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Praise for The iConnected Parent

“[R]emarkable. . . . One might think then that The iConnected Parent is a sort of cautionary tale warning parents to steer clear from constant contact with their child in a hyperconnected world. Not so. It is simply a snapshot in time showing a strangely evolving phenomenon. . . . [T]his book is a well-rounded picture, both of research and reporting, a more three-dimensional product than it would have been if either one [of the authors] had chosen to write it independently.” 

—The New York Journal of Books

“[T]his eye-opening text provides vivid examples of iparenting culled from the lives of contemporary college students and their parents.” 

—Publishers Weekly

“Some of the real-life stories you’ll read in The iConnected Parent are jaw-dropping, some simply eye-opening, and all of the advice is practical and easy to apply. Buy this groundbreaking book as a present for yourself when your child graduates from high school. It’s a sound investment in your son’s or daughter’s future self-reliance.” 

—Wendy Mogel, Ph.D., author of 
The Blessing of a Skinned Knee

“Every parent of a college-bound high school student should read this book! Hofer and Moore provide a realistic view on technology-enhanced parenting with a sincerity, humor, and wit that is uncommon in other books on this topic. Whether we like it or not, the days of the weekly phone call home from college—usually on a Sunday night after waiting in line for the pay phone—are long over. The authors provide sound advice for parents in considering appropriate boundaries for contacting their college students via e-mail, text messaging, instant messaging, and the ever present mobile phone/device, while encouraging students to advocate for themselves.” 

—Beverly Low, Dean of First-Year Students, Colgate University

“The road to adulthood is longer than ever, and in some ways more challenging than ever for emerging adults and their parents. This book provides excellent information and insights about how parents can help their emerging adults navigate this road—but also about what the limits should be and how parents can learn to let go.” 

—Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, Clark University, 
author of Emerging Adulthood
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Note to Readers [image: Image] 

Names of students and other young adults portrayed in this book have been changed, with the exception of the students who conducted research with Barbara Hofer. In all instances, names of parents identified solely by a first name have been changed.

 

To our children, Selene and Zach, Jack and Carlos, and to the memory of our parents
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iConnected Parenting 101 [image: Image]

Michelle is a college sophomore who calls her parents three times a day. “It’s very comforting. Once in the evening, once during the day, and once before bed—I will talk to them about whatever,” she says, while eating lunch with her roommate at a private university in Connecticut. With her hip navy hoodie and attitude to match, Michelle blends right into this cafeteria crowd. She does not blush or whisper as she reveals how close she is to her parents; her roommate doesn’t even arch a perfectly waxed eyebrow, because she too is in daily contact with her family. They both glance at their cell phones, sitting at the ready, nestled next to their plates of fries and chicken tenders. “I text, like, all the time to everyone—my friends, my parents. And they text back,” says the roommate, who is also unabashed about her close connection to home. What are all the texts about? “The little things, grades, life. If something happens, I’ll send a text so I don’t have to get involved in a detailed conversation,” she says.

Typically she saves these talks with mom or dad for her walks between classes. She is scarcely alone in doing so. Visit any campus at the change of classes and watch the students stream out of buildings to cross green-covered quads or concrete plazas. As if on cue they whip out their cell phones. At the University of Minnesota, Buck often passes his cell phone to his friends, weather permitting. Who is on the phone? His parents, although usually it’s his mom, and his buddies want to talk to her too. “I actually love talking to mom and dad on the way to class,” says Buck, a junior. “It’s kind of a habit now—unless it’s something really private. My friends really enjoy my parents and will jump on the phone and talk to them.” In high school Buck’s mother used to put an encouraging note in his football helmet before each game, a practice so appealing that his teammates asked her for notes too (which she did, even though she worked part-time and had three other kids besides Buck). Now she’s updating her tradition, offering inspiration via cell. For her part, she is delighted to do so. She also appreciates her more private talks with Buck: “I find the sweetest conversations are when they’re walking to class. You have their undivided attention. Their roommates aren’t in the background making noise with the Wii or PlayStation. If they’re not around anyone else and if there is something bothering them, there is nothing kept back.”

In conversations around the country students are telling parents about their latest breakup, what they are having for lunch, and to please edit the term paper they are emailing home and that’s due tomorrow. With an affectionate good-bye they click off, ending the connection—though not for long.

This is a world away from the experience of college students and parents even just several years back. We use the term iConnected Parenting to refer to a culture of parents deeply involved in their children’s lives, even as they approach adulthood, that uses the technology of instant communication to enhance their connection. Perhaps nowhere is this trend more evident than on campus, where parents and kids once separated. We believe that it has substantially changed parent-child relationships, during the college years especially, and that there are both benefits and drawbacks to this.

Not so long ago students left for college and began to make the critical journey from adolescence to adulthood pretty much on their own. They coped with incompatible roommates and demanding professors. They figured out how to do laundry, register for classes, and manage their studies, even if it meant pulling an all-nighter on a term paper they had procrastinated on. And they endured the ups and downs of the campus social scene, sharing first dates and flings with roommates and friends. Along the way they learned how to rely on themselves, discovering when and how to seek help. This was all part of growing up, learning to make decisions without always talking to their parents. By the time the weekly check-in call with the home front rolled around, problems had often been solved and intense feelings over a bad grade, a coach’s benching, or a one-night stand had faded.

That was just fine for most families. Parents who had attended college remembered relishing their own newfound independence and believed their kids wanted the same. College was a coming-of-age event, a milestone marking a departure from home and family on the ascent to adulthood. Even parents heavily involved in their kids’lives played by these rules. It wasn’t so hard to do. Unless the student attended college close to home, there was no practical way for mom or dad to stay closely engaged.

A child’s departure for college was also a milestone for mom and dad. It closed the chapter on one part of their family life and opened another, as they began to treat their college-age children as more adult than adolescent. They too moved on with their lives, freed from their daily child rearing by one less child at home.

Parenting in an Age of Instant Communication

Today it’s a totally different story, and our communications technology and child-centered culture are driving it. Cell phones and the Internet have changed how parents and students communicate during the college years and beyond. Involved parents aren’t sure if all this instant access is healthy, but they enjoy the closeness they have with their kids and are proud of it. And they have been so involved with their kids before college that it’s hard to stop now, with computers and cell phones forming a continuous cord from home to campus.

We call these caring moms and dads iConnected Parents. They represent a new era in parenting: a potent new mix of devoted parent, guide, and friend, fluent in speed-dial, Facebook, and the flick of a mouse.

For the past several years popular media have been reporting widely on signs of this shift: colleges that stage “letting go” seminars for parents of freshmen; families buying homes near campus to be close to their kids; overnight summer camps providing daily email service and website photos for campers and parents; and “emerging adults,” delaying the transition to true adulthood as they wrestle with finding just the right career, spouse, or apartment. There has been sensational coverage of “helicopter parents”: ambitious but mostly well-meaning parents who completely overmanage their children. The chopper crowd represents only a tiny and extreme segment of iConnected parents, however. The real story has yet to be told, which is why we wrote this book. We cover this shift in technology-enhanced parenting through original research and reporting. We show how technology is changing the dynamics of parent and child relationships, the college experience, and the work world.

Many parents want to know exactly how much and how little to communicate with their growing adult children, and just aren’t sure what’s best. That’s another reason we wrote this book: to provide some guidelines for parents and also to show that this new closeness of communication does have its benefits as well as some drawbacks. You’ll see examples of beneficial relationships as well as some that may show the difference between helpfulness and overinvolvement. In these stories you will also see the many different factors to consider when determining the right amount of communication for you and your child. We have learned from parents that it is often hard to know how much is enough. For instance, one mom requires her 20-year-old son, a college student in New Orleans, to check in with her daily, ever since she couldn’t reach him for two days while he was busy rushing for a frat. He had told her about all the drinking that was involved, and she suspected the worst. Even though the rush period is now over, her rule is still in place. Besides, she says, she’s also worried about the hazards of living in the Big Easy. “He thinks it’s abnormal for a twenty-year-old to check in every day,” she said. “It’s something that I insist on. My friends say, ‘That’s overkill.’ I don’t know if it’s overkill exactly. Parents aren’t given a lot of direction.”

Our ability to communicate with each other so easily seems to have happened overnight. But our cell phones and laptops didn’t come with instructions on how to parent with them. Many parents want guidance on how to be connected in a healthy way to their college kids (and in the years just before and after college too). In the chapters ahead we provide that advice, drawing on our research, psychological expertise, and real stories of students, parents, college administrators, professors, psychiatrists, and others.

Our Stories

As a journalist Abigail Sullivan Moore began her spadework on connected parenting several years ago while regularly contributing stories about college and high school trends to the New York Times. As she interviewed parents and students, Abby became intrigued with how close they were. Many parents weren’t hovering; they were just more engaged with their children than their own parents had been with them, and they reveled in it—at least most of the time. As a mother of two boys, one now starting college, the other in middle school, Abby saw the parallel in her own life.

Abby’s interest in how cell phones affect relationships dates back to an early story that she reported for the Times on the risks that people would take to get their cell phones to work in dead zones. Perching in heels atop porch railings, climbing ancient fire escapes, people would do nearly anything to stay connected, and as she learned later that went double for parents and children. The instant access afforded by cell phones and computers was amplifying the connection between parents and kids, although not always for the best. Abby got an inkling of this shortly after getting her own clunky cell phone in the mid-1990s. She interrupted an important interview to take what she thought was an emergency call from the babysitter. As it turned out, it was from her older son, Jack, then 6 years old. “Where are the Doritos?” he asked.

Dr. Barbara Hofer, a researcher and psychology professor at Middlebury College, trained in developmental, educational, and cultural psychology, had begun a quest of her own. Watching the students walk out of her Adolescent Development class and open their cell phones to call home, she wondered how this cultural shift was affecting their development and their growth as learners. This complex question was built on research she had pursued several years earlier while teaching a Learning to Learn course to first-year students. Some of those students seemed unprepared for college because their parents had been overly involved in monitoring their work in high school.

She asked a few students to help her get a research project going that would explore how the frequency of communication with parents, made possible by cell phones, was related to becoming emotionally, behaviorally, and academically independent. The results of that study, reported in the next chapter, got picked up in the popular media and led to further research at Middlebury, a top liberal arts college in Vermont, and the University of Michigan, a large public research university.

The parent of two recent college grads, Barbara was also aware that much had changed in communication practices between college students and their parents in a very short time. The weekly calls her family and others had savored now appeared to have morphed into daily calls among the new crowd of college students, many of whom appeared to be having a harder time living independently.

We authors were on parallel tracks. We met during an interview as Abby pursued a story on this new generation of superconnected parents. We decided to tell the story together in a book. Here we share the results of our reporting and research, offering what we think are useful insights into these cultural changes.

Cultural Forces Driving iConnected Parenting

The roots of iConnected parenting are embedded in the profound cultural changes in the United States over the past decade. The continually evolving communications technology allows parents and children to stay in constant, instant touch. A lot of families like it that way. Many parents are anxious about the world today, believing it’s more dangerous than the one they grew up in, and they see cell phones as a safety net for their kids. In fact parents and students often time their calls for the students’late-night walk from the library to the dorm. It’s as if somehow mom or dad, miles away, is still able to protect them.

Today’s parents also are passionate about parenting and about being parents. They have had fewer kids and often delayed having them. More parents than ever are working outside the home, away from their kids, and many feel a deep desire to make every second with their kids count. They want to be involved in their children’s lives at a level unimaginable to their own parents. Since their own childhood much has changed. The number of kids’ activities in and out of school has increased exponentially, and they provide a boatload of opportunities for parents to become and stay involved. These activities create busy schedules, with lots of carpooling and last-minute adjustments. (“Kim’s sick today. Can you drive the girls to soccer practice?”) With more parents working, business commitments and office hours now figure into the frenetic mix. Calls, texts, and emails have become vital tools for families to manage the endless round of pickups and dropoffs.

Meanwhile the increasing competition for college admissions has created more pressure on kids’performance in school and in the community. That, in turn, has pushed parents to get even more engaged. Again the cell phone and computer have proved indispensable to parents, many of whom worry about their kids’academic performance and want an immediate link to teachers and school administrators.

Given the powerful forces at work here, iConnected parenting now seems an inevitable phenomenon.

The iConnected Kids

Parents are not alone in their appreciation of and dependence on this link across the ether. Many students expect and even embrace their parents’participation in their campus lives. In the era of iConnected parenting, parents are no longer just one big embarrassment. In fact many of the students we interviewed for this book describe their parents as a “best friend,” a description that was unheard of (and perhaps considered pathological) only a decade ago. Again and again students openly and happily expressed affection for their parents. When Frankie Minor, director of residential life at the University of Missouri, strolls across campus, he can’t help but overhear bits and pieces of students’cell conversations. He can always tell when they’re talking to their parents: “The phrase I hear that clues you in is ‘I love you.’”

What a change technology and ten years have wrought! Moms and dads are parenting their kids with the latest technology, and most kids seem to accept it. Those who once may have thought their parenting days were over now find themselves supervising their college-age children, albeit electronically and from afar. And the children? Many seem stuck somewhere between adolescence and adulthood, calling mom and dad all the while. That is, after all, the big downside to this trend.

The Long and Winding Road to Adulthood

The road to adulthood just keeps getting longer and longer. The years from the late teens to the early 20s have always been a crucial but brief phase before becoming a grown-up; now this too is changing. The new in-between generation is spending more time in this phase, which psychologist Jeffrey Arnett calls “emerging adulthood.” In essence they are postponing traditional adulthood. They are taking longer to complete college; it’s now closer to five years than four. After college they are choosing more often to live with their parents. They are putting off marriage as well as having children. (The median age of first marriage has risen to 26 for women and 28 for men, up from 20 and 23, respectively, in 1960.) They are taking longer to support themselves. And psychologically they are still trying to figure out who they are and how to navigate the world with a measure of independence.

No doubt some of these changes have been exacerbated by the faltering economy of the first decade of the twenty-first century, but they were evident long before the recession. The proof is everywhere: parents perpetually footing the bill for their aging children’s rent, car insurance, clothing, and cell phones while the children search for the perfect career; young people who can’t accept a job or negotiate a salary without consulting mom and dad; college grads who move back home and into their high school persona, sleeping late, surrounded by heaps of dirty laundry and a trash can overflowing with fast-food wrappers and other teen-era detritus. Even Hollywood has taken note, producing send-ups such as Failure to Launch, with Matthew McConaughey as a 30-something still living at home with his exasperated parents, and Step Brothers, with funnymen Will Ferrell and John C. Riley as aging but immature stepchildren learning to live under the same roof. Viewed as a whole, these cultural bits and pieces show a profound change in how our children are growing up, and iConnected parenting is playing a large part in it.

iConnected Parenting and the College Experience

Without a doubt these close connections are remapping the college experience. The immediacy of cell phones and laptops now brings mom and dad onto campus and right into the classroom. Boring lectures, “mean girl” roommates, difficult tests—parents hear about them instantly.

What a difference from our own experiences. When Abby was a freshman at the University of Pennsylvania and ran into some roommate problems of her own, she solved the problem as best she could, without calling her parents back in Fall River, Massachusetts. She camped out all night to get one of the few remaining rooms (a single on the quad) assigned on a first-come, first-served basis. Her parents learned of the change only weeks later, when she gave them her new mailing address. Though this may not have been the best way to handle her roommate problem, Abby at 17 fixed the situation herself.

Barbara remembers her parents’support on key decisions during the college years. They provided a sounding board, but let her make the choices, and there was no need to consult with them about small issues. When bored with her sophomore year at the University of South Florida, she let her parents know she was considering dropping out and applying to social service programs, taking a paid internship in Washington, or transferring. They listened deeply, asked good questions, but didn’t advise. She soon left for Washington, a life-changing experience that fueled her motivation for learning and led her back to college.

Today, of course, things are very different in many families, and parents are there from the outset, ready with advice. At Middlebury this is clear during registration for new students. Although registration can easily be done online, by design it’s held the old-fashioned way, with professors gathered in the school’s hockey arena, sitting at tables that represent their department. As the students learn which courses they have gotten into—or didn’t—they are all supposed to take their questions to the waiting professors.

But it doesn’t happen that way anymore.

Instead many students pull out their cell phones and a chorus of laments rises up from this remote New England sports rink to reach hundreds of parents scattered across the globe (including some just leaving the college’s parking lot): “If I can’t get into organic chemistry should I take biology?”

The students could talk to their academic advisors, since they have just met with them the day before on the very same issue of course selections. But in the world of iConnected parenting this too is increasingly unlikely to happen. The tie between parent and child is tight, and constant communication is pulling the cord tighter. In recent years college parents have been told to just “let go.” But as we all learned from the Reagan era of Just Say No, counting on slogans to bring about profound social change doesn’t work. Many parents have spent years helping their students get into college, supervising their school work, and carting them to countless résumé-building activities. Once the goal of college is achieved, many parents aren’t sure how much to stay involved. The instant access of cell phones and computers reinforces their uncertainty. How can I let go when I can talk to my child almost instantly, anywhere, anytime? And besides, I want to talk to my child, and my child wants to talk to me, and everyone else is doing it too!

The level of parents’involvement in their child’s college experience is rising. Just letting go is not the solution, and many parents know that intuitively. After dropping off Buck’s older brother at college, his mother said, “I was a wreck. I even got the book Letting Go. But it didn’t help. I cried all the way home.” Since then she and her husband have also sent Buck and another son to college. “It didn’t get any easier for me. We are a very close family. I didn’t feel any different when any one of them left home.”

The kids recognize the incongruity of their parents’ability to stay in touch whenever they want. For one student at Grinnell College in Iowa, this became evident during the college’s orientation for first-year students and their families: “They make this symbolic ceremony of separating parents from kids under a big arch. I remember my mom crying under the arch and she was bawling and bawling, and then she called me later that night. They have this big farewell good-bye ceremony—and then most people talk to each other that day.”

One giant upside to iConnected parenting (and potentially its most powerful downside) is the closeness between parent and child. The key to any child’s developing a healthy emotional, psychological independence is for parents to maintain that close connection while at the same time giving the child enough space to grow. For college students it is also key to have parents who stay in touch while letting them grow. This can be much harder for parents to figure out how to do, given the pressure to stay involved and the potential for 24/7 contact. But we hope to help you rise to the challenge.

In our research and reporting we have discovered that iConnected parenting is deeply affecting students academically, socially, and professionally. It is influencing how they experience college, and even the years after that. It is shaping how they feel about themselves and their parents, and it shapes how others view them. In the long run, for many young people iConnected parenting is putting their passage to adulthood on indefinite hold.

It doesn’t have to be this way.

There are ways to successfully navigate this world of close connections, to help young people get the most out of college, grow into competent adults, and feel authentically good about themselves and their parents. That is what this book is about.
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The Electronic Tether [image: Image]

Communication between Today’s College Students and Their Parents

“This was hard,” says Annie, as she hands her advisor a draft of her honors thesis. It’s tough to imagine anything being hard for Annie. An athlete at an elite Division III college, she has just returned from a challenging semester studying abroad. Annie explains why it was so difficult: “It’s the first time in my college career that I know so much more about a topic than my dad does.” It’s also the first paper that Annie, a senior in college, has done without her dad’s editing help. She seems proud to have finally crossed that threshold, to recognize that she is capable of doing her own work without his help.

As stories like this surface at campuses across the country it has become clear that many students, not just Annie, are using email, cell phones, iPhones, BlackBerrys, computers, Skype, and whatever new technology they can find to connect with their parents on issues large and small and to get their help. And they are connecting a lot. If you are a parent of a college student you might wonder whether you should be emailing and calling your child so frequently. College students are supposed to be more independent than they were in high school. Before cell phones became a fact of life, college kids had to be more self-reliant.

[image: Image]
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The Transition to College

The first research study at Middlebury began with the simple goal of finding out what happens to communication with parents when students first head off to college. The initial questions, posed in focus groups and online surveys, were basic. To students preparing to enter college we asked: How much do you expect to talk to your parents when you go to college? At the end of their first semester we asked the same students: How much do you actually talk to your parents now that you’re in college?

Before arriving at college, students predicted that they would be talking to their parents (in any form: cell phone, email, etc.), on average, once a week. This was in line with what many middle-aged adults, now parents of these students, recalled from their own college experience. We also found that most students hadn’t actually discussed with their parents how often they’d talk. They’d just made assumptions, which they imagined their parents shared.

Focus groups in the summer showed that recent high school grads looked forward to a life with less contact with mom and dad. They talked excitedly about leaving home, getting to make decisions on their own, and no longer answering to parents on a daily basis. As one son proudly reported, “I’m trying to have a realization with my parents that they’re not always going to be the support system, the control system. I’m trying to create my own support system.” This confirmed our early assumption: students envisioned college as a parent-free zone and an important step in growing up, an altogether exhilarating prospect. They believed that, once they set foot on campus, these changes would happen overnight. Based on all of this, their assumption of a weekly call seemed reasonable to them.

The results of the follow-up to the first survey study radically contradicted the students’predictions. Surveys of the same students at the end of the first semester showed that they were in touch with their parents an average of 10.4 times per week, far more than they (or we researchers) had anticipated. Also surprising was the reaction of the Middlebury students working on the research team, who were only a few years older than the survey participants: the student researchers themselves were shocked by how much had changed during their years in college. Elena Kennedy, a senior whose work on this research became her honors thesis, didn’t have much of an attachment to her cell phone when she arrived at Middlebury in the fall of 2002, and much of her class was similar in this respect, if they had cell phones at all. Elena commented, “We didn’t carry them around campus with us then.” She was surprised that by the time she was a senior the arriving freshmen saw cell phones as indispensable and were seen talking on them everywhere, a significant change in campus culture, and an annoying one to many outgoing seniors.

Most important, when Elena’s class began college in 2002 very few parents used cell phones regularly. As cell phones blanketed the college market and then the parent market, a communications revolution between college kids and their parents occurred.

This revolution brought about substantial change, and we wondered how well this new generation of students was adapting to it. For starters, wouldn’t it be depressing for a student to expect all that independence and then, once he got on campus, still be connecting with his parents every day? We thought so, but the data told another story. Most students weren’t unhappy about it at all—even though there was a huge discrepancy between their expectations and the reality of what was happening during that first semester. This was a fascinating, if somewhat disturbing, finding.

Parent Involvement Continues in College

The fundamental question remained: How healthy is such frequent contact? The surveys given to the same students both before college and at the end of the first semester in 2005 revealed reason for concern. Parents who closely managed their kids during high school—reminding them to study for a test, clean their rooms, write papers that were due—were at it again in college, abetted by cell phones and email. Parental supervision that might have naturally ebbed when an adolescent left home now continued during the first term.

The students gave examples of how their parents were involved in their lives in unprecedented ways. In a focus group of a dozen students, conducted at the end of the first year of college, one young man admitted that his mom had copies of all four of his course syllabi and called regularly to remind him of due dates and to check on his progress. (“Have you started the paper for European History that’s due on Friday?”) None of the other freshmen in the room acted as if this were unusual. Meanwhile those of us running the focus group struggled not to show our concern about the young man’s casual accounting of his mom’s over-the-top involvement. By now, developmentally, he should have been managing his own studies and asserting his independence from mom. Equally alarming was how readily the other students viewed his mom’s behavior as perfectly natural. Even the college seniors on our research team were stunned about “this new generation” and their dependency on their parents.

This kind of behavior was rare before cell phones, unlimited calling plans, and the involved parent culture. Our professional concerns about the psychological impact of this emerging “electronic tether” continued to deepen. Having heard the anecdotal buzz about “soccer moms” and “helicopter parents,” journalists then began to report on the research. Newsweek, for example, covered the Middlebury results in a 2006 story titled “The Fine Art of Letting Go,” and the research was cited throughout 2006 and 2007 in the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Christian Science Monitor, the Wall Street Journal, and other publications. Clearly we professionals weren’t alone in our concerns about this new trend.

Communication with Parents during the College Years

As news of the survey spread, some burning questions began to emerge. Was all this talk between parents and kids something that just happens in the first semester of college? Was it something that only families at elite liberal arts colleges did? Was it just another case of the helicopter crowd going berserk?

It was time to dig deeper. So we surveyed the same students at the end of their second semester. Perhaps contact with home would have dropped off as homesickness abated and kids learned to make decisions on their own. But it hadn’t. Parents and kids were still chatting away. In a third study, developed by senior Katie Hurd, we found that even students who had taken a semester off before attending college (to travel or work or do an internship) were still in constant touch with mom and dad. We thought they might be more independent, given the time away from home on their own, but that too proved false.

Julia, for example, spent a fall abroad before matriculating at college her first year. She learned to manage her own time, money, and life, along with a new relationship. She talked to her parents only occasionally. She felt like an adult! But that changed once she arrived at college. Now her mom, in California, calls every day. An exasperated Julia explains why: “Because, she says, ‘I spent eighteen years knowing everything about your life! Why would I want to stop now?’” Meanwhile the daily calls about family life and drama have increased Julia’s homesickness, which is now worse during her sophomore year at college than when she was a continent away two years ago. Julia says she feels like less of an adult at 20 than she did at 18. Parents who call too frequently are providing constant reminders of home in ways that can prolong homesickness rather than alleviating it.

This constant connection to home was more pervasive than we had expected and also appeared to have some genuine disadvantages. To get to the heart of this phenomenon, Barbara and thesis student Nancy Fullman enlarged the study and, in the fall of 2006, launched a new survey of nearly a thousand students and their parents, this time at both Middlebury and the University of Michigan. Large, public, and in the Midwest, Michigan provided a different perspective from Middlebury’s. The new survey was designed to explore students’contact with parents across all four years of college and examine whether all this talking was an isolated phenomenon or was exaggerated at a private liberal arts college. We also wanted to make the surveys as relevant as possible, so students on the research team drew from their own experiences to help develop the questions, and we ran more focus groups to make sure we were tapping student perceptions fully in the kinds of questions we asked.


How Often Are College Students Talking to Their Parents?

Our new survey respondents dashed our expectations once again. We had thought that, if college students stayed in constant touch with their parents throughout their first year, perhaps the decline came later. Maybe the calls and emails would drop off as students grew more confident about their own decision making, study skills, and independent lives. But we found quite the opposite.

The average number of times that families communicated was 13.4 times per week.

It didn’t matter what year students were in school. Whether they were sophomores or seniors, they all talked about the same amount of time, mostly on cell phones (owned by 97 percent of students in the study), followed by email. Students at both schools stayed in contact with their parents at about the same rate (13.5 times per week at Middlebury and 13.2 at Michigan). Later, Abby’s reporting based on interviews with students, parents, administrators, and faculty members at schools around the country showed a similar pattern, with minimal variations. So this wasn’t a geographic or small private college trend after all; iConnected parenting was a growing national phenomenon.

In addition it doesn’t appear to be have subsided since then. A 2008 follow-up study of the Middlebury and Michigan students, conducted with Middlebury thesis student Catherine Timmins, showed that contacts with parents continued to average just over 13 times a week.

Who’s Making All These Calls? (It’s Not Just the Parents)

The Middlebury-Michigan study also crushed the assumption that parents were driving this new behavior. Kids were speed-dialing mom and dad almost as much as their parents were calling them. Considering that students themselves were reporting this behavior, it is likely that they might underreport it and very unlikely that they would be exaggerating it.

The mutuality of the contact was surprising. The media coverage seemed to suggest that hovering parents weren’t willing to let go and were simply descending uninvited into students’lives, but that wasn’t the case. Students were willing to accept and even invite their parents into their college lives. For example, one upbeat student described her communications from just the previous week—a call with mom to talk about auditions for a musical group, an email about news from home, a call to dad to get advice about course registration, and then a call with mom about dorm issues—and the list continued. This frequent back and forth, the routine recounting of daily life, and the seeking of advice from parents now seemed to be, for many, a natural extension of family life into the college years, no matter the distance apart.

Again and again throughout our later interviews students who at first downplayed their own contact with parents would often raise their initial figures, supporting the survey findings. A college junior from the West Coast heard the results of the survey and said it seemed outrageous, given that she talked to her mom “only” about three times a week. “Who are these people?” she asked disdainfully. Her tone changed, though, as she revised her estimates aloud: “Oh, but my dad does call me every day on his way to work, and we all email. So I guess it does fit.”

In only a few years this continuous contact—a cultural sea change—has become commonplace for many families. Students themselves seem unaware of just how connected they are and what this might mean for their own growth and independence, or how different their college experience is even from that of their older siblings (or their parents!).

Table 1. Frequency of Communication between
College Students and Their Parents




	Year

	Weekly contacts

	Parent / student initiated




	First-years

	13.4

	7.1 / 6.3




	Sophomores

	13.2

	7.0 / 6.2




	Juniors

	14.1

	7.3 / 6.8




	Seniors

	13.0

	7.0 / 6.0







Student Differences

The averages in Table 1 describe what’s normative; not everyone talks that much, and the data show considerable variability among the students. Some were proud of sticking to the weekly call and occasional email. Take Will, for instance, a sophomore at the University of Connecticut, whom Abby met during her reporting. “I lived with my parents for eighteen years. I don’t need to talk to them every day now!” he said. In fact he said, “It was mom’s idea to call at least once a week.” Even then, he won’t take her call immediately if he’s hanging out with friends, studying, or eating. His reason: “She won’t let me get off the phone.” Instead he calls her back when it’s more convenient for him and other people aren’t around.

Some students do tease their peers who can’t go a day without a call to or from mom and dad. Will’s friend Tim, whose parents are divorced, calls both families (mom and stepdad, father and sister) every night. Tim’s freshman roommate asked him repeatedly, “Why are you always calling your family?” Many students talk frequently to mom and dad, but some of those who talk the most are quickly marked by their peers. Some are made fun of outright, while others feel a hint of disapproval.

We also found dramatic extremes, including a few kids who were estranged from their parents and didn’t want much contact at all. On the other end of the scale were students who needed frequent reassuring contact. Some of these were driven by concerns that were clinical in nature (students struggling with depression, for example). Others were going through rough patches of academic difficulty, loneliness, or personal confusion.

The research team expected to find aspects of students’ backgrounds that might predict their level of communication. By design, students in the survey were a diverse group, varying in all sorts of interesting and important ways. We thought that a student’s ethnic background or parents’income might affect the level of communication. But we found no differences—not by income, ethnicity, race, or distance from home. Maybe if they had gone to boarding school they became independent earlier? No, not according to our data. As one student noted, “I talk to them more now than I did at boarding school because now I have more time.” The relatively unstructured nature of college gives students choices about their time, and some are eager to fill it, perhaps unaccustomed to the freedom of their new schedule. After a lifetime of overscheduling, all this free time makes some students uncomfortable; now, with just a few hours of class each day, they have to figure out how to fill the rest of their day. Phone calls to parents who are always willing to listen can easily fill the void. One mother told Abby, “Whenever [my daughter] was bored, I was her entertainment. If she was waiting for someone outside to have lunch or when she got to practice early or between breakfast and class, I’m her entertainment.”

Only the sex of the child made a difference in frequency of communication, although not as much as expected. Daughters talked more to their parents than sons did: 14.5 compared to 11.3 times per week. On average both male and female students talked more with mom than dad—a pattern likely begun in childhood—and daughters even more so. A quarter of the students reported talking equally to both parents, and male students reported that this was more likely to be the case (37 percent vs. 20 percent).

How Satisfied Are the Students with So Much Communication?

About 75 percent of the students surveyed seemed happy with how much they talked to their parents. Remarkably those who were dissatisfied were likely to want more talk, not less. On the extreme end, one student commented on the survey, “It’s hard to get everything in a simple telephone conversation. If there was a way to meet for coffee every day and chat, then things would be perfect.” People who went to college a generation ago are not likely to recall wishing they could have met mom and dad at their version of Starbucks every day to process their college experience.

This is a radical change, and from a psychological viewpoint, it’s also of concern. Some students voiced their own worries: “I actually feel like I contact my parents too much, not the other way around.” Parents can help students make this transition by not being always available. That way their kids will have the space and motivation to make new friends at college. The danger of mom as “best friend” is that a child doesn’t have as much need for a new friendship with a peer, which takes effort to develop. If kids are busy chatting a couple of times a day with mom, they also have less time to find potential friends.

Yet for some kids even all this talking isn’t enough, particularly when it comes to dads. More than a quarter of the students in the study (27 percent) expressed a desire to talk more often with dad; daughters in particular (33 percent) wanted more connection. Moms might want to consider handing over the phone more often to dad or encouraging him to initiate some calls himself.

Table 2. Student Satisfaction with Parent Contact, in percentages




	 
	Contact with Mother

	Contact with Father




	 
	Want less

	Satisfied

	Want more

	Want less

	Satisfied

	Want more




	Females (n=578)

	7

	77

	16

	4

	63

	33




	Males (n=319)

	4

	80

	16

	3

	76

	21







Although most students were content with how often they connect with their parents, they didn’t feel that their satisfaction was shared by their parents. More than half the students believed their parents wanted even more contact.

Table 3. Student Perceptions of Parental Satisfaction with Contact,
in percentages




	 
	Perceptions of Mother’s Satisfaction

	Perceptions of Father’s Satisfaction




	 
	Want less

	Satisfied

	Want more

	Want less

	Satisfied

	Want more




	Females

	3

	46

	52

	3

	43

	54




	Males

	2

	36

	62

	1

	56

	43







How Do Parents Feel?

Eager to get parents’perspectives, we added a parent survey to the mix. Although students might be surprised to learn this, most parents (70 percent) were in fact generally satisfied with how much they talked to their kids and typically didn’t want more contact, or at least not to the degree that students thought they did. One father of a senior woman commented, “We love our kids dearly, but do not believe we should go along with them to college via cell phone and Internet (aka ‘electronic leashes’!). We are glad to have open dialogue with them on most every topic; however, we tend to respond rather than initiate, in an attempt to keep contact from being too frequent. I also try hard to avoid offering unsolicited advice. For us, no news is typically good news.” Still, a sizable group of parents (29 percent) did want more communication. The mother of a freshman said about her daughter’s lack of contact, “We gently remind her that we would like to hear from her more often.”

Kids are often aware of their parents’desire for more contact, but some become so absorbed in their college experience that they don’t have the time or inclination to meet it. At Grinnell College, which prides itself on its close-knit community, one student told Abby, “When I came to Grinnell, the first week or so I called every day, maybe more than once. Then the community kind of sucked me in and I became so involved with activities and friends and schoolwork that the focus of my life kind of shifted from my life at home into my life at Grinnell. Now I definitely talk to them several times per week, maybe twice (along with an occasional email or text). I am fully aware that my family would like more. And it’s been hard for my friends [outside of Grinnell] and family. There’s something that Grinnell offers me that other people can’t.”

This healthy attitude about forging her own life while staying in contact, but neither incessantly nor with too much dependence, isn’t shared by her midwestern hometown friends, scattered at schools across the country. Their reaction to her amount of contact underscores how pervasive parental contact really is. “They’ve been surprised when they found out that I don’t talk to my parents every day. They are like, ‘Are you serious?’”
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