
The Emerging Role of Parents 
in Higher Education

Marjorie Savage Tina Falkner
Parent Program Director Associate Registrar
University of Minnesota University of Minnesota
mbsavage@umn.edu rovic001@umn.edu

AACRAO
March 2, 2007

Boston, MA



U of MN Facts as of Fall 2006
Enrollment – Fall 2006

• Undergraduate degree-
seeking: 28,645

• New High School: 5,439
• New Advanced Standing: 

1,645



U of M Parent Program History
• Coordinated effort started in 1993 (one-half 

of an FTE)
• Design, edit and send parent newsletter
• Full-time director position created in 1999
• Coordinate newsletter, website, email, 

listserv, on-campus events, blog, off-campus 
events, orientation



Characteristics of Today’s 
Students/Parents
Level of family involvement is not 

what it used to be
• Parents have been told to be involved
• College finances
• Technology

Asking parents to “let go” is asking them to 
change how their family relates



Characteristics of Today’s 
Students/Parents

Today’s parents are
• Accustomed to guiding 

their students’ activities
• In close contact with their 

students
• Frequently college grads 

themselves
• Experienced in changing 

institutions
• Technologically savvy
• Increasingly, GenX’ers



Characteristics of Today’s 
Students/Parents
Today’s students are
• Savvy in technology—and 

use it all the time
• Respectful of social 

conventions & institutions; 
authority oriented

• Financially dependent on 
their parents

• Close to their parents
• Initiating communication 

with parents; parents are 
their “best advisers”



Frequency of Family Communication
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Parents’ Expectations of the 
College/University
• Admissions
• First Year Programs Office
• Parent Program Office
• Colleges
• Departments
• Academic Support Resources



Parents’ Expectations of the 
College/University
• Flow of information
• A secure, regulated environment
• Nice amenities (larger residence hall rooms, more 

privacy, better dining options)
• Improved learning conditions, services
• Students’ control over their schedule
• More customization, personalization
• “Value” and “Results”

Parent expectations affect student expectations



“The FERPA Effect”
• FERPA launches a significant change in 

parent/student roles
• Factors that affect response to FERPA

– Parents’ educational background
– Cultural background
– Economic factors

• How/when FERPA is explained makes a difference
• Different institutions deal with FERPA differently



Meeting Expectations without 
Violating FERPA
• Talk about policies; make policies 

readily available – paper and web-
based

• Talk about “what usually happens”
• Explain how parents can get information 

they need
• Make it easy for students to provide 

information/access



New Privacy and Security Tutorial for 
Parents
• Addresses privacy and security from a 

student data perspective
– Grades, registration, FERPA
– Housing information
– Mental and physical health information
– Faculty information
– Advising information



Handling Crises without Violating 
FERPA
• What is a crisis? (Parents may have a 

different definition)
• Who has the critical information at this 

moment?
• Who has background information?



Special Considerations and FERPA

• What does a release cover/not cover?
• Is there a single, clear institutional approach? 

Do all staff people understand the 
institution’s approach?

• Do staff members know how policies affect 
other offices on campus?

• What about faculty?



U of MN Approach to Parents
• Parent Program Coordinator – written book “You’re 

On Your Own (But I’m Here if You Need Me)”
• Parent Orientation
• Parent Website 

(www.parent.umn.edu)
• Parent Newsletter
• Parent E-mail – E-mail updates
• Parent Blog 



Parent Orientation
• Optional parent orientation - $25/parent
• 700 participants in 1995 
• 3,495 participants in 2006
• Separate from student orientation (but concurrent)
• Focus on resources and services available to the 

student
• Nitty-gritty of registration, financial aid, FERPA, 

campus safety, housing, billing



Parent Website



Highlight Contact Information



Parent “Outcomes” (Parallel Student 
“Outcomes”)
Families contribute to student success by 
• Understanding the student experience
• Knowing campus resources
• Supporting University’s goals for student learning 

outcomes
• Knowing when to empower student to take 

responsibility, make decisions; when to step in with 
appropriate support (understand FERPA)

• Developing an affinity for the University



Parent Newsletter
• Paper and on-line
• Timely topics
• Questions answered by 

counseling staff
• Upcoming events
• “Place for Parents” at 

Move-In Day and 
Homecoming



Parent E-mail



Move-In Day
• Assist with move-in
• Hold specific informational and “meet and greet”

events for parents
• Informal program to remind parents of basics of 

campus life – allow ample time for questions
• Gives students and parents a 

break from each other



Appropriate Family Involvement
Parents can benefit the institution through
– Recruitment
– Retention and graduation messages
– Legislative support
– Affiliation (membership in “Alumni & Friends”

group or Parent Association)
– Financial donations
– Volunteers (mentoring, assisting with campus 

events)



Conclusion
• Not going to change family 

relationships
• Work collaboratively to 

meet parents/students 
expectations

• Proactively addressing 
FERPA concerns is better 
than reacting to complaints

• Outward expression of 
commitment to parents 
makes a difference



Questions?
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