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Notes from the Authors

This book was created collaboratively by Laura Kastner and Jennifer Wyatt through a process of talking, drafting, exchanging ideas, and redrafting. Laura Kastner is the psychologist whose knowledge, insight, and clinical experiences are represented in the book. Jennifer Wyatt’s background in writing, editing, and parenting made her the indispensable expresser and translator of ideas. For clarity’s sake, we made the decision to speak to readers in the first person.

Families represented here are mostly fictionalized composites of real families from Laura Kastner’s experiences clinically and in launching workshops. Letters, quotations, situations, and dialogues have either been generously provided by parents or re-created in a way that is true to an actual experience.


Introduction: Going on Tilt

During a two-year period beginning with the senior year of high school, most parents find themselves confounded by unanticipated challenges. “Why are my daughter and I fighting like cats and dogs now that she’s about to leave?” a mother might ask. “I can’t make one request, remark, or recommendation without infuriating my senior. Whether it’s college-application issues, homework, or his social life, he expects to be treated as an adult, but is there no parenting role left for me anymore?” another might wonder.

Vastly underrated as a complicated transition for parents and children alike, the launching years rival any two years of parenting for the formidable events they contain, the challenges and questions they raise, and their sheer emotional intensity. With so little emphasis in our culture on so large a phenomenon, families traveling through this passage can be taken by surprise, particularly since parents experience the lurch of life-transition issues at the same time as their child.

A child leaving home is a momentous developmental juncture, now more so than ever because today’s parents are more focused on their children and their relationships with them. Pioneer child psychologist Jean Piaget used the term disequilibrium to describe the lack of stability individuals experience when moving from one developmental stage to the next. To say that families lose their balance and orientation during this transition is no exaggeration. Making matters worse, some families are now faced with a highly competitive, anxiety-provoking college-admission process, exacerbating the stresses of launching.

The Launching Years guides families through this exciting, inspiring, discomforting, and humbling two-year period filled with sentiments deep and rich. Written for families whose children are considering leaving home for college, it explores and emphasizes the following issues.

Parents who understand the developmental transition of launching and all that it entails will be more effective in parenting. They can maintain greater harmony in their family life and in their relationship with their child, present and future. Just as it’s helpful to know how to interpret a two year old’s temper tantrum as an assertion of self, it’s wise to understand that launch anxiety on the part of parents and senior can be behind much of the havoc of senior year. A heightened awareness of the specific hurdles they are facing, along with an appreciation for why everyone is behaving as they are, can help parents navigate this stage more successfully and set themselves up for a mutually satisfying future relationship.

The elongation of adolescence leaves many parents surprised by how much longer they are actively parenting. The question is—What is the nature of parenting as children mature? Now that military service, marriage, or employment are no longer the staples of life after high school, young people ages 18 to 25 within our culture are “emerging adults.”1 During this prolonged period, young people actively explore possibilities in love, work, and worldviews; and this process often involves risky behaviors, which, surprisingly enough, can be even more prevalent than during the teen years. Since the average age at marriage for Americans is 25 for women and 27 for men, parents remain their primary family unit much longer than a generation ago. The reality is that until our emerging adults are securely established, parents need to provide the continuing help young people need to cross the threshold to adult roles.2 Depriving them of support during this crucial period has been shown to inhibit their ultimate independence.3

It takes extraordinary resourcefulness for families to negotiate this new parenting terrain, unmapped by previous generations who engaged in far less parenting after their children turned 18 than we do today. To parent optimally through this period, parents need an ingenious blend of support and challenge.4 In times of trouble, parents support, guide, and even rescue their emerging adults whenever necessary. Likewise, for their growth and increased competence, we challenge them to be more independent and to learn their way in the world. Vignettes in The Launching Years bring this delicate dance to life.

Senior year of high school is inherently tricky to manage. Parenting during this year is orchestrated around preparing children for greater independence and, for many, around leave-taking. Although many students live at home while attending college, higher education has become a rite of passage with the majority of youth participating. Within our culture, heading to college is one of the ways that young people separate from their families.5

The college years are not only an academic experience, but also the means whereby young people shed their reliance on parents, becoming less emotionally dependent on their support and authority—rarely a smooth process. With stress in college life at an all-time high, challenges of mental health, ideological dilemmas, substance abuse, and love-life and career decision-making abound. For various reasons, often practical in nature, many young people will drop out of college, and more students than not will take more than four years to complete a Bachelor’s degree. The Launching Years shows parents ways to be helpful and not harmful.

Knowing the ingredients for a successful launch from home gives parents some guideposts for building their child’s competencies during this two-year period. Not all young people are ready for the independence of today’s college campuses at age 18. Young people who leave home successfully have accomplished a series of developmental tasks, as described in our book The Seven-Year Stretch: How Families Work Together to Grow Through Adolescence. Likewise, The Launching Years provides parents with information to determine whether their child is ready to launch and what the best path might be, given today’s diverse timetables and paths to autonomy.

The Launching Years is a companion volume to all of the how-to books on college admissions in that it focuses on family relationships during this transition. It explains why young people move through the launching years in different ways and what parents can do to prepare their child not just to be accepted into college but also to be successful and self-reliant in life.

Parenting during this transition involves an inspired mixture of letting go, within a context of staying connected. Even as parents’ roles shift and young people become more independent in every way, parents continue to stay connected to their children, providing them with both roots and wings. When we say good-bye at the college gate, we don’t simply let go with blind trust. Young people leave home with 18 years of our relating to them within them, as well as all their competence developed over that time. Emerging adults can draw on these internal resources for guidance, feelings of security, and a means of coping with the adversities they’ll inevitably face. Still, the degree to which they can draw on their strengths will be mitigated by their temperament and the magnitude of the stresses they incur. Delineating obstacles that some parents and children will confront, The Launching Years provides parents with the means to assess whether they should make a leap of faith that their child can handle a challenge or, conversely, move in with direct assistance.

This transition involves a range of thorny issues and dilemmas that families may face. The Launching Years walks parents through many tough, multilevel problems. Situations covered include these:


	You’re beside yourself over the application process but your senior is doing nothing except procrastinate;


	Your senior, whose learning issues suggest a different timetable, looks as if he’s trying not to graduate;


	You’re puzzling over what launching means to you personally, since over the last 18 years, three-quarters of your life has revolved around parenthood;


	Your just-graduated daughter, who has always been so perfect, winds up in the emergency room from alcohol poisoning, and it looks as if she’s developing an eating disorder;


	Your college freshman calls you in a tizzy, “dumping” all her upset on you, and you’re not sure how to calm her down;


	Your feisty daughter has issued an ultimatum about sleeping in your home with her boyfriend;


	You find condoms in your son’s pockets, and since he’s a single guy, this indicates he’s engaging in casual sex;


	Your son’s level of alcohol consumption has always worried you, and now he’s in deep trouble over a fraternity brawl involving extensive vandalism.




At any stage, parents can feel buffaloed by problems, but the gargantuan issues that may arise during launching can make potty training or a child sleeping through the night feel like small potatoes. As with earlier challenges, though, there are resourceful ways to see them through.

Once our children are more established and independent, they’re still ours, but in a more liberated way. The overarching task for families during the launching years is to negotiate the transition to a close adult-adult relationship. Resolving the loss of our old parent-child relationship, we forge a new one, based less on direct control and more on consultation and mutually-agreed-upon ways of staying close. Still, it involves a certain amount of “growing pains” to get there, with the toughest times starting senior year. What an amazing two years these can be, but what a payoff when parents know how to both support their child through inevitable setbacks and challenge them to make the most of their assets. Then, as young people begin to come into their own, parents enjoy the fruit of an easier, more open relationship.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Fall Flurry


How to keep the college-application process and planning for the next year from getting out of hand




“Little children disturb your sleep … big ones your life.”

–PROVERB



There’s an uncanny resemblance between parents-to-be in a childbirthing class and parents at a college-information night, preparing for their high schooler’s launch from home. Throughout the challenges of the adolescent years, differences among families are striking—differences in parenting decisions, values, types of children, levels of challenge, life circumstances, and experiences. But like childbirth, the mutual anticipation of change unites parents collectively from various walks of life during launching.

Similar questions weigh on parents’ minds: Is my child ready to leave home? If college is the next step, which one? Where will he get in? If not college, what else? Will my child be safe, successful, and happy once he’s gone? And more secretly, will I be? What will the quieter house, their perpetually made bed, and the empty place at the dinner table feel like?

Questions proliferate during this unsettling time. Like previous generations, today’s parents wonder whether their child can handle the academic demands of college. Can she stay on top of the workload? Does she have enough self-discipline to manage the social whirlwind? Parents acquire a heightened awareness of the thousands of little skills needed for daily living—from remembering to set the alarm in the morning, to meeting crucial deadlines, to making travel arrangements. What will happen once she’s on her own?

Control over the purse strings remains a perennial struggle between parents and nearly grown children, and with the cost of education skyrocketing, financial issues feel particularly urgent. Few families are immune from worrying about tuition expenses and whether to saddle their child with debt accrued from college loans. What, parents wonder, should the limits of our monetary support be when our children are not directly under our wing?

Some concerns are specific to our time. Many parents are alarmed by media reports on risks of campus life such as date rape and unprecedented levels of student inebriation. A generation ago, colleges enforced curfews, requiring students to sign in and sign out of dorms, but today’s students are virtually free agents. Are the stories we hear about the freedom on today’s campus and the lack of adult oversight true? Which young people are potentially binge drinkers or the ones who will eschew relationships for casual sex?

The upsurge in interest in emotional intelligence (strengths related to social and emotional competence) has led parents to wonder whether their soon-exiting children are emotionally mature enough and capable of forming healthy relationships and coping with life’s inevitable slings and arrows. Knowing that in one short year they won’t be physically present to help their children face difficult problems, parents ask themselves: Does my child have the persistence and initiative to handle responsibilities ahead? What if my son gets depressed after his heart is broken? What if my daughter loses motivation to study when she can’t make the grades she got in high school?

The senior year is packed with intense, contradictory emotions and—invariably—increased family friction. With so many launching concerns, parents wonder where to put their energy. Sometimes, we’ll feel confident, joyful, and excited in the widening of our children’s horizons—and, potentially, ours. Then there are moments when they seem too young to be heading out into this complicated world. What parent doesn’t sometimes long to hang on a little tighter, a little longer? The decisions our children are making—their college choices, use of time, evolving values, and relationships—carry significant life consequences, so parents hope to make their influence felt. We have our preconceptions, dreams, and expectations for our children, which rarely match theirs 100 percent, potentially creating more family fray.


COUPLES GIVE BIRTH TO BABIES, AND EVERYONE KNOWS IT’S A BIG DEAL. AND THEN YOUR “BABY” LEAVES HOME. IT’S ALSO A MAJOR DEVELOPMENTAL HURDLE, SO WHY SHOULDN’T A CHILD’S SENIOR YEAR BE THE MOST CHAOTIC YEAR OF YOUR LIFE?



Significant parental soul searching takes place senior year. Have I done a good job? What might I have done differently in my child-rearing? How can I continue to have a close relationship with my child after launching? What’s next in my life when parenting is no longer my day-to-day job? Despite the reflective mood of senior year—which is natural and necessary because it helps parents prepare for their child’s leave-taking—parents still need to remain attentive to their senior’s needs in the present. And those needs are often considerable. Right as seniors are planning their exits, parents are often surprised by being pulled closely into their seniors’ lives, whether it’s through their child’s unexpected clinginess and dependency or increased risk-taking.

Whether described as “emerging adults” or “late adolescents” (some developmental psychologists lump these years into adolescence itself), 18 year olds in our culture straddle the worlds of childhood and adulthood and are not fully self-sufficient. Most will spend the next several years setting their direction and acquiring the necessary competencies to be on their own. During this stage—and particularly during senior year and the first year post-high school—parents play a crucial role in moving their children toward increased independence. Ideally, this occurs in a context of support and close relationships; research shows that late adolescents who describe their parents as “available” have greater resilience.1 Even when our children are living elsewhere, we can continue to nurture their development. The fall of senior year, however, many families are focusing on applying to college, trying to decide whether to apply early (a controversial trend), or, in some cases, determining other options.

“JELLING” INTO COLLEGE

My best advice for parents of college-bound seniors is this: Beware of the feeding frenzy around college ratings, and do whatever it takes to keep the college-application process calm and contained so that it doesn’t engulf what’s likely to be your last year with your child at home. Though they may not show it, most seniors worry about leaving home at least as much as their parents do. Relatives, neighbors, and strangers on airplanes make conversation with high-school seniors by asking them where they’re applying to college. In this year of feeling sized-up and judged, seniors need cool-headed, supportive parents, not ones who add to the pressure cooker. The best hand we can lend our seniors during the application process is to provide emotional ballast for their anxiety, controlling our own and maintaining perspective.

That said, where does a family start in the college selection process? One useful exercise for parents is to pull out their child’s school records to review messages teachers have been sending about their child as a student. How motivated is she? Where do interests lie? What are strengths and weaknesses? Your child’s record will tell you what’s reasonable to expect. Although young people may change—many late bloomers catch on fire later—parents have noticed over time whether their child takes a lot of prodding to buckle down to schoolwork or is the focused, goal-setting type.

College counselors and admissions officers tell families to seek “the best fit.” That’s terrific advice, since too many families fixate only on “the best school.” Parents who set their minds on finding the school that matches their child are savvy consumers of higher education, since the value of an education depends on individual effectiveness rather than intrinsic worth.


CONSIDER CAREFULLY: DO THE COLLEGES MY CHILD IS CONSIDERING MATCH WHO MY CHILD IS AS A STUDENT OR AM I CREATING UNREALISTIC EXPECTATIONS FOR MY SENIOR?



Think of the college decision as an identity decision. Throughout adolescence, young people are slowly forming and “jelling,” a process shaping who they are, the experiences they pursue, the values they embrace, the aptitudes they build on, and where their passions lie—what they’ll stay up after midnight to complete and what leaves them cold. The decision of what to do after high school should be an outgrowth of their solidifying identity. A high-school senior is a sum total of 18 years of development. If there are disappointments, academic patterns, or features that make parents concerned about a successful launch, anxiety will undoubtedly escalate around college-application time.

High-achieving parents who have been chronically dissatisfied with their child’s B’s and C’s can be distressed over what they see as limited options. When their seniors have less than stellar GPA’s, parents can feel like they’re on the edge of the diving board over uncertain waters, but in actuality, there are great matches in higher education for different student profiles. With over 3,000 accredited colleges in the United States, nearly every high-school graduate can be accepted into a college. Over 1,000 colleges admit students with C averages, and B students can attend all but the 200 most selective institutions.2

Pressure mounting, parents can get worked up over the quirkiness of college admission, a particular danger when parents over-identify with their child. As acceptance becomes increasingly more competitive, it’s every parent’s worst nightmare to think that their deserving child might be rejected from the school his heart is set on attending. Playing the college financial-aid game creates additional uncertainties. With students experiencing the pinched acceptance rate of top colleges, parents are having their own parallel version of the desperate feelings seniors often experience during this time.

Parents whose children are driven to excel are often genetically wired for ambition themselves, which can interfere with the kind of calm, emotional support and reassurance that help seniors most. When everyone in the family is hardwired to “go for it,” parents may need to put a check on their own drives so they can stay composed as their senior flips out.

Launching a child to college can feel as if it’s one of our last hands-on parenting acts. The college choice appears to be our child’s link to the future, and, hoping to control as much as we can, we want it to be the best possible link. Invested in our child’s future, we start to view college choice as the key to everything we want for our child, when in fact, no set of empirical data has been able to establish that where a young person attends college automatically correlates with success. What does correlate with eventual occupational success is the number of years of higher education; it matters that young people finish their degrees, but the specific college has no statistical significance, nor, interestingly enough, do grades in high school or college.3

Wise parents adopt a broader framework. Instead of asking, “where will my child go to college?” as the benchmark of success, look to questions that truly are vital to one’s future, such as these:


	Is my child building strong interests and pursuing them both inside and outside school?


	Does he seem motivated to do well, wherever he goes?


	Does he know how to take full advantage of whatever resources a college has?


	Is he engaged, aware, resilient, responsible, and committed to living a productive life?


	Is my child developing a life based on worthy values and goals?




Since our parenting goal is the development of a well-adjusted adult, not just college admission, parents may need to monitor their reactions and remind themselves: There are many paths children can take to be happy and successful. Any room full of accomplished adults is likely to contain more people who graduated from mid-ranking colleges than from top-tier schools.

Only too easily does the tail start to wag the dog, and college choice begins to influence what a teen does—all for the sake of the college application. Parents of seniors can direct too much energy away from child-rearing, project into the future, and lose track of all of the developmental tasks of an 18 year old. During this culminating year, there’s usually ample room for growth in areas like building character, making ethical decisions, or developing healthy habits.


TRY NOT TO FIXATE ON COLLEGE RANKINGS. THINK INSTEAD ABOUT THE FULLER PICTURE OF YOUR CHILD’S DEVELOPMENT AND ALL OF THE QUALITIES OTHER THAN A’S THAT WILL MAKE FOR A FRUITFUL AND PRODUCTIVE LIFE FOR YOUR CHILD.



To make it a good senior year, keep up your parenting, look beyond college rankings, and find the school that realistically matches the gifts and passions of your child. Then make a leap of faith that where he ends up is probably the best place. A healthy motto for parents is this: Whatever school rejects my child doesn’t deserve him!

UNHINGED OVER APPLICATIONS FAMILY STORY

Many seniors send their parents into a tailspin by completing college applications at the eleventh hour. Parents’ own developmental challenges and worries about launching can exacerbate family friction. How can families best contain the application process?

“I’m really losing it,” sighed Mattie, a poised and personable mom, describing to me how stirred up she is over her daughter’s college application process. “I know I’m supposed to let Lauren be responsible for her applications. I know I shouldn’t nag her. I know in my heart that she will attend college somewhere next fall, but I can’t seem to help myself!”

Like Mattie, many parents find themselves nagging, fretting, and engaging in power struggles that are reminiscent of eras of child-rearing they thought they’d outgrown. To say that just about everybody “regresses” sounds clinical and minimizing, but the word is descriptive. Likewise, adolescents express their anxiety about their momentous transition to college in anything but direct ways.


UNWILLING OR PERHAPS UNABLE TO VERBALIZE THEIR MIXED FEELINGS ABOUT LAUNCHING, SENIORS OFTEN WASTE TIME AND FUNCTION BELOW THEIR PAR INSTEAD.



Mattie had attended a college-launching talk I’d given at her daughter’s school and as part of the evening had completed a survey on parent and adolescent readiness for launching. By taking the launching survey, parents can get an overview of issues that might be working below the surface to heat things up on the home front. The survey can help parents size up how well they and their seniors, posed on the launch pad, are doing.

READY FOR THE LAUNCH? AN ADOLESCENT-AND PARENT-READINESS SURVEY

The following quiz is for parents to assess the readiness of their seniors as well as themselves for launching. Please indicate to what degree you agree with these statements. Answer on a scale of 1–5, where 1 = strongly agree; 2 = agree; 3 = uncertain; 4 = disagree; 5 = strongly disagree.

PART I: THE SENIOR


	I feel confident that my adolescent has the problem-solving abilities to handle most challenges that will come with life after high school.


	My adolescent has the necessary social skills she/he will need for living in a new social setting and interacting with new people.


	My adolescent has the intellectual and academic skills she/he needs for the kind of experience she/he will choose after high-school graduation.


	I do not believe my adolescent needs time off after high school for maturational purposes before taking full advantage of a college experience.


	My adolescent will be emotionally secure enough to leave home after graduating from high school.


	My adolescent makes good decisions related to her/his use of money.


	I believe my adolescent possesses age-level emotional skills for handling romantic involvements.


	I do not think that my adolescent will have problems with homesickness upon leaving home.


	My adolescent has the capability to set goals and meet them.


	For the most part, my adolescent possesses the moral values to guide his actions and understand the consequences of his behavior.




PART II: THE PARENT


	Despite my major commitment to parenting, I have other parts of my life I look forward to developing after my last child leaves home.


	My marital status does not concern me at this point in my life.


	If married, I’m satisfied with the quality of my marital relationship, or if single, I’m satisfied with my current intimate relationship(s).


	I know there will be plenty of pleasures in my role as a parent after my children leave home.


	I feel capable of both supporting my adolescent’s independence and her/his needs for extra help during setbacks.


	I have not expected that my adolescent’s graduation automatically means stressful changes for me.


	Facing the challenges of middle age does not overwhelm me.


	My current employment status is satisfactory to me.


	I am happy with the friends I have at this point in my life.


	My emotional and physical health is currently satisfactory.




This survey, representing important areas for families during their child’s senior year, can help everyone zero in on tender spots. Reviewing their responses, parents can identify 4’s or 5’s as a warning flag. The survey is a means for sorting through issues and determining what you need to work on, either personally or with your child, over the next few years—whether it be money management, emotional maturity, or goal-setting. Generally speaking, the better off you are with respect to the areas in this survey, the smoother the transition through the launching years is likely to be.

THE PARENT TRAP: COMPARING KIDS

Responding to the survey, Mattie realized that Lauren’s scores surpassed hers and that her own wobbliness was sparking fireworks, hampering her ability to deal optimally with Lauren’s postponing. Mattie articulated a range of worries related to work, friendships, and the “big hole” Lauren’s departure would leave. Issues like these latch subversively onto the application process and are rarely as highlighted as they should be.

Consider, for example, the following tussle between Mattie and Lauren, which she described to me. From a fly-on-the-wall perspective, it looked as if Lauren’s procrastination were the problem to be fixed, but notice Mattie’s own contribution:

We hit a low point the other night. Lauren was watching TV—a favorite show she watches regularly. It sent me over the edge, even though she’s not a big TV-watcher. I kept thinking about the deadline for her college essay next week, her lip service about doing well in English this semester, how she’s borderline for getting into the U, and on and on—and I lost it.

I wagged my finger, lecturing Lauren on the insanity of being glued to the TV with so much on her platter. Then I stepped over the line. I thought about her friend Ellie, who is an ultraperformer and Ivy-League bound, and blurted out, “I bet Ellie isn’t watching TV right now!”

Lauren sliced through my ire with a cool put-down, replaying the words of the school guidance counselor, “School and college applications are my responsibility. Your job, Mom, is to support me.”

Lauren hit a bull’s-eye with that retort, and that’s the thing. She’s pretty squared away, but she drives me crazy with the way she always postpones until the last minute. I like to have all my ducks in a row. We’ve always differed on this.

Mattie’s last remark signaled a deep truth about mother and daughter. Despite her aggravation, Mattie knew Lauren was a last-minute artist. Normally, Mattie tolerated Lauren’s style, but interacting with other parents, particularly parents of seniors pursuing elite schools and merit scholarships, had thrown her off balance, as she listened to others describe their own interesting lives, their child’s accomplishments and impressive college list, and the massive effort their child was putting into the application process.


PARENTS OFTEN FEEL INTIMIDATED BY THE RADICAL NOSINESS OF THE APPLICATION SEASON. UNDER THE GUISE OF FRIENDLY CHITCHAT, OTHERS FEELS ENTITLED TO INQUIRE ABOUT COLLEGE PLANS AND TO SIZE UP A SENIOR ON THAT BASIS.



The college application process activates something primal. We know, of course, that this process doesn’t divide seniors into the winners and the losers, but anxiety can skew our thinking. Though it’s often covert or unconscious, parents at this juncture are comparing themselves by comparing their children’s flight patterns toward various college choices. Seniors do it, too.

At its worst, every senior is reduced to a single dimension: a college applicant. Most adolescents are deft enough with an “I dunno” to fend off the barrage of usually unwelcome questions about their college plans. Parents may need to arm themselves with a couple of short, effective responses to protect themselves from others’ invasiveness. Something vague like, “Oh, she’s lining up lots of good options,” may not deter emboldened inquisitors. A strategic non-sequitur—such as “Oh, she’s making plans. What about you? Do you have plans for next year?”—shifts the subject more effectively.

We all know it’s inaccurate and unfair and try to resist it, but there is a deceptive rating of an adolescent’s life prospects (and by association the parenting they received) by their GPA’s, SAT’s, and college choices. What a trap it is to believe that an A in school is commensurate with an A in child-rearing, but the whole process can create doubts and subvert our basic trust in our teenager as we obsess on the relatively narrow measure of college admission.

FALL’S MIASMA: WORRIES, WORRIES EVERYWHERE

Mattie’s anxiety had caused her to lose her bearings and be overly influenced by external voices and circumstances, instead of being guided by her own internal compass. Though her marriage was solid, her husband, Al, had little patience. When she tried to talk to him about how bad she felt about nagging Lauren, he replied, “Well, just don’t nag her.”

In a sense, Al was on target, but he wasn’t appreciating Mattie’s burden. Moms are often in a vulnerable position during application season because they are likely to be the overseer of school-related matters. Many mothers also hold the role of “feeler” around emotional issues related to child-rearing generally. Fathers often compensate for mothers during this phase, since the worrying-badgering role is already taken.

Mattie needed to remind herself of what she already knew about herself and her daughter: “Lauren always waits until the eleventh hour, but she nearly always gets it done. I’m anxious, and I do things ahead of time. That pit in my stomach says more about me than her.”

Excessive anxiety narrowed Mattie’s wisdom, and she was feeling panicked, emotionally and physically. Mattie’s worries were all over the map: What do I do when Lauren won’t take the SAT prep review course? Should we have gone on college visits last spring like the other families? Why isn’t the school tracking Lauren’s applications better? The school says, “It’s her responsibility,” but she’s not doing it! If Lauren’s relaxed about it, the school is relaxed, and my husband is relaxed, it’s up to me to be the alarm clock, right?


FOR PARENTS, LAUNCHING RELATES TO QUESTIONS LIKE “IS SHE READY?” “WILL SHE BE SAFE AND HAPPY?” “HAVE I DONE A GOOD JOB?” SINCE THESE QUESTIONS ARE ABSTRACT AND HARD TO ANSWER AND COLLEGE ACCEPTANCE IS CONCRETE, WE PUT ALL OUR EGGS IN ONE BASKET AS A MEASUREMENT OF OUR CHILDREN AND OURSELVES.



In counseling Mattie and I pulled together numerous issues that were churning up distress. She was experiencing a convergence of all of her postponed developmental challenges barking at her heels, as shown in her survey, and her maternal feelings of loss related to her daughter’s launch, and her antipathy to the intrusive, competitive college-application environment, and her distress over Lauren’s procrastination.

Like many parents, Mattie, anticipating Lauren’s launch, was undergoing a midlife reckoning. “If three-fifths of everything I do and experience is ‘mother,’ what happens when that role becomes less everyday?” she wondered. “Who will I be? What will I do with the time I put into parenting?” Mattie had to grapple with life conflicts that had been brewing for some time. How much easier it would be if the family uproar were only about Lauren’s dilly-dallying!

LETTING SENIORS BE THEIR OWN ALARM CLOCKS

When students have consistently performed well in school and made their deadlines one way or another, they deserve their parent’s trust that they will complete their applications—albeit on their own time clocks and in keeping with their own standards. Most of Lauren’s dawdling on applications is the postponing that is her usual habit, heightened by the enormousness of what she faces, but some of her resistance is in opposing her mom.

When parents are overly engaged in a child’s college-application process, they are short-circuiting the child’s own feelings about her responsibilities and impending deadlines. What takes up most of the senior’s attention is resisting the oppressive hounding so they don’t have a chance to experience their own drive and motivations.

Mattie and Lauren are stuck in a dance with the steps already established: Mom badgers, and daughter reacts. It’s up to the adult to change the pattern with an original and compelling proposal. With deadlines looming, Mattie can introduce a new approach to the problem.

She can go to Lauren for two expressed purposes: a sincere apology and a negotiation. First of all, she can acknowledge her part in the problem by saying calmly, “I’m sorry. I’ve been too involved in trying to make sure you meet your deadlines. I know you want to go to college, so it’s yours now. It’s between you and you, and not you and me.”

But Lauren isn’t off the hook; next comes the negotiation. In exchange for Mom’s great effort to back off, Lauren needs to come forward with her intentions of how she plans to finish applications and promise to follow through. Mattie might say, “We’ve always been different in how we get things done—you know that. You’re not as anxious as I am, but we’ve got to negotiate. I’ll give you a wide berth, but you have to set a deadline for your applications that has a safety net of one week before they’re actually due. This is as much for me as it is for you.”

I recommended an exchange like this for Mattie and Lauren because their relationship already contained a lot of warmth, humor, and mutual respect. The goal for this family was to return to their usual rapport, which would follow once Mattie calmed herself, put her energy into the concerns she pinpointed in the survey, and realized she had a choice not to react to Lauren’s foot-dragging.

SPINNING THEIR WHEELS: HOW MUCH PROCRASTINATION OVER APPLICATIONS IS NORMAL?

Typically, high-school seniors deal with their own tidal wave of emotions about leaving home by doing anything other than filling out applications. A lot depends on your child, though; some seniors make quick work of applying to get it over with, and others maintain a secret front, both of which can also be less than ideal.

Superficially, the obvious reason for postponing is the application essay. Consider the build-up when you’re faced with writing THE essay of your life. How can it possibly be good enough? Even diligent seniors sometimes falter under the burden of summing themselves up in 250 words.


PARENTS ARE SET UP FOR CONFLAGRATION DURING THIS TIME. FEARS AND DREADS OF LAUNCHING REGRESS FAMILIES INTO POWER STRUGGLES OF YESTERYEAR. THAT FRICTION ALLOWS SENIORS THE GREAT “OUT” OF FOCUSING ON FIGHTING WITH THEIR PARENTS INSTEAD OF DEALING WITH THEIR OWN ACCOUNTABILITY. IT’S VERY HANDY FOR SENIORS.



It’s also normal for parents to feel torqued over their child’s procrastination because we only see the negative consequences of the behavior, not the undertow of dread, panic, worry, and fear. Time-wasting is a symptom. Even when relationships with parents are open and warm, some seniors clam up as they did during early adolescence, hoping to avoid the whole overwhelming issue of college applications with their parents. The more intense the parents, the more likely children are to stonewall. Many seniors minimize, “Don’t sweat it, Mom.” And “I’ve got it under control, Dad.” Stirring up more conflict through procrastination may have another function: It serves as confirmation for the senior, ambivalent about leaving home, that parents are hard to live with, so college with all its uncertainties looks very appealing.

Because the whole process is potentially crazy-making, many families accept that along with applications comes an ebb in the parent-child relationship. They simply get through it the best they can, steeling themselves for some frustration, staying cognizant of all the contributing factors, choosing battles carefully, minimizing the number of blow-ups, and trying to stay as calm and upbeat as possible. If you’re one of the rare families who find this process smooth as


SOME PRACTICAL TACTICS FOR HANDLING HEEL-DRAGGING
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WHAT’S NEXT FOR A LATE BLOOMER? FAMILY STORY
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DOING WHAT’S RIGHT FOR THIS SENIOR WITH ADD
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