board for their decision-making process, these stu-
dents acknowledge their continuing need for a
secure base.

When viewed through the lens of self-authorship,
the students in this study appear to be very similar
to those in Baxter-Magolda’s longitudinal study,
many of whom did not achieve self-authorship
until several years after graduating from college. The
fact that many students in the current study said that
their expectations for college are largely congruent
with those of their parents and that they at least tac-
itly accept their parents’ circumscribed view of
acceptable career choices demonstrates that they
may not yet have reached the crossroads stage of
development. The findings in this study are also
consistent with those of Creamer and Laughlin
(2005), who studied college women’s career deci-
sion making and found that many of the women in
their sample “turn to parents for advice, if not
direction, about career choices” (p. 24). In fact,
because these women had not achieved self-author-
ship and hence defined their own goals in terms of
their parents expectations of them, they “are often
not in a position developmentally to process infor-
mation, such as career advice, when it is at odds with
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recommendations made by trusted others” (p. 25).

These findings suggest that the advisor should
not merely provide advice but should also help
students move toward self-authorship. This means
viewing advising as a process whereby students
are encouraged to evaluate critically the informa-
tion they receive about academic programs and
career paths as well as alternative paths. At the
same time, these findings show just how important
parents are in their children’s decision making.
Indeed, parents can provide support to students
that advisors and others on campus simply cannot.
Parents, therefore, should be viewed as a comple-
ment to the educational mission of any college or
university. For parents to manage their role suc-
cessfully, however, they need to be educated about
listening skills, the need for constructive and reg-
ular communication about academic progress, and
about helping their children develop independent
decision-making, problem-solving, and critical-
thinking skills.

In addition, parents need to be made aware that
limits apply to the involvement they have with their
children in college. At many institutions, educating
parents about these aspects of appropriate college
parenting has already been incorporated into pro-
grams such as orientation and parents’ weekend.
Some colleges and universities have also set up
parent relation offices or otherwise have staff ded-
icated entirely or in part to parent relations. Still oth-
ers use parents themselves as a resource during
orientation and other on-campus programming. All
of these strategies can be aimed at making parents
partners in the process of moving their children into
adulthood as the authors of their own lives while
also continuing to provide a vital secure base.

Implications for Future Research

Because of the localized context of the findings
of this study and the focus on academic and career
decision making, further study is needed to under-
stand the scope and quality of parent involvement.
Additional qualitative studies with students from
a greater variety of institutions would add texture
to the findings in this study. Larger scale quanti-
tative analysis would also help to show the degree
to which parents provide the secure base that their
children need. In addition, further study could
look beyond the academic aspects of student life,
delving into the role of parents in their children’s
decisions pertaining to personal issues, extracur-
ricular activities, and crisis situations. Another
important area of further study could be to look at
the student-parent dynamic across gender, race, and
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ethnic differences.
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Appendix Questions from the interview protocol

[\S]

N O\ AW

L.

. What have been your most important learning experiences since coming to college? Think about

. Please tell me about your family.

. Were you raised by your mother and father together? If not, what was your family structure?

. Tell me about your relationship with your parents before college.

. How has your relationship with your parents changed since you’ve come to Brown?

. In what ways, if any, does your assessment of educational success at Brown differ from your

. Describe for me some of the challenges you’ve faced (if any) at Brown and how you overcame
9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.
19.

20.
21.

22.
23.

Broadly speaking, what do you consider to be important educational goals for yourself during
college?

your experiences both inside and outside of the classroom.

parents’?

them.

What role did your parents play in dealing with the issues you just described?

If your parents are not involved in problem-solving who do you turn to for support?

Has your parents’ role in trouble-shooting changed at all during your time at Brown?

What are some of the biggest decisions you’ve made, or that you’ve had to make, since coming to
Brown?

Please describe for me how you make decisions/your decision-making process.

What role do your parents play in your decision-making process?

If you do not seek out help/support from your parents when making decisions, who do you get
help from?

Has your parents’ role in helping with your decision-making changed at all during your time at
Brown?

What types of decisions, issues, and/or problems do you share with your parents? What are your
expectations about the support you will receive from your parents around these issues?

In what ways do you think you’ve changed during college?

What factors in your life here at Brown have had the most influence in the changes you just
described? Why?

As you think about the ways that you’ve changed in the college years, what role have your parents
played?

To your knowledge, have either of your parents or any other caregiver or family member ever
intervened on your behalf with an administrator or faculty member? If yes, please explain.
What is your feeling about the intervention you just described?

How would you feel if your parents intervened with an administrator or faculty member on your
behalf but without your knowledge?
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