
After dropping a freshman off at college, most 

parents won't see their kids until Thanksgiving break. Others 
camp out on campus, making sure Junior is adjusting well to 
classes and campus life. 

,;When I was at Cornell University, there were parents who 

stayed for a week or two," says Helen E. Johnson, co-author of 

Don't Tell Me What To Do, Just Send Money and founder of the 
. first parent program at Cornell. 

Some parents dispute grades with professors, edit term 

papers, challenge advisers and schedule classes. They smother, 
and this style of protective parenting is a new cultural 

development. "This generation is so tied to their parents they 

aren't developing the kind of autonomy they need," Johnson 
says. 

The issue 
Generation Y (kids born after 1980) are also bein~ tagged 

as the "Entitlement Generation" because many have high expec

tations and demands that Mom and Dad rush to fulfill. Many 

parents of this age group waited longer in life to have children 

and have smaller families. Around 1980, Johnson says, American 

society began to see children as "key parts of our culture." The 

federal government passed child safety regulations, and small 

yellow "Baby on Board" signs popped up in car windows nation

wide. 

"This never happened before," she says. "The mid- to late

boomer generation began to see parenting as the absolute most 

vital part of their lives." 

Are you this over-the-top? 
Johnson recently commented on smothering for a network 
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news program that followed two families with dependent college 

kids. 
One family called their daughter at least four times every 

morning to wake her up for class. The other family had a son 

whom Mom visited every two weeks so she could clean, do his 
laundry and buy his groceries. "She had a file with his syllabi," 

Jonnson says. "SJie was like mission control." 
OK, so not all parents keep their kids' syllabi on file. But 

many do step in when they think their child has a conflict. 

"One parent flew from Salt Lake City to Boston to speak with 
her son's biochem professor because he got a 'B' and she wanted 

to argufi',W ~n 'N because it would mess up his chances for 
meqical school," says Johnson. 

Another parent sued when his son was caught underage 
drihking. "He was going to be brought up on [the disciplinary] 

parel, and the father refused to have it happen. He ended up 
bringing it to the Supreme Court and lost," she says. "It was a 

real example of a parent refusing to allow the child to experi

ence the consequence of adult behavior. Unfortunately, this gen
eration of students want parents to fix it for them." 

James A. Boyle, president of the College Parents of America, 

says one student at a Northeastern university called her father 

after seeing snqw for the first time. 

"She asked him to find out whether school was canceled," he 

says. "The father called the parent-relation office at the college 

to find out what was going on." 

Delayed consequences 
That sort of dependency can be detrimental, says Johnson. 

Kids who turn to parents for decision-making don't develop the 

ability to negotiate or make their own choices. Parents may sat

isfy their own needs with smothering, but they limit their child's 

relationship skills. 

Many smothered kids are at risk for "starter marriages"-
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· young married couples that divorce before five years-because 

they haven't developed negotiation skills and aren't used to hear

ing criticism. 
"You can always opt out and. run home to Mom and Dad," says 

Johnson. "What's the incentive of going through the tough job of 

building an intimate relationship with a peer?''. 

Preparing both you and them 
Boyle says college kids "rarely if ever" need guidance from 

their folks. "It really is a_n opportynity for the chapter to be 
turned in the student's life and for them to succeed and fail on 
their own," he says. 

Parents can prepare for their child's sudden autonomy the 
summer before college. 

Johnson recommends dropping curfew and other restrictions 
so the student can try out their new freedom with a safety net of 
parental guidance. .4. 

"That doesn't mean putting up with them cominlhi:l~e at 4 
a.m.," she says. "It does mean you say, 'When you get to college, 
you are in control° of your own schedule:;, 

Students are also in charge of making their own choices when 
it comes to drinking, drugs and the opposite sex. 'Talk to them 

about how to deal with overindulgence and liquor, how to deal 
with drug issues. Make it clear it's much worse to live with it later 

if a friend really gets in trouble and hurt," Johnson says. "Parents 
can say, 1 expect you to be aware of Y{hat crisis may come up, 

and I expect you to know how to respond:" 
At many universities, a parent's response is limited. With the 

Family Education Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), schools are · 

legally prohibited from sharing grades or medical information with 

anyone other than the student. 

"Parents h,ave very little recourse," says Oscar Barbarin, Ph.D., 
a social work professor at University of North Carolina, Chapel 

Hill. "It's up to the kids how much they allow their parent,s into 

their lives." 
At some schools; such as Boston University, information may 

be made available if a student is financially dependent on their 

,· 
p?rents. Unless a student notifies BU, the school assumes all 

..' 
undergraduate students are financially dependent. Parents are 

"accorded full access" to their stud~nt's educational records. 

Though parents may have the right to be involved with their 
child's education, Barbarin recommends students make their own 

academic choices. "I think parents tread on very difficult grounds 

when they get involved with deciding the major or career path," 

he says. "In the end, even if the child listens, they might ·resent 

their ·parents' incursion." f' 

Q: Does it matter if my teen goes to a public or a private 
college? What are the differences between the two? 

-;""-'' 

A: The most important thing is picking the right college for your 
student. Your son or daughter's college search should begin with an 
honest look at who he or she is, his or her educational· ne~ds; pro

fessional goals, and other needs: such as security, comfort le~el and 

social opportunities. A fulfilling college experience is very important 
to his or her overall success. 

·By definition, a private rnllege has its own independent charter, 
is governed by a board of trustees, and does not receive direct public 

,.funding. A public college is supported directly by public f~nding
:·····a~~·~~j;~ -~i·;~~-~~~pti~-~ ·i; ·th~;=-~ -p~-bli~ ·~~ll~g~ i; -~~~~- fi~~~~ ··.. 
!cially attainable than a private college. This is not always the case, ! 

: because private colleges traditionally have endowment funds and : 
jscholarships.. that can be awarded for a multitude of reasons to mul- ] 

\ tiple individuals. Public colleges are limited by the amount of state ._: 
:.funding they receive. .-••" · · · · · · · · · · · · ... · · .. · · ...... · · · ·· · · · · ... ··· · ··· · · .. ··· 
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public colleges are- large and offer students a 

wide range of programs, research opportunities, diversity and culture. 
Public colleges must adhere to state regulations and set curriculum. 

Though some private colleges are large, with as many as 30,000 
students, you will find most are small with classes having as few 

as 20 students. Small private colleges can also offer more personal 
attention and a strong sense of community. A private college can add 

or drop academic programs at its own discretion. A number of private 
colleges were established by religious organizations. 

A good analogy for a public versus a private college is a metro

politan city compared to a rural town. In a city, you have anonymity; 
in a town, you are well recognized. In a city, you have many social 

and entertainment options; in a town, you have to put in a little 
effort to seek them out. In a city, you can grow to be an exceptional 

success in a large group; in a•.town, you are expected to have the 

self-disciplin_e to continually better yourself in anticipation of taking 
on a leadership role. c- ... ·-,. 

You can find all kinds of colleges-private, public, small, large

within a few hundred miles of each other. It is well worth the time to 
explore each type of college to see for yourself in which environment 

your child would excel. 

Exploring college options can make for an interesting, enjoyable 

and exciting summer family vacation. And upon donning that cap and 
gown at high school graduation, your son or daughter will feel con

fident that his or her future is promising because you left nothing to 

chance when choosing the right college. f' 
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LETTING GO 

"But when we send our sons and daughters offto college, there are no Dr. Spocks to reassure us, 
no guidelines for moving through this time of transition. Some parents don't see this as a time of 
transition at all. It is simply the end ofchildrearing for them and of childhood for their sons and 
daughters. 'You're an adult now; start acting like one,' they admonish. Others have trouble giving 
up their role. They still see themselves as necessary protectors and their sons and daughters as 
immature children rather than self-reliant young adults. 'Don't worry about it, dear. ru call your 
Dean and° take care of it for you.' Most ofus flounder somewhere in between. We send our 
children off with a mixture of anticipation and anxiety, a sense of loneliness and freedom, fantasy 
and ·reality. 

As they struggle to be independent and separate once again, as in their toddler years, they venture 
forth with bravado and periods ofnew-found confidence and wisdom,. only to retreat into times of 
anxiety and hanging on. They want Mom or Dad to be there when they want them. They call and 
pour out fears and hurts, hoping to be understood, or they withdraw into silence; advice and 
parental concerns become intrusions. 

The temptation to tell our children how to be independent is a compelling one. 

'It's time for you to be independent, but I don't trust your judgment.' As our sons and daughters 
enter these college years, we have to come to terms with their strengths and their limitations. As 
the same time we realize that we too are at a watershed, entering into a new phase ofour lives
growing older. We may find ourselves taking a new look at our marriage or career--our own 
limitations. And so as they struggle with a turmoil ofconflicting emotions about leaving, we 
often are flooded with conflicting feelings ofour own about being left. Enough about us. 

Our expectations ofcollege life are often large-scale and grandiose. They are born of many 
factors: our own hopes and dreams, images from the media, a need to justify the large financial 
investment we are making. The fire is fanned by the big build-up ofyears of planning and 
positioning so that our children can compete in the furor of "getting in." 

The effect ofall this is to raise colleges and universities to a larger than life, once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity that will make or break our children's future. Both parents and students feel the 
pressure and push t~ make this myth their reality. 

Although we all went through our own versions ofyoung adult confusion and self-discovery, the 
world in which we grew up was clearly different from the one our children are grappling with 
today. Perhaps no place is that more evident than on college campuses: 

To separate psychologically is to know oneself 

With the ~nslaught of puberty, our children lose the sense ofcontinuity that they had;9 confusion 
sets in; change becomes the norm. The spontaneity and creativity of childhood become the self-



conscious inhibition ofearly adolescence. 

Colleges and universities offer a time-out, a breather after the period ofchildhood and before the 
commitments of adulthood. 

Through their college years, students confront their parents' values, lifestyles, and relationships. 
A student's developing identity brings his or her parents face to face with their own. 

Handling the humdrum details ofeveryday life that many ofus take for granted is an important 
step on the_ road to a growing independence. 

To care for themselves as their parent·s have cared for them brings feelings of confidence and 
strength, a self-reliance that can't be taught, only learned through experience. 

Balancing autonomy and closeness to parents and others is an ongoing theme that intertwines 
with a developing sense ofself. 

We can predict, however, that change will occur, that it is an inevitable by-product ofthe college 
experience. With change, even positive change, adjustment is necessary and stress unavoidable. 

Along the way, the road is often a rocky one for parents as well as children. The inconsistencies 
ofa student's behavior may leave parents breathless~ how could someone who acted with such· · 
mature deliberation one day resort to such ill-conceived impulsiveness the next? 

And so we-get caught up in the intensity ofthe pursuit, and in doing so promote the unspoken 
expectation that college is the be-all and end-all, the magical answer to all these years of 
preparation, as well as the ticket to continued success. 

We are in collusion--parents and high schools and college admissions staffs-in setting up 
unrealistic images of the college experience. 

The unspoken message that often permeates the frantic years leading up to admission, however, is 
that coll_ege is also a haven ofconstant intellectual stimulation and wonderful friendships, 
camaraderie, and young love. In actuality the college experience can be rich with stimulation, 
wondrous new experiences, and relationships, a unique and special time that is never repeated in 
quite the same way. It is also a time ofenormous stresses, confusion, loneliness, and uncertainty~ 
and this too has its own uniqueness, never to be experienced again from the vantage point of a 
young adult whose perspective is clouded by his or her own inexperience, insecurity, and the 
struggles ofdiscovering a separate identity. 

They also forget that today's college experience is very different from the experience of the fifties 
and sixties. Although parents know things have changed, they don't really believe it--or, they 
don't want to believe it. It is difficult to separate the fantasies, memories, and myths from the 
reality, and it takes a conscious effort for us and our children to develop realistic expectations 
about ~llege, especially when we have becoine so caught up in the race for admissions. 



The college admissions process forces students to assess themselves, to face their limitations and 
define their values.· 

As students struggle with who they are, a conflict may arise between their parents' hopes and 
dreams for them and their own emerging sense ofthemselves. 

Many college students remember their senior year in high school as a time of tremendous 
ambivalence. They want to be told what to do-to be given clear-cut advice about the choices 
facing them-and they !!1so desperately want to break away, to be independent. 

Parental ambivalence about sending a child off to college, particularly a first-born, is common. 
The sense that family life will never be the same again, a sense ofloss, even jealousy-all are likely 
to be mixed with the anticipated satisfaction oflaunching one's offspring. 

Students send in their reply cards to the colleges, and then don't want to think or talk about it 
anymore. Thoughts turn to high school graduation and to fun and relaxation. · Many parents stand 
by and watch their seventeen- and eighteen-year-old offspring regress to childlike behavior. 

The summer between high school and college seems like a giant exhale-a release oftension, a 
respite from responsibility, perhaps perceived as a last gasp of childhood. 

Families might save themselves unnecessary friction and misunderstanding if they put aside some· 
time before college begins to think and talk about four key areas ofconcern: communication, 

· finances, academics, and values. 

The beginning college student is also plunging into new worlds, and the lure ofadventure and 
separation from parents, as well as the need for security, may produce behavior during these 
opening days that is as inconsistent as it was those long years ago when he or she was a toddler. 

The factors affecting parents' reactions are innumerable, from their marital status, to size of the 
family, to birth order to the child or to how pleasant he or she was to have around. Most parents 
feel mixed emotions after they have sent a child otfto college. It is· a bittersweet time of 
excitement and nostalgia, or weighing and evaluating gains and losses. 

The period of launching children typically coincides with the normal .developmental issues of 
middle age. 

Whether or not they talk to their parents about the academic side of their freshman experience, in 
one way or another freshmen all struggle with some ofthe gaps between expectation and reality. 

The college scene is often chaotic, exciting, and overstimulating, from time to time depressing and 
deflating, leading to bouts ofintense introspection or episodes of bacchanalian abandon. It is a 
rich tapes~ of relationships, activities, and possibilities. .. 

•The prevailing philosophy ofstudent development on college campuses today encourages young 



men and women to solve their own problems with little authoritative intervention. 

. Throughout the freshman year and continuing through the rest of their college experience, young 
men and women move in and out of their parents' lives, often in fits and starts as crises or 
triumphs occur. 

When students are feeling down, parents often react too quickly; they have difficulty assessing 
from afar how much this depressed phone call or letter reflects the totality of their child's life. 

The fact is that college students are no longer a regular part of their parents' lives. For.most 
students the reality of the everwidening gap between their experience and the world oftheir · 
parents is fraught with conflicting feelings. 

Heady moments of independence and the adventure ofexpanding horizons give way to wistful 
desires to be taken care ofand nurtured. 

Sometimes after periods ofintense and intimate contact with parents, students pull back abruptly. 
Ambivalent about their own ability to be independent, they act out this ambivalence through bouts 
ofsilence or antagonism. 

College students are often mercurial; they use the word depressed ~hen they simply mean tire<;! or 
lonely, and they tend toward hyperbole, especially when describing their own moods. · 

•Letting go ofdreams, coming to terms with one's own limitations is, after all, part ofthe reality of 
being an adult. 

The first vacations ofa student's college career are usually the most intense for everyone involved. 
Students and parents, eager to see each other, feel an unfamiliar tentativeness as the family comes 
together again. 

Parents may find it tricky to strike a balance between respecting their son or daughter's emerging 
independence, and wanting to run their household with some degree of order. 

As students mature they increasingly look at their parents as separate people, not just Mom and 
Dad. After a long absence, they may see signs of aging they had never noticed before. They shed 
their self-absorption and begin to feel more empathy for the stresses and struggles of their parents' 
lives." · 

EXCERPTS FROM: · Letting· Go: A Parents' Guide to Today's 
College ETi:erience - Karen L. Coburn and 
Madge L. eeger 




