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As the time approaches for sending a child off to college, parents are often concerned about preparing them to live away from
home for the first time.  The situation can be fraught with emotion, especially if this is the first child to leave home.   

Departing for college is usually the most significant developmental step in a young adult’s transition to independence.  Aside
from the academic knowledge and perhaps vocational skills they will glean, the college experience can be an incubator for the
learning of critical life skills.  Without the daily access to Mom’s purse or Dad’s wallet, at least not in a literal sense, being away
at school is a perfect opportunity to begin to learn financial responsibility.  Our job as parents is to foster our children’s
development toward independence, and yet many of us struggle with how to handle the situation.   

Below are some practical suggestions that have proven to be useful for both our clients’ children and our own children during
their transition-to-college phase. 

“Children who have  
parents that choose to cover 
the costs of their education, 
are blessed that they can 
start their careers without 
the burden of debt.   How 
we communicate with our 
children about the financing 
of their education and their 
corresponding personal 
responsibility, will increase 
their children’s appreciation 
of the value of their 
education, their financial 
competence, their sense of 
self-worth and ultimately 
their relationship with us.” 

Two Important Truths 

x If adult children can support themselves without their parents’ help, their chances of
leading happy, productive and meaningful lives are dramatically increased. 

x Having money that they didn’t earn creates insecurity; it is often accompanied by the
fear of losing it.  If, however, young adults know they have the ability to earn money
and support themselves, they will feel more secure and self-confident.    

 
Reframing the Dialogue:  From Entitlement to Investment 

Today, with the sky-rocketing cost of college tuition, the vast majority of American college
students will graduate with significant debt, only to encounter a hostile job market that
hinders their ability to repay their loans.  Children of wealthy parents willing to cover the
costs of their education are indeed blessed that they can start their careers with a clean
financial slate.  But how we communicate with our children about the financing of their
education will have a significant impact on both what they get out of it and, ultimately, their
relationship with us. 

It is important to reframe the discussion NOW, as it is hard to change patterns and
expectations once they are established. 

Here are some suggestions of what you might say to your child: 

•  A college education is NOT an entitlement, even in our family which places such a
premium on the value of higher education and which can afford the costs.  Over 90% of
students in America will graduate with significant debt.  You are very fortunate to be
receiving your education debt-free. 
•   Our decision to cover the costs of your education is not a gift, but rather an investment in
you. 
•   We’d like to discuss with you what our return on that investment will look like.  (Perhaps
maintaining a minimum GPA, being responsible for maintaining your own car, exercising
financial responsibility by sticking to an approved budget, securing and maintaining a part-
time job, etc.). 
 



 

 

Promoting Financial Responsibility 

Help your student open his own checking account and debit card into which you can transfer cash.  He could be responsible
for monitoring and paying his own tuition bills and related expenses from this account.  (But consult your tax advisor regarding gift
tax considerations.)  Make it clear that it is his responsibility to notify you when tuition or other fees are due, and request that you
transfer cash.  If his failure to ensure that the bills aren’t paid on time results in penalties (e.g., fines or courses dropped, etc.),
he will need to experience the consequences - and it will only happen once!   

Help your student create a budget, reflecting the income she can expect and a reasonable list of expenses for the school year
(see sample form attached).  Teach her how to allocate available cash on a weekly and/or monthly basis, so that she learns how
to keep her spending within her means.  Explain that the amount you put into her account (whether monthly or by semester) is
all you will contribute, so over-spending will mean she will have to do without until the next scheduled deposit. 

Get your student a separate credit card, and have the statements sent to his school address.  Explain that the card is only for
two purposes: (1) to help him establish good credit and (2) for emergencies when he finds himself without cash or when a
credit card is needed.  Stress that he will need to pay his monthly credit card bills out of his account and that you will not help
with these bills except in cases of a true emergency or an unexpected, necessary expense (e.g., car repair, cab ride home if
stranded without a sober driver, hurricane evacuation, etc.)  It is far better for children to learn the perils of misusing
credit now! 

Explain that you expect her to pay for entertainment and food outside of meal-plans out of her account (so she will have to
carefully monitor her budget) and that she will have to earn the money for non-essential items such as shopping excursions,
spring break trips, etc.    

Set the expectation now that you expect him to work during the summers to contribute toward his spending money during the
school year.  Unpaid internships are fine, but they should be part-time so that he can get a paying job on the side. 

Finally, discuss expectations for post-college.  Your ultimate return-on-investment is her self-sufficiency.  So once she leaves
college (either after graduation or because of a decision to drop out), she needs to know what, if anything, you will continue to
pay for and what you expect her to be responsible for going forward.   

A word to the wise:  Sometimes it’s hard to deliver messages to our kids when their immediate/short-term reaction might be
anger or resentment.   It’s often easier to take the path of least resistance, especially at a time when tensions might already be
heightened in the face of the upcoming transitions.  It is far more important that they learn these critical life skills and lessons
now, before they’re on their own.   Ultimately, your relationship will be much stronger for the role you played in helping your
children become self-sufficient. 
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