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The Book and the Research That Backs It Up

When your child leaves home for college it can be a time of many confusing emotions, including anxiety about what will happen to the relationship with your son or daughter whom you love and want to keep close. Bringing Home the Laundry is here to reassure you that your child’s departure for college can mark the beginning of a deeply satisfying, exciting new phase in your parent-child relationship. This book will teach you how to reap the potential benefits of this period, by helping you:

• Feel less sad about your child’s departure and worry less about his well-being.

• Express the pride and confidence in your child that she needs to flourish at school.

• Teach your child how to make sound life decisions.

• Give your child enough space so that when you call she’ll be really happy to hear from you.

• Make your child’s visits home so enjoyable that he’ll be returning every summer.

• Enjoy the wonderful opportunities that this phase of life has to offer you.

These are just a few of the many themes that Bringing Home the Laundry explores. By the end of the book, you will be an expert in how to parent your college-aged child.

The book’s reassurances and guidance are based on five years of research. More than 140 college students and 200 of their parents responded to interview questions, as well as to written questionnaires. The in-person interviews with students and their parents were conducted separately. The parents graciously welcomed researchers into their homes, sharing their parental successes and failures, their joys and deepest fears.

The majority of the students who participated in the study were attending the University of California at Berkeley; the minority were at New York University; and a small sampling were from schools around the country contacted via E-mail. Most students were in their first or second year of college. The ethnic, religious, and socioeconomic backgrounds of the families were tremendously varied. Parents’ professions ran the gamut from business executive to teacher to factory worker to FBI agent. In a few families, both parents had to work two jobs; in others, one parent was able to take care of the kids full-time. Students also demonstrated diversity: They included premeds, musicians, community activists, sorority and fraternity members, and jocks. Most students lived at school, but many still lived at home. Most families had two parents living together, but several were single-parent or stepparent homes.

The identity of each and every one of these families has been disguised and rendered anonymous in the telling of their stories. In some cases, quotes from different families were combined into a single identity. The book’s conclusions and advice were drawn from both statistical analyses and qualitative review of the interview transcripts. The study selected families randomly to ensure accurate representation of the general population and, thus, statistically significant results.

The parents participating in the study longed to learn what their children had said in response to the same questions, but understood that all information was confidential. They said that talking about the college transition was helpful, but that they wished there were a book on the topic for them to read. You will get to hear what both students and parents had to say, as well as learn from their experiences. Unlike the participating families, you will have a book to guide you and let you know when you’re on the right track.



INTRODUCTION
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Bringing Home the Laundry

The following is a true story: Once a month, a bright college woman lugged a huge suitcase full of dirty clothes onto a crowded city bus, sat with it for over a hundred blocks of stopping and starting, then dragged it across town up and down curbs. Was she hoping to meet a special young man at a downtown laundromat? No. Was she conducting an experiment on how strangers react to a woman with a smelly suitcase? No. Was she bringing her laundry home? Yes.

The anecdote doesn’t end here, however. You probably think that the mother happily did her daughter’s laundry and sent her away with enough home-cooked meals to last until the next load. Quite the contrary. The daughter washed her own laundry, along with her mother’s socks, in the basement of a big apartment building, and left with only a snack in her belly. When asked why this young co-ed, who had laundry facilities in the basement of her dorm, went through such travails to bring her laundry home, both mother and daughter answered that time and effort were saved. Why would two intelligent women earnestly give a seemingly bizarre response? Interviews with more than 140 college students and 200 of their parents revealed the answer: Families often fear that leaving home will weaken family bonds, so they strive to stay connected any way they can, even if it means going to incredible lengths to do it.

Fortunately, neither you nor your child has to drag laundry all over town or across state lines in order to be close. My research indicates that college gives families the chance to strengthen their bonds, and that positive family relationships help students adjust well to college. Bringing Home the Laundry will assist you in taking advantage of this window of opportunity; you can make a tense relationship with your child a happy one, and make a warm relationship even warmer. You may have trouble believing my assurance because our culture tells parents to “let go” of their college-aged children, as if all parenting ends when university begins. I’m happy to tell you that your parenting is just as important to your child as ever. Don’t let go; just loosen your grip.

Don’t let go; loosen your grip.

Loosening one’s grip is like good kiteflying. Imagine that you’re the kite-flyer and the kite is your child. The initial launching is often tricky: Is there enough wind? Is the kite angle right? Are you running fast enough? The launching phase resembles when you were learning to soothe and care for your newborn child who needed almost constant attention. As the kite lifts into the air (your child crawls and walks and talks), you feel a little tug on the kite string and you let out a little more line (giving your child more space to explore the world). As the kite climbs higher and higher, the tugs become more frequent; if you’re holding the string controls loosely, the appropriate measure of string will roll off the ball with each tug, and the kite will continue to soar.

Then suddenly, you feel a powerful gust of wind coming from behind and you brace yourself (your child is about to leave for college). Now what do you do? The experienced kiteflyer will release a lot of string, while maintaining a grip on the line, and then enjoy watching the kite reach great heights. In other words, the child leaves home with the parents’ blessing and support, and thus, succeeds in college. Just as the kiteflyer will feel pride in the heights that the kite reaches, so too should you, the parent, in assisting your child’s university adjustment.

A loose grip is much better than letting go, which would cause the kite to drift away and get stuck in a tree. The typical tendency of parents faced with having their children leave for college, however, is not letting go, but rather holding on too tightly. This means that they try to maintain the relationship similarly to how it was during the high school years. In kiteflying terms, a tight, unwavering grip will make the string become very taut, restraining the kite from soaring upward, and possibly, causing it to crash land. In family terms, the parent-child relationship can become tense and the child may have difficulty adjusting to college.

Too tight a parental grip can lead to family and college adjustment problems.

Why do many parents tend to hold on too tightly when their children leave for college? Resistance is the natural response to impending change; the familiar feels safer than the unfamiliar. All transitions are scary, even the ones we look forward to. There are many clichés, including the one of the nervous bridegroom on his wedding day. For parents faced with their child’s college transition, fear of the unknown can take on many forms, including:

• Worrying that the quality of the time they spend with their child won’t be as good as it used to be.

• Fearing that any existing relationship conflict will never have a chance to be resolved.

• Being concerned that their child will have difficulty adjusting to college.

• Panicking that if their child gets into trouble, they won’t be able to help.

The good news is that if parents make sure to loosen their grip, then the exact opposite of these parental fears will result: The quality of time spent together will be better than ever before. Pre-existing tensions will be eased, and parents will be able to give their children the support they need to succeed in college. The bad news is that if parents respond to their fear of change by holding on too tightly, then their fears may actually come true. This book is designed to ensure that you will avoid tight grips and the problems that ensue. Even if your child has been away at college from one to three years already, the window of opportunity for breathing fresh air into family bonds is still open to you.

There are three key aspects of parent–college student relationships in which loosening the parental grip has astoundingly positive effects:

• Coping with strong emotions, e.g., missing your child and worrying about her well-being in such a way that you communicate confidence and love, but don’t overwhelm her.

• Negotiating how to stay in touch via phone calls, visits, E-mails, and learning about what’s going on in your child’s life, without being intrusive.

• Assisting your child’s development and decision-making, e.g., choice of major, without interfering.

The overarching goal is to find a new, comfortable balance between connection and separation in your relationship with your child, a process you’ve been engaging in for many years. You probably used to escort your child to school; later you let her take the bus by herself. Moreover, you’ve probably gradually increased the hour of your child’s curfew over the last few years. In addition, you’ve probably let your child have sleepovers at friends’ houses, and even let her go to sleep-away camp.

As your child has reached each new developmental stage, he has tugged on you for a little more independence. Just when you thought you’d determined the best way to parent, your child went ahead and changed, forcing you to readjust your approach. It’s as if your child keeps running on ahead, and by the time you catch up, all out of breath, he takes off again. Parenting is the hardest job you will ever have, and potentially the most rewarding. Now, your child is leaving for college, tugging the hardest he has ever tugged before, and you’re wondering, “What will happen to the relationship? How do I parent now?”

In this book, there’s a test you can take to find out in which of the three areas of family functioning—emotions, contact, assisting decisionmaking—you may be having trouble loosening your grip. Then I provide step-by-step guidance on how to readjust the balance between connection and separation so that your relationship with your child is closer than ever and your child can soar. The test and advice are based on interviews I conducted with more than one hundred families experiencing the college transition, as well as statistical analyses of their responses to standardized questionnaires.


A Fun Quiz about Leaving Home: The Many Hidden Meanings of Laundry




Here’s an introduction to what a few of the families had to say about negotiating the college transition. On the surface, the quotes seem to be about laundry, but see if you can identify the underlying relationship themes; in particular, can you detect which family is:

a. Loosening its grip?

b. Holding on too tightly?

c. Experiencing a student overcoming homesickness?

d. Experiencing common parental concern?

The following quotes have a space in which you can fill in the letter for the matching theme:

____ 1. A dad: I worry about the little silly things, like how he’ll wash his clothes. But I know that he can be responsible and that he will do it. But you worry anyway when you’re used to taking care of someone.

____ 2. A student: Sometimes I call my mom to see what’s up, but usually I call because I need something, or because I need her to pick up my dirty laundry. Of course there’s talk about what’s going on in our lives, not just come and pick up my dirty laundry. I don’t think she’d feel she’d lose touch with me because she’s still doing things for me, like my laundry. So it’s really the same. It’s just that I’m not living at the house anymore.

____ 3. A student: First semester, I went home every week and did my laundry. Now, I come home every other week.

____ 4. A mom: I treat my daughter much more like a grownup. I didn’t do her laundry this time she visited. I’m somebody who always has to serve people and for me to not have to do that, and just serve myself is really nice, it’s a nice feeling.

Which quote exemplifies loosening of the parental grip? The mother of quote #4 is enjoying the fact that she has fewer dirty clothes to wash. She’s always happy to see her daughter when she comes home and offers her use of the laundry facilities. In fact, she gave her laundry lessons; laundering is one of the many skills needed for independence, assuming that wash-dry-fold services are not offered for a reasonable cost. There’s so much that you will miss with your child out of the house that it’s good to let yourself enjoy what you won’t miss.

Which quote is a red flag for a grip that’s too tight? The mom in quote #2 not only washes her child’s clothes, but she also picks them up from the dorm and delivers them. The son and mom are in on it together—he calls and she picks up. This mom could make a lot of money offering this service to students. Let’s be honest, what parent truly enjoys cleaning somebody else’s dirty, smelly socks? Not only are there more satisfying forms of parent-child interaction, but also kids will gain more appreciation for the chores you did for them over the years if you stop doing them. An occasional load, meal, care package, etc., is great, especially when your child is under school stress. Then your child will value your current effort all the more.

Which quote represents a student exhibiting homesickness that improved over time? The #3 student’s decrease from freshman to sophomore year in how frequently she went home to do laundry was more an indication of how often she needed to touch base at home for comfort than how much laundry she had to do. Very few people have to do laundry every week. Besides, the cost of gas for her car to travel to and from home probably at least equaled whatever amount she saved on laundering. While your kid cares more about seeing you than she does about doing her laundry, it may be hard for her to admit that she needs you.

Finally, the concerned dad in quote #1 feels what almost all parents feel: worry about how his child will handle responsibilities that used to fall on the parents’ shoulders. As long as a parent isn’t imagining his child so buried under a pile of laundry that he never makes it to class or that his kid is going to catch an incurable disease from his dirty clothing, then the parent is simply being a parent. As your child proves that he can successfully care for himself, your worries will naturally subside over time.

Most parents find it difficult to have their child leave home. It’s how they cope that counts. If you’re feeling self-conscious about your strong emotional reaction, then recall these words from the hit television sitcom 3rd Rock from the Sun, in which the main characters are aliens who are living on Earth disguised as a human family; their mission is to understand earthlings:

The “father” Dick, whose “son” Harry has just run away from home: “I wonder how he’s doing out there all by himself. You know, if you’re a bad father, they leave. If you’re a good father, they leave. A parent’s love is like a river; no matter how deep or strong its current, it’s always flowing toward a sea of separation.

The “younger son” Tommy: “Shut up, Dick, you’re giving me a Hallmark hernia.”

The focus on loss, no matter how tongue-in-cheek, reminds me of Judith Viorst’s best-selling book Necessary Losses, about the separation that parents must experience as their children mature. In Bringing Home the Laundry I view these separations not as losses, but as necessary changes that actually bring you closer and closer to your child.

To Students



I’m sorry to have to relegate you to a section at the end of each chapter. I’m thrilled that you are reading this book and truly believe that the content can be just as helpful to you as to parents, even the sections addressed to parents. The truth is that parents are much more likely to read this book than are college students, who are usually overwhelmed with assigned reading for classes—you’re probably no exception. This book, however, should help decrease any family or school adjustment stress you’re feeling and thus save you time by improving your studying efficiency.

Just as parents are told to let go of their college-aged kids, college students are often given the message “Don’t go running home to mother,” as if they must be completely self-reliant in the alien university world. This is absurd. At college, where everything is new and academic pressures are constant, stress abounds. Odds are that you will freak out from time to time and want Mom and Dad. Rather than being an indication of change resistance, homesickness is a healthy longing for the familiar at a time of insecurity.

This book can help you make the most out of the support that your parents can offer. If your parents are having trouble loosening their grip, then the tips will assist you in establishing a more satisfying degree of independence. You can learn how to effectively communicate your needs to parents without offense, set limits, and be less reactive, all of which, in turn, will alter how your parents view and treat you.

If you’re upset that I’m implying that your parents shouldn’t do your laundry, it’s important to remember that laundry rooms in college dorms are socializing hot spots—a great way to make new friends in your dorm. Also, there’s something to be said for privacy; do you really want your parents handling your undies? If you miss your parents and the familiarity of home, there’s no harm in going home for a visit, even if your laundry isn’t dirty yet.



PART I
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Families in Transition

Assisting and Resisting Change
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CHAPTER 1
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What You Have to Look Forward To

Before we explore the challenges of parenting during this life phase, let me reassure you about all the benefits you can look forward to once you’ve successfully avoided the potential pitfalls of this period and loosened your grip with the help of this book. Even parents who fear the worst discover pleasant surprises:

Michael, a student: I think my mom felt that we would grow more distant when I moved out because we don’t live in the same house anymore. She felt that we would drift apart and just kind of lose touch. And actually, I think the opposite has happened. I think we’ve gotten close; we know each other better now. I think that was a good thing.

It’s natural to assume that a decrease in the quantity of time spent together will result in a decrease in the quality of the time; that physical distance will create emotional distance. In fact, families who loosen their grip find that the opposite is true. Both parents and students reported feeling closer to each other than they did during high school. People worry that out of sight means out of mind, but it’s really another cliché that applies: Absence makes the heart grow fonder.


Less Conflict




The first principle behind improved relations is that there’s less relationship conflict when you’re living apart. No longer housemates, you’re out of each other’s hair. Do you know any two people who live together who never rub each other the wrong way? On top of the everyday squabbles that result from sharing the same space is the added conflict that comes from the parents being the house supervisor. Sound familiar? You come home from work and the stereo is playing loudly; jackets and books are strewn about. You’re planning a family dinner, but where is everybody? You hear a voice: Your high school–aged son is talking on the phone instead of studying. “Hey, how’s your homework coming along?” you shout.

No response.

“Could you please turn down the stereo and pick up your stuff?”

“Sure Mom, just a minute.” A minute becomes a half-hour.

“Dinner’s ready.”

The family members trickle over to the table, but not your high school kid; he runs out with a wave. “See you later.”

“You have to eat. Where are you going?”

“Out for a little while.”

“When will you be back?”

“Can’t I go anywhere without receiving the third degree?”

The friend on the phone got to hear all the good stuff, while what you heard most was, “Yes, Mom,” “Sure, Dad,” or worse, “No way!” A lot of monosyllabic dealings. That was your reward for being your child’s disciplinarian. Think about your relationships with your boss. Have you ever wondered whether you might enjoy her company more if she wasn’t in charge of your salary and job security? I bet the coworkers in your office hang out a lot more with each other than they do with the boss. You know the expression: “It’s lonely at the top.” Thanks to your child’s departure for college, you can still have a say in your child’s life and also be that person on the other end of the phone, to whom your kid is enjoying talking:

Jane, a mother: It’s been smoother, easier, not as much conflict. When I talk about less conflict, it’s really the day-to-day living at home thing. “Can you please clean your room? Can you please wash the dishes?” No deep-seated conflict, but those petty little conflicts. When she does come home, and has a meal with us, she says, “Oh, let me do the dishes.” It’s easier.

Valery, Jane’s daughter: We talk a little bit more now. In high school I lived at home, so it was more of a nag thing: “Have you done your homework? Have you done this? Have you done that?” Whereas now, since I come home from my own place, it’s “Well, how are things?” We’re breaking new boundaries. We even hug once in a while now.

Kids sitting down for a conversation; children offering to do the dishes before being asked; kids willing to hug you; can this be true? You better believe it, and there’s more.

Fewer Struggles for Control

It may be especially hard to believe that tensions ease because the year preceding college is often the tensest period between parents and kids. Kids are itching for independence and scared of it at the same time. They practice being independent by pushing up against parental limits, taking full advantage of whatever leeway they win, and coming back to push for more. A father calls it “the classic teenage high school strain.” It’s normal for kids to want more freedom at this stage in life, but what makes it extra hard for parents is that this big push for independence comes at a time when the kids are more exposed to alcohol, drugs, and sex. Parental concern rises, while kids’ sensitivity to perceiving parental control increases. The high school years can build pressure that leaving home for college can then release:

Susan, a mother: Nancy has always been extremely independent during her teenage years. And, yet, at the same time, I think she thinks I try to control her too much. But I don’t think I do. It has been very important for her to be very independent. Anything that smacks even lightly of control on my part has been seen as that. Since she’s been in college I think she’s broken away more, and so she’s relaxed with me; it doesn’t feel like I’m trying to control her.

So no matter how much your kids may be pushing up against your limits before college begins, all of this can be reversed with leaving home. The trick is to make sure that you’re not still playing the role of the roommate or disciplinarian by always checking up on the student. Now other people are telling your child what to do on a daily basis. Roommates are saying, “Pick up your stuff.” Professors are saying, “You need to do your work to get an A in this class.” Also, resident advisors in dorms are saying, “Keep the noise down.” You are freed up to be the good guy, empathizing with your child’s aggravations.

Since you’re no longer your child’s house supervisor, relationship conflict can be greatly reduced.

New Conversations



Hearing about What’s Going on in Your Child’s Life

Having better quality time with your child is more than just the absence of conflict. The time freed up can be filled with new and improved conversation. Since you’re no longer the daily overseer, your kids can feel more comfortable sharing personal information that they may have previously kept to themselves:

Jimmy, a student: In high school, my father and I didn’t really talk. It was mostly formal talk, like, “Hi, how are you doing? How is work? How is school?” I find that since I’ve started college, we could talk less tensely; it’s not a forced conversation. I can talk to him on a more friendly level and we talk about adult things, like, what I’m going to do when I get a job, and what’s going on in college, or with women, or in the fraternity. He tells me about how some of his buddies nearly flunked out of school. He can empathize with all that stuff because the same thing happened to him.

Your child can be more open with you because he knows that you won’t be there at college to monitor every little detail as the drama continues to unfold. Jimmy’s dad was able to draw upon his own past experience to counsel his son, but don’t worry if you don’t have similar experiences to draw from. As long as you avoid coming across as judgmental and focus on being a good sounding board, you’ll make a great parental consultant.

Your Child Asking You for Advice

College students not only may talk more openly about their lives, but also may ask parents more directly for advice, and even agree with the advice—quite a different picture from the typical high school years. As one student said, “I go to my parents for advice and help when I need it, but they aren’t there to tell me what to do anymore. I like the change.”

High school is a time when kids are struggling within themselves to forge an identity of their own. They fear being swallowed up by the strong personality of others in the household, namely their parents. The identity kids take on is, more often than not, quite similar to that of their parents. Nonetheless, they need to establish themselves as separate individuals by disagreeing with parents’ views and trying to work out problems on their own. Once the kids have proven that they’re independent people by living on their own, then they can feel freer to agree with parents and listen to their guidance.

Because college students often feel more similar to parents in terms of values than they do to many of their classmates, touching base with home can now be a source of comfort. It’s like you—the parent—are a boxer waiting in the ring with your gloves on ready to fight when challenged. But instead of entering the ring, your opponent—your child—tells you to take the gloves off and go for a walk together.

The physical distance of being out of the house may free your child up to share more personal information and ask for advice.

Time Spent Together Is Appreciated

Family conversation at this phase in life also becomes more meaningful because time together is more precious:

Tamari, a student: I think that you appreciate each other a lot more when you’re not living in the same house. It’s inevitable that if somebody’s always there for you, you take it for granted. I’m closer to my parents now than I was before, and I realize I didn’t appreciate them as much as I do now. I’ve now figured out that they’re pretty neat people. I like to talk to them. I don’t seem them as much, and the time I spend with them I value more than I used to. So, I guess I spend more quality time with them. We talk less about the trivial, day-to-day things, and more about the important stuff.

In high school, a passing in the kitchen might have gone something like this:

“Hey Tina, how was your day?”

“Fine, Dad.”

“How was school?”

“Same old, same old.”

“And that test?”

“Hard. Really hard. But at least it’s over. Well, got to go call Kelly about the homework. See you later.”

In college, there are no accidental passings in the kitchen; parents and students have to make an effort to track each other down. Students are happy to have a captive parental audience to talk to about classes, professors’ personalities, challenges of upcoming exams, roommate troubles (assuming the roommate is out of earshot), and, if you’re lucky, budding romances. Of course all of this isn’t automatic. Parents have to make sure not to crowd students too much.

More Conversations about the World

So what is your child doing with all of her time? She’s exploring new worlds in and out of class. Maybe she’s studying new exciting topics—like psychology or economics. Perhaps she’s relating what she learns to what she sees around her: the group psychology behind library behavior during finals; the supply and demand principle behind the climbing prices of rock concert tickets. Possibly she’s joined special interest clubs and made friends with students from other parts of the country or the world. She pays attention to news now; her university made headlines by changing its affirmative action policies, or there’s a military coup in her friend’s home country. She’s starting to think more seriously about a major, a career, and what it’s like to be part of the workforce. Maybe she holds down a part-time job.

You, the parent, have been in the working world and paying attention to the news for quite some time. Now, your child’s world is expanding to include the universe you’ve inhabited for years. Perhaps she’s discovering ones that are new to you. As your child’s realm expands, there’s an opportunity for your relationship to expand as well:

Brenda, a mother: We were just really pleased with the way that Keith turned out. For example, rather than him just listening to my opinions, I ask his opinion on political issues because he’s studying them at school. We have discussions, intriguing conversations, and political debates. As a result, the relationship actually gets a lot better, because it seems to me there’s more of him that’s going to be relating back to me and everyone else. It’s going to be more varied and different, and I think it’s nice when it’s not the same.

During the high school years it was harder to have purely intellectual debates because your child was more suspicious that you were trying to influence his behavior, as if the real struggle was over how he would lead his life, not over ideas. College affords you new conversational opportunities as long as you avoid using intellectual discussion to persuade him of a “right way,” or feeling overly threatened to your child’s intellectual exploration in new directions.

An added benefit to stimulating conversations is that you get more bang for your college buck. Your kid is the recipient of the most up-to-date research and information, and therefore, probably has interesting facts to relate. Just think of what a kick it is for your child to be able to impart knowledge to you. It’s incredibly empowering and does wonders for his self-esteem.

Your child’s intellectual expansion can enrich your family conversations.


Increased Mutual Respect




New conversations about the world are just one of the reasons that parents and their college-aged children hold each other in greater mutual esteem. Parents who have successfully launched their children into college talk about how proud they are to see their kids functioning on their own. Instead of seeing the child who left her dirty clothes around the house, didn’t do the dishes, and stayed out beyond curfew, you can see the child who lives on her own and attends college:

Stanley, a father: I see my son as much more of an adult than I did when he was in our house. He’s much more independent and makes his own decisions. Each year he continues to be more adult and we continue to treat him as more of an independent adult. He’s moved from boyhood to manhood. I see my relationship with my son getting better. A lot of it has to do with my being comfortable with his ability to cope. I had some doubts as to whether he could continue his rambunctious life and still work hard and get good grades. But he did it, and he’s doing well, and I think he’s learning in the process.

Even if your child isn’t earning the best possible grades or handling finances responsibly, there’s almost always something to be proud of, like the fact that he manages to eat, sleep, wear clean clothes, and get to class. Parental respect and pride are important. As a parent you need to pat yourself on the back for a job well done, and your child needs to know that you believe in him. How parents view students carries a lot of weight. You may think that your child’s professors’ feedback and grades have more impact on your child than your evaluation, but the opposite is true. For all of his life, your child has been looking to you for approval, and that hasn’t changed. Kids are too close to their own maturation process to take account of their gains; they need parents to reflect their growth back to them:

Charlene, a student: My parents think that I’ve changed a lot, become more mature and more responsible. They always think that every time they see me I look older and I act more maturely. But since I live by myself every day, I don’t see that.

Making sure that your child sees a positive reflection of herself when she looks into your eyes will increase the warmth in your relationship, and go a long way in contributing to your child’s actual success. Even if you and your child got into a cycle of mistrust during high school, your opportunity to express confidence in your child is wide open at this new stage.

While seeing your child as more and more of an adult is beneficial, it is possible to take this tendency to a harmful extreme. Some parents find it tempting to have their grown child as their best friend, their main confidant in times of trouble. This elevation of child to peer can pollute the relationship, and hinder the student’s adjustment to college.

Troubled Relationships Improve

Now is the time that really troubled parent-child relationships have a window of opportunity to improve. One of the main reasons that this is so is that the increased mutual respect and physical distance enable each person to see the other’s perspective in ways they were blinded to before:

Janelle, a student whose family is still living back home overseas: When I lived at home, I thought my mother was the worst person in the world. Now that I’m away from home, I don’t hate her as much, because when she calls me up and nags me, I’m more tolerant and I can see more of how that comes from her excessive care for us, rather than me attributing that to her bad character.

Jordan, a student whose father is mentally ill and violent: My mom suddenly realized that things are not okay with me and how hard it was for me being at home. She’s much nicer to me now.

When parents and students gain new perspectives on family relationships, old tensions are eased.

Sibling relationships can also go from tense to harmonious:

Brenda, a mother: My son Keith and his sister are very competitive. Their personalities are very alike, so they used to fight a lot when they were in high school, but they’ve gotten real close since he’s been away. They do a lot of the outdoor backpacking and those sorts of things together. And that bridged some of the conflicts they had. Their relationship has improved 100 percent. The sibling rivalry that was there as they were growing up isn’t there anymore.

When a child leaves for college, the siblings are no longer competing on the same playing field. The move is especially helpful when the two siblings were attending the same high school. The younger sibling now has a chance to make his own path and can play the role of keeping the older sibling informed about the home activities, while the older sibling can introduce the younger sibling to the adult college world.

Parents and students also report having an all-around good time together. Parents are happy that their kid is less embarrassed to be seen with the family in public. Makes sense—college is proof enough of one’s independence. Students report that parents often seem in better spirits than usual. Sure they are. They’re pleased as can be that they’re seeing their kid and want the time to be enjoyable.

Benefits to Your Personal Life



This new phase can also benefit your personal life. If you loosen your grip on your child, a good marriage gets better, a troubled marriage can possibly be restored, and more energy can be focused on fulfilling career dreams.

Are you currently married? If so, then you’re probably wondering, “What will happen to my marriage with the kids growing up and leaving the house?” Much of the joy and pain you and your spouse shared together for at least the past seventeen years were kid related. Perhaps against all odds you were able to stay fully acquainted with each other as romantic partners separate from being Mom and Dad. More likely, you lost each other somewhat along the way and will be facing a reunion of sorts. Emotions range from nervous excitement to fear of what the future together will hold:

Francesca, a mom: When you spend twenty-two years wrapped up in your kids, and all of a sudden your nest is empty, there has to be a moment that you say, “My god! I don’t know if my husband and I are gonna like each other.” I went through that. I had REAL mixed emotions about it. I didn’t think our marriage would fall apart, but I wondered how much work it was gonna take, you know, to get to know each other, because we did sacrifice a lot for our kids.

If you’re worried that your marriage will fall apart, there’s good news. The widespread belief that half, if not more, of all marriages end in divorce is based on faulty statistical analyses. When one compares the number of people divorcing in a year to the number of people who are already married, then you get a more comforting figure; somewhere between 18 and 22 percent of all marriages are dissolved. Are you already breathing a little sigh of relief? There’s more: The average age at which people experience their first marital breakup is in their early- to mid-thirties—certainly not the age at which their kids are leaving for college. Research found that the biggest dip in marital satisfaction comes right after the kids are born and continues when they are young. So it seems like the odds are in your favor that if your union hasn’t become defunct already, in all likelihood, it won’t. Also, if you’ve already experienced the marital satisfaction dip, then it can only get better from here. In fact, this is what most couples found:

Francesca, the mother who spoke of her fears: My husband David and I traveled. We had an absolute ball. And we ENJOYED each other’s company. It was probably the best vacation I have EVER had in my life; it was so free. We could have sex whenever we wanted to, we could get up whenever we wanted to. I never worried about eating or food with David. With my kids, you know, there were all these meals, and there were all these THINGS you had to be doing. We had a ball. Then back at home, we started rediscovering common interests other than the children.
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