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Short-term Goal Number one: Nag Less this Week

Sandy brought the kids together for a conversation: “Here is 
what the morning routine looks like today. I am yelling and 
nagging you kids. And you seem to stall out and get distracted. 
At the end of the week, how would we like the morning to be? 
Let’s make one change, do something different this week, and 
see what happens.”

The kids agreed.
Sandy got out the Roadmap and they worked on it together.

• Mom:	I	will	stay	quiet	at	least	two	mornings	this	week
and allow my kids a chance to step up and take owner-
ship of the morning.

• Kids:	I	will	take	responsibility	for	making	my	lunch	and
getting my stuff together and if I choose to play Legos
instead, then I won’t be mad at Mom because it wasn’t
her fault that I didn’t have my stuff.

Sandy added more to her Roadmap because she wanted 
more than to just get out of the house in the morning. She 
wanted her kids to feel confident and more engaged in life and 
she knew she would have to keep working throughout the day 
to ensure she got the kind of change in her family that she was 
looking for.

On her Roadmap she added things for her to do:

• Continue	to	train	the	kids	in	one	new	task	each	week.
• Keep	the	duct	tape	handy	and	when	I	am	tempted	to	nag,

remind, and yell, use it to stay quiet and give the kids a
chance to figure out a solution that will work for them.

• Allow	the	kids	 to	make	mistakes	without	criticizing	or
correcting them.
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• Find	a	time	to	connect	with	each	child	for	just	a	few	min-
utes that sends the message that I love them and care
about them.

• Keep	my	focus	on	the	relationship	with	my	kids,	not	on
my to-do list.

• Inform	the	teacher	that	I	am	raising	thinking	kids	and
thinking kids are messy and make mistakes. Ask her to
support my efforts and not save the kids when they for-
get something for school.

Sandy took the time to write down all of these action items 
and each night she reviewed how she did:

I had to remind myself over and over again that if I didn’t 
have a plan for how I was going to prepare my kids for life on 
their own then they would never be ready. The first few weeks 
were hard and I was tempted to throw the whole thing away 
until one of my kids, out of the blue, announced at breakfast 
that she was so pleased about how things were going and that 
she was so lucky because she knew how to do things that her 
friends did not.

I was hooked. We use the Roadmap for just about every-
thing now. The kids are part of the process and, as a result, they 
take more ownership of their lives and they let me know when 
they are ready to take on more. Because I am changing my 
behavior, they are willing to take more responsibility for theirs.

Short-term Goal Number two: 
Get out of the House on time

Susan and Paul are both dictators. Both of their children are 
disorganized and easily distracted, or so it seems to them. 
They cannot for the life of them get out of the house in the 
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morning on time with any regularity and without someone 
being upset.

Their long-term goal is to have calm, pleasant, and con-
nected mornings with children who are organized and able to 
manage on their own so they can all leave the house on time, 
smiling. Their short-term goal is to leave the house calm, 
pleasant, and connected once this week.

Does a Family Roadmap often feed into a Short-Term 
Roadmap? You bet. That’s the beauty of it. The Roadmap is a 
multilayered approach.

The goal was for the family to leave the house one day that 
week feeling calm, pleasant, and connected. Here is the action 
plan:

• Monday	morning:	Ask	the	kids	to	show	us	what	they	can
do on their own and take notes.

• Monday	evening:	Use	relationship	strategies	to	focus	on
the boys’ strengths and to make a connection with them.
Use the Duct Tape Method to manage our mouths and
invite the kids to come into the kitchen to visit with us or
help with dinner prep if they are interested.

• Tuesday	morning:	Show	the	kids	how	to	take	over	two
self skills (information gathered from the Timeline for
Training exercise) and then give them a chance to prac-
tice for the rest of the week.

• Tuesday	evening:	Notice	what	has	been	going	well	and
acknowledge the boys for their focus and hard work.

• Wednesday:	Keep	going.	Make	connections.	Notice	and
acknowledge improvement. Use duct tape to stay quiet
and keep from interfering.

Susan and Paul created a Roadmap for the week and used 
different-colored sticky notes to remind them of what they 

163693 i-xxii 1-266 r7bs.indd 190 7/4/12 4:31:18 AM

From Duct Tape Parenting by Vicki Hoefle. Copyright ©2012 by Vicki Hoefle
Excerpted with permission from Bibliomotion, Inc.



Prepare for Departure • 191

were going to do each day. As they finished an “action item” 
they crossed it off, feeling a sense of pride and purpose in their 
commitment to their kids.

On Sunday evening, the family gathered together and mom 
and dad acknowledged all the progress they made over the 
course of the week. They asked the boys if they noticed any-
thing different about the week and both boys announced, “You 
aren’t bossing us around as much and we like that.” Mom and 
dad shared what they noticed about the boys and how much 
they were doing for themselves. At the end of the conversation, 
they merely asked the boys if they wanted to try these changes 
for another week. The boys were completely on board. Mom 
and dad took out a sheet of paper and they wrote down what 
they would do differently the following week. The boys were 
quick to ask their parents to continue to be quiet and maybe 
even stay out of the kitchen, so they wouldn’t be so worried 
about making a mistake. They agreed, and again mom and dad 
returned to their room to create a very specific Roadmap for 
the week that would help guide their parenting decisions and 
keep them moving toward their long-range goals.

This couple took the time to evaluate the week, build on 
what was working, and tweak the parts where they had gotten 
tripped up. They wrote a new Roadmap for the week that built 
on what they started the week before.

Here is what they shared with me:

Yes, I know this isn’t a “sexy” way to parent. It isn’t instinc-
tual and natural and spontaneous. However, it is a frame-
work to build structure where freedom can flourish. Structure 
without freedom is jail for the kids, freedom without struc-
ture is hell for the parents. The Roadmap creates balance that 
can be maintained for years. I’ll take this over what we had 
any day.
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Short-term Goal Number three:  
Let the Child Get Ready by Herself

Jennifer acknowledged that, in an attempt to get out of the 
door on time each day, she was crippling her children’s desire 
and ability to take on more responsibility. As a result, they 
had begun to fight more and her kids seemed more distracted 
and discouraged with each day. She wanted a way out of this 
dynamic and she was willing to do whatever it took to change 
course. Here’s where they started and where they ended up.

Child’s starting point: “Can’t” get out the door on time.
Parent’s starting point: Jennifer nagged, reminded, helped, 

bribed, threatened, counted, then picked child up and moved 
her to the car.

Child’s final destination in seven days: The child was able 
to get herself ready and be on time once in that week.

Parent’s final destination: She used her Mission Statement 
to help stay respectful, used the Timeline for Training to set 
realistic expectations, and took every opportunity to notice 
and acknowledge progress and improvement.

Result: They reached their goal. In Jennifer’s words:

I wrote down all of the things that would help me succeed and 
then each time I did them, I ran into the bedroom and put 
it on the Roadmap. I loved the feeling of anchoring it at the 
moment. It seemed to motivate me to do it again, to be cre-
ative with another relationship strategy or find another way to 
duct tape myself out of a situation. I started looking for ways 
to invite my kids to help me out, or just visit with me while I 
was peeling carrots. Before I knew it, my kids were asking to 
help. It wasn’t long before I was happy, smiling, more relaxed, 
and looking forward to running into my room to make a quick 
note. I kept thinking to myself, every day that I waste is a day 

163693 i-xxii 1-266 r7bs.indd 192 7/4/12 4:31:18 AM

From Duct Tape Parenting by Vicki Hoefle. Copyright ©2012 by Vicki Hoefle
Excerpted with permission from Bibliomotion, Inc.



Prepare for Departure • 193

closer to my kids failing when they leave home at eighteen. It 
was a huge motivator for me. I stopped focusing on chang-
ing the kids and realized that I was the power behind all the 
changes in the house. I love that.

Be patient and realistic

With Short-Term Roadmaps, it’s important to create realistic 
expectations. Part of the reason families get caught in the cul-
de-sac syndrome is because of unrealistic expectations. For 
instance: “I will give up all my nagging and my child will never 
noodle again and we will accomplish this in less than thirty 
days.” We all know that isn’t going to happen. When we slow 
down, when we create an intentional Roadmap with clear and 
reasonable expectations, our chances of success are multiplied 
exponentially. Slow, steady progress is what creates lasting, 
sustainable change.

A realistic expectation sounds like this: “I will cut the nag-
ging by 20 percent and I will do this during the morning rou-
tine. My child will have learned how to take care of two things 
I am currently doing for him because I took the time to train 
him and we will only be late for school three days instead of 
five.”

A Roadmap can also help parents answer questions like:

• Why	 isn’t	 this	 situation	 any	 better	 than	 it	was	 a	week
ago?

• What	is	it	that	is	tripping	us	up?
• What	do	I	have	to	change	or	consider	if	I	want	a	different

outcome?
• What	am	I	doing	or	not	doing	that	is	contributing	to	a

negative outcome in this situation?
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Note from Vicki: Jill reported back that once she began using the ques-
tion “What will happen if you . . . ?” the dynamic changed dramatically 
with Caitlin. Many of the daily challenges turned into simple exploratory 
sessions. Jill says, “Caitlin would demand I carry her up the stairs and if I 
didn’t she would scream and throw a temper tantrum. Initially, I decided 
to just leave her there to scream and go about my morning. But then, 
using the ‘What do you know about your child?’ question as a jump-
ing off point, I tried this: ‘Caitlin, what would happen if you tried to do 
cartwheels up the stairs?’ You could hear a pin drop. She thought about 
it, lined her body up to do one, then looked at me and said, ‘That won’t 
work; walking works best,’ and up she came. Problem solved. It’s hap-
pened on a number of occasions with other things and we have  side- 
 stepped another power struggle altogether. Knowing this about Caitlin 
is going to make our lives together so much more delicious.”

 School‑  Aged

Gabe says:

My  ten-  year-  old son refuses to get out of bed in the morning. I hear him hit 
snooze at least five times and I am in and out of his room trying to drag him out 
of bed. It is totally disruptive to the rest of the family because it causes me so 
much stress while I’m trying to get out the door for work. By the time he gets up 
and is finally ready, he has missed his ride to school and barely has time to grab 
a piece of toast. I end up having to drive him myself, lecture him the whole way 
to school, and show up to work late.

Step One: Describing the Situation (in as few words as 

possible)

This is the result of the four questions you ask yourself to determine the mis-
taken goal of behavior.

My  ten-  year-  old son, Brad, refuses to get himself out of bed on time in the morn-
ing. I feel frustrated and helpless and have no idea how to get through to him. 
I end up packing his lunch, packing his backpack, and driving him to school, 
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and then I’m late for work. This tells me that his mistaken goal of behavior is 
avoidance.

Step Two: Developing a Relationship Blueprint

Identify any negative labels you use with your children that influence their 
self-ideal.

I have labeled my child as insensitive, immature, unmotivated, scatterbrained, 
and disconnected.

Replace the negative labels with positive attributes/qualities you want to use 
so your children develop a healthy self-ideal.

Engaged, courageous, honest, and respectful are just a few of the attributes I 
want my son to use when he describes himself. I know that if he sees himself in 
these terms, he will look for others who embody these qualities and attributes. 
If I am honest, I know he already has some of these qualities, but I haven’t done 
a good job supporting and acknowledging them. Here is my big “aha.” I tried 
to avoid doing this exercise because I suspected that I would learn more about 
myself than my son, and that is exactly what happened. If I want my son to be 
engaged in the world, embodying a man who has the courage to admit his mis-
takes and apologize when necessary, I am going to have to start modeling that 
behavior for him. 

What parenting strategies do you use to manipulate your children into 
changing their behavior and what will you replace them with? 

I give up and then I place the blame on Brad. I think I talk to him like he is a tod-
dler instead of a boy who is entering puberty, which further fractures our rela-
tionship and gets him to withdraw. I have sole custody of the kids after a very 
difficult and hurtful divorce, and if I take that into consideration I think Brad 
might need me to reconnect with him in a new way, which I haven’t taken the 
time to do. This means revamping my parenting approach and including Brad in 
conversations, so he learns what strategies to use in his adult relationships to 
work through difficult times or misunderstandings. 

I also learned that I have modeled for Brad that if something is difficult, 
there are any number of ways to avoid dealing with it, and I think this is at the 
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root of our current challenge around the morning routine. Our communication 
needs work and, as a father, it is my responsibility to start focusing my attention 
on these positive attributes, so my son can see himself in this positive light. 

What qualities of a healthy relationship do you want to focus on that, over 
time, will influence or change this scenario in a positive way and support 
qualities found in a healthy relationship?

Courage: As I said earlier, I have to start modeling courage, and that means 
admitting my mistakes, dealing with things I would rather avoid, and accepting 
that I am not the best at everything and that it is difficult for me to talk about 
subjects that bring up strong emotions. If I can really show my son what it is like 
to be a courageous person, I know it will serve him throughout his life. 

Respect: I accuse Brad of being disrespectful and demand he show me respect. 
There it is, I demand that he show me respect. I am working on a bulleted list of 
all the ways I can show my son and myself the true meaning of the word respect.

Note from Vicki: This exercise drove home the importance of the relationship 
blueprint. Having just come through a painful divorce, Gabe had lost sight of the 
joy relationships can be if one commits to open, honest, and respectful commu-
nication as part of daily life.

Step Three: Fostering Independence

Have you been supporting his independence in this area?

My idea of fostering independence was to tell my kids what they should do 
and how they should do it. I had an expectation that they would do it just as 
I wanted every damn time. What a jerk. Therefore the answer to this question 
 is—  no. I have not been supporting or fostering independence, especially Brad’s.

How will you foster your child’s independence in a way that will influence this 
situation and ensure he is independent and  self-  sufficient when he is an adult?

• Talk to Brad about how he wants to get himself up in the morning and, if 
he isn’t going to get up, how he will get to school without me.
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• Talk to Brad about all the other areas he would like me to back out of and 
then make sure he knows how to take care of them.

• Think ahead to what he will need to know how to do as a teenager, and 
stay one step ahead of him.

Step Four: Living with a  School‑  Aged Child

What can you do in the moment that will move the action forward without 
making things worse?

When I look back on this last school year, I realize that I had been on top of Brad 
since the very first day of school. I was so worried that things would fall apart after 
the divorce. I was awarded full custody of the kids, and I was hypervigilant in mak-
ing sure he was up on time, had everything he needed, did his homework, and got 
involved in sports and other activities outside of school. Now I can see that I jumped 
in before even giving him a chance to figure a few things out on his own. I will:

• Decide what I will do and respect what he decides to do, even if that 
means he sleeps through the alarm clock. I have to trust that he will figure out 
how to get to school another way or that a few days of being late and stressed 
will be all the motivation this kid needs to get up at the first bell.

• Send the message to him that I won’t be upset or disappointed in him if 
he messes up. This supports those earlier relationship traits I talked about.

Step Five: Raising an Adult

What character traits or life lessons can you teach in this situation that will 
benefit your child from age eighteen to eighty?

Independence: It just never occurred to me that in order for Brad to become 
independent, he needed me to provide opportunities for him to practice on his 
own. His mother doted on him when he was younger and then when he started 
spending the majority of his time with me, I did things for him so that my life 
would be easier. He never had a chance to find out what he could do or a chance 
to practice and improve. No wonder he avoids trying new and difficult things.
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Responsibility: Along with independence comes responsibility, and I know 
that the adults who take responsibility for their decisions and actions have a 
much better experience as adults. In order for Brad to take more responsibility 
for himself I have to step out of the way and allow that to happen. It is going 
to be messy from time to time, but that is what parenting is all  about—  being 
there for the messes and talking with your kids so they can benefit from all the 
learning. Instead of feeling anxious, I am actually beginning to feel a new calm. 
I can do this. I understand how important these character traits are in creating 
a healthy adult life and I want my kids to have the opportunity to develop these 
traits.

Step Six: Creating an Intentional Plan

Describe the routine, structure, or plan you want to implement.

Family meetings: When I learned about family meetings my initial thought 
was, “Okay, if you say so, Vicki.” But truthfully, it didn’t sound like something 
that would make a difference for our family or for Brad and me specifically. I 
should have known that Vicki wouldn’t recommend a strategy if she didn’t think 
it would make a substantial difference in our family dynamic, and this time was 
no  different—  it did. All four elements of the family meeting are powerful, rel-
evant, and support everything on my relationship blueprint and the character 
traits I want my adult children to embody.

No more interfering: Once I apologized to Brad for getting in his way and 
trying to take over with something that he is perfectly capable of managing, we 
put new systems in place.

• He can snooze as many times as he chooses. He asked if I could come in at 
7:15 and give him the same quick “neck nuzzle” I gave him when he was younger, 
while he gets used to this new routine. Of course I said I would. He will choose 
to wake up at that time or keep on snoozing. At some point I plan to remove my 
morning visit and leave it completely for him to manage, but for now this feels 
like a great compromise and certainly a step in the right direction.

• He will be out of the door on time for school with or without his gear and 
with or without food in his belly.
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• If he misses his ride I will not drive him, as it will make me late for work. 
It is then up to him to call the school to let them know that he will be late and to 
find alternate transportation. He will be in touch with me to let me know when 
he arrives safely at school.

• Any consequences that arise from tardiness at school are up to him to 
work out with school administration. I will not sign any of his tardies “excused.”

Encouragement: Vicki says to “encourage, encourage, encourage,” and that is 
what I am doing. I used to think that encouragement sounded similar to prais-
ing, but I was mistaken. I’m noticing his attempts, commenting on his progress 
and improvement, focusing on his strengths, and, most importantly, I am learn-
ing to show faith in him. Since I have started to encourage him, I notice that he 
is finding the courage to talk more openly with me and to take responsibility 
when he messes up and oversleeps, and with this new courage comes a new 
attitude about life in general.

Step Seven: Trusting Your Intuition

What do you know about your child that will ensure you have set up a 
structure that will work for him?

I have a lot to learn about Brad. He has been hiding himself away, so it’s hard for 
me to really know how to support his true nature. We have started talking about 
redesigning his entire schedule and his routines to support the unique human 
being he is, and this new plan is helping. It looks like I might be living with a 
night owl, and if that’s the case, it would explain a lot about why he struggles 
in the morning. I also know that he is sensitive to criticism and does not want 
to disappoint the people he loves and admires. Taking this into consideration 
whenever I communicate with Brad helps us work together to find ways to give 
each other feedback that is helpful instead of hurtful.
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Strategies for Simplifying  
the School Year

One would think that the kid-free time opened up by school 
would leave us lounging in our backyard hammocks sipping 
lemonade. But so many parents we know find themselves even 

busier once their kids are in school. How does that happen?
Every parent is busy, no matter how you look at it. But it’s worth 

noting that school comes with its own organizational “overhead.” 
There are lunches to be packed (the ingredients for which need to be 
stocked in the pantry), outfits to be washed, schedules to be minded, 
events, conferences, and days off to note in your calendar, pickups to be 
arranged, social puzzles to navigate, and (for older kids) assignments to 
be tracked.

Sending your kids to school takes work. Good work, but work all the 
same. In this chapter, we share some of our best tips for minimalizing 
the school year so you can more easily devote some of your newfound 
energy elsewhere.

Creating School Routines

In chapter 2, we talked about the magic of household “autopilot.” Pre-
dictable routines work beautifully to streamline the rhythm of the 
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school day. When your kids get into the habit of following daily and 
weekly routines, they’ll build a skill that will serve them throughout 
their school years—especially as workloads and expectations increase.

Think of routines as a long-term fix—they take a while to establish 
and follow, and they require tweaking along the way. But they’re worth 
the (minimal) commitment and will pay off in spades once everyone’s 
settled in.

Routines are also ideal for helping kids transition back into school 
from summer and holiday breaks.

The Night Before

We’ve found that the best “getting ready for school” routine begins the 
night before. Think of it as setting up the dominoes before the effort-
less knockdown in the morning. As your kids get older, hand the ele-
ments of the routine over to them.

Lay Out Clothes
Sidestep “what to wear” problems and “we’re out of underwear” laun-
dry fails! If you (or better yet, your kids) lay out an outfit the night 
before, the morning will go more smoothly.

Detangle Hair
Parents of long-haired kids! You know who you are: the ones strug-
gling with snarls and a grumpy child minutes before it’s time to head 
off to school. Comb out long hair (braid it, even) the night before to 
tame morning tangles.

Get a Head Start on Lunch Packing
Bag up the nonperishables so all you have to do in the morning is pack 
the cold or hot stuff. See chapter 12 for more school lunch tips.

Line Up Backpacks and Lunch Bags
Get lunch boxes and bags, along with backpacks or satchels, ready for 
filling in the morning.
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Run and Empty the Dishwasher
There’s nothing like waking up to a clean kitchen. With the sink and 
dishwasher empty, everyone can load dirty breakfast dishes and lunch-
making supplies so those precious kids-in-school minutes aren’t wasted 
cleaning up.

Set Out the Breakfast Dishes
We sometimes put the bowls, spoons, cereal, vitamins, and other 
“breakfast-y” stuff on a tray in the kitchen so it’s ready to set on the 
table in the morning.

Sign Permission Slips, Gather Milk Money, Etc.
Less running around = good. Also, fewer things forgotten!

Get After-School Necessities Together
If your kid has an activity after school, you’ll thank yourself for get-
ting the sports uniforms and equipment or other supplies and snacks 
together in a grab-and-go tote. At the very least, keep a list of supplies 
on your to-do list so you don’t have to remember what to bring along 
each time.

School Mornings

The keys to a mostly successful morning launch are to have a plan and 
to stay calm. Getting sucked into the drama and cranky morning moods 
escalates the bad feelings all around. Try to project cool confidence 
(pretend if you must)—hopefully, the kids will take your behavior cues.

How the plan actually looks is up to you and your situation. Vari-
ables include the presence of other helpful (and awake) adults, the num-
ber and ages of your kids, whether or not you’re getting ready for work 
at the same time, distance to school, and general “morning person” 
temperaments.

Keep in mind that no routine is perfect out of the gate—routines are 
meant to be tweaked. No matter how your routine shapes up, the more 
you model “first we do this, and then we do that,” the sooner your kids 
will do it themselves.
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Wake Up Earlier Than Your Kids
Try to get up at least ten minutes before the kids do. Not only do you 
deserve some alone time with your coffee, you’ll feel more in control 
when the action begins.

Encourage Your Kids to Use an Alarm Clock
Get an alarm clock for each of your kids and begin using it, no matter 
their ages. The sooner kids get used to waking themselves, the easier 
everyone’s mornings will go.

Susan of emeraldcoastfl.com, via the Minimalist Parenting blog: 
My first grader was really resistant to getting up, 
regardless of how many hours of sleep he got. On a 
random trip to Target, he went gaga over a Darth Vader 
alarm clock, and our problem was solved. Now, he gets 

up the minute that clock goes off.

Swap Morning Wake Ups
If your kids have different wake-up times, swap which parent gets up 
first each morning.

Jon and I have always been big fans of swapping 
morning wake ups. We started when Laurel was a baby 
by taking turns getting up with her in the wee hours. It 
was so much easier to have a restful night of sleep if I 
knew it was my night off and I didn’t need to keep one 

ear out for the baby. We now do the same thing with Laurel and Violet. 
Violet tends to get up about an hour earlier than Laurel so Jon and I 
swap which parent gets up with her. It’s so nice when the “Vi alarm” 
goes off and I remember it’s my day to snooze a bit longer.

Say Yes to Breakfast
A good breakfast is a must for a productive school day, and it’s a nice 
time to connect before everyone goes their separate ways. Even late 
sleepers and those with tiny morning appetites need to eat, so try to 
make breakfast a priority. Toast and eggs, oatmeal, cold cereal and 
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milk, fruit, nuts, leftovers from dinner . . . all good. A hit of protein helps 
keep brains and bodies going through the morning. For those who 
can’t stomach breakfast first thing in the morning, ask the teacher for 
permission to send a mid-morning snack.

Preview the Day With Your Kids
Get in the habit of previewing the day with your kids to remind them 
about upcoming events and tasks, and to get them in the habit of plan-
ning ahead.

Hillary via the Minimalist Parenting blog: I make lunch while 
my kids eat breakfast and we talk about the upcoming 
day (e.g., remember gymnastics is tonight, so do as much 
homework as you can at the sitter’s after school).

Set Time “Signposts”
Try to break the morning routine into its natural “shifts”—for example, 
breakfast, getting dressed, brushing hair and teeth, heading out the 
door. The shifts will be unique to your specific routine. Next, attach 
times to each shift, such as “breakfast is finished at 8 a.m.” Kids can 
better pace themselves when they’re aware of their progress through 
the routine.

When I was away for a couple of days on a business trip 
I returned to find one of the chalkboard circles in our 
kitchen covered with a schedule written by Laurel. 
Apparently, she decided she wanted to help keep track 
of the morning schedule, particularly on those days 

when I was away and Jon had to do both drop-offs. It was rather 
touching to see this morning ticktock documented:

Wake up and dressed by 7:00
Breakfast eaten, lunch made by 7:30
Pack bags, brush teeth, use bathroom by 7:40
Leave to drop off Vi at 7:45
Finish drop off by 8:00
Arrive at school before 8:35
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sexuality education for 
younger Kids

Creating meaning and context around sexuality is the real chal-
lenge. Accomplishing that will take dozens and dozens of talks.

—  Deborah Roffman, Talk to Me First: Everything 
You Need to Know to Become Your Kids’ 

“Go-To” Person about Sex

talking to kids about sex is something most parents anticipate with a 
level of dread. Conversations about sexuality are  awkward—  but they 

get easier with practice. There are any number of reasons parents avoid 
or delay taking on the role of primary sexuality educator for their  kids— 
 discomfort, denial, and confusion are just a few. Parents feel overwhelmed 
by media, marketing, and online influences. Many are waiting for the 
“right time” or for their kids to ask questions. Some hope their kids will 
take in the necessary information through osmosis. Others muster their 
courage to start, but even the slightest hint of kids’ resistance breaks down 
their resolve. Because it is ultimately the parents’ job to teach their children 
about sex, it is best for both kids and parents if they dive in early and often.

Anticipating a conversation about sex in an adult context is enough to 
rattle even the bravest of parents. But sex ed doesn’t start with penises and 
vaginas: pace yourself. Let go of the idea of having “the talk”—  teaching 
kids about healthy sexuality and relationships isn’t a  one-  time deal, but 
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rather a series of conversations that progresses over time. Starting as early 
as the toddler years, sexual education evolves throughout many talks, 
beginning with simply naming the body parts and advancing, eventually, 
to explaining the physical mechanics and the emotional implications of 
sex. Try to think of each conversation along the way as an investment in 
making future conversations easier. As Deborah Roffman says, “Talking to 
your kids about sexuality is talking to them about life.”1

Encourage children to notice and discuss gender messaging and sexual 
tone in advertisements, movies, books, and programming. Their obser-
vations can lay the groundwork for conversations about values, respect, 
gender roles, stereotypes, and broader ideas about life and relationships. 
If you’ve laid the foundation, by the time your child is between the ages 
of five and seven, you’ll find it much easier to explain the mechanics of 
sex. If you have been talking about relationships of all kinds up until that 
point, the physical details will not be a big deal. Sex is not just about geni-
tals. Much of it is about relationships and loving connection, which may or 
may not lead to sex involving genitals. According to Dr. Justin Richardson, 
author of Everything You Never Wanted Your Kids to Know About Sex (But 
Were Afraid They’d Ask), “People have been told by experts that there’s a 
right age to learn about intercourse. If you’re talking about how babies are 
made, there’s no age at which it is harmful to learn that the penis goes 
into the vagina. Yes, it’s true that exposing a child to sexual stimulation is 
harmful. But telling a kid how babies are made is very different.”2

If you are proactive with sexuality education when your kids are young, 
you’ll give them a better chance of developing healthy ideas about sex, and 
they’ll be more comfortable having conversations about it. It is much easier to 
practice, stumble, and reboot your plans when kids are young, because younger 
kids are more forgiving and have shorter memories. Take full advantage of hav-
ing merciful children with short attention spans who will give you a chance to 
practice and gain comfort in approaching the topic. I think of early sexuality 
education as training for the more complex conversations that will have to hap-
pen when your child becomes a teenager. Once kids start having relationships 
or witness peers in relationships that are sexual in nature, they tend to be less 
receptive to your attempts to broach the topic of sex. Get ahead of the curve.

It is worth boosting your knowledge base and your courage by staying 
attuned to the latest research on sexuality education. There are so many 
great resources available; books and articles, along with TED Talks on the 
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topic, can give you the fuel you need to get the conversation going and 
keep it going. I’ve been reading sex ed books and articles since I was a 
teacher, before my kids were born, and I reread and refer to resources regu-
larly to increase my understanding and gain new insight. Being informed 
reboots my confidence and conviction.

Parents have to figure out their own approach for talking to their kids 
about sex, factoring in the personality and disposition of each child. It can 
be helpful to patch together ideas from other knowledgeable parents who are 
using information from reliable, current sources to find what works for you. 
My husband and I benefited from input from friends whose kids were a little 
older than ours, and who therefore had the advantage of hindsight. Talking 
with friends who can share fresh examples of their successes and stumbles is 
always helpful. Comparing notes and sharing stories gave us more ideas and 
helped us build comfort and courage. The “village” is essential!

I refer to my team of friends and role models who advise me about all 
aspects of life as my “healthy crew.” Within that crew, there are certain 
people who are go-to folks for specific areas, such as parenting. Watch-
ing other people raise their kids and listening to their philosophies as they 
went along provided Bruce and me with a broad selection of examples we 
could use to create our own approach. This system is less a prescriptive 
approach and more an à la carte parenting menu, from which you take 
what you need and incorporate it into your own style. When you admit 
you need help, great ideas and advice are  available—  but you have to ask.

First Grade is Prime time

Pediatricians recommend that sexuality education start years before kids 
begin to develop and years before they become sexually active with another 
person. The general recommendation is for parents to explain physical sex 
when kids are between five and seven years old. Some kids are ready in kin-
dergarten, and some may be more ready in second grade, but aiming for first 
grade is a safe bet. Having conversations about bodies and sex when kids are 
toddlers creates comfort and familiarity with terms. Compared with our own 
experience as children, this sounds too early, but the digital age has made it 
necessary and urgent to reach kids early with the correct information.

As parents, we may feel daunted by and nervous about what could go 
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wrong in a conversation about sex, but making mistakes is part of the experi-
ence. You may find yourself at a loss for words, or may discover that you fall 
back on the vague language your own parents used. If you get off course, it is 
perfectly fine to tell your kids you want to start over. No one can predict the 
reaction of a kid. Assuming your kids will react with resistance or discomfort 
is a sure way to talk yourself out of starting the conversation. Anticipating 
awkwardness makes jumping in more difficult. Instead, muster up a positive 
attitude, and believe that the  long-  term benefits of an open dialogue around 
sexuality will make the teen years less challenging for the whole family. 
After the first few chats, talking about sex will get only get easier. Sexuality 
educator and children’s book author Robie H. Harris advises, “Parents can 
frame answers about sexuality from young kids in context of values, such as 
explaining sex as an act of love, but they never should create an atmosphere 
of shame about the subject. Sexuality is an inherent part of humans.”3

tips for talking to your Kids about sex

Use the proper names for body parts.
Be matter-of-fact and use simple terms.
Give kids access to books about bodies and  sex—  leave the books 

in your child’s room and around the house.
Talk about love and examples of healthy relationships.
Initiate  conversations—  have conversations early and often!
Become approachable.
Keep conversations open ended.
Ask questions.
Ask if they want to hear more.
Listen to their reactions and responses.
Repeat yourself and ask them to repeat what they understand.
Avoid too much information.
Avoid too little information.
Weave  messages  about  sex  into  everyday  conversations  about 

other topics.
Keep a positive tone in the conversations.
Admit that you are nervous, uncomfortable, or need practice.
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#7 
camis, Tight Jeans, and 
Booty Shorts, oh My!

Dodging Fashion Battles with 

Your Middle Schooler

My daughter came downstairs this morning before school 
wearing the weirdest, most unflattering outfit ever. How 
do I get her to change into something reasonable without 
starting WWIII?

In the interest of full disclosure, I should tell you that I once wore 
diaper pants, a bolero jacket, and a brooch to school in ninth grade. 
All at the same time. In my defense, I had a pretty big perm, so I needed 
volume on the lower half to add balance. And for a while I was really 
into wearing paint-spattered overalls with one strap hanging down. 
No, I was not in preschool during this phase.

I imagine if you were to flip through some of your childhood 
photo albums you might find a few gems of your own. Perhaps you’d 
even say to your own mom, “I can’t believe you let me dress like 
that!” Isn’t it funny how quickly we forget that (1) we, too, looked a 
little idiotic in middle school and (2) our parents weren’t “letting” us 
make those fashion faux pas. They were cringing and complaining 
right before our very eyes, but we weren’t seeing or hearing any of it.

We’ve covered how important it is for your kid to develop 
a unique identity during the middle school years. What could be 
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an easier way to try on new identities than through trying on new 
clothes? Unfortunately, this means things start to get a little weird for 
a while.

The sooner you realize you cannot control your child’s sense of 
style, and that your child’s sense of style is not a reflection on you, the 
happier you’ll be. I happen to live in a city where seersucker suits and 
pastels have always been a big part of our fashion landscape. We might 
be the Lilly Pulitzer capital of the world, but I’ve always been more 
a black T-shirt and old jeans kind of girl. When my kids were little, 
I was shocked to see kindergartner boys come to school still dressed 
in monogrammed, smocked, gingham rompers. Once a mom said to 
me, “It’s just so hard to find them in his size!” and I had to suppress a 
spit take with my iced tea. They may have gotten away with it then, 
but forcing a tween into clothes they don’t like is nearly impossible. 
If you do win that battle, it comes with a price. Either you deal with 
the attitude you get in return, or you watch as your kid gives in to his 
lack of power and personal expression. I don’t like either outcome.

Your tween is no longer your best accessory, and as soon as your 
kid has an opinion on what she wants to wear, I encourage you  
to go with the flow.

Having said all of this about staying out of style preferences, you 
should absolutely have rules and guidelines about modesty and 
respect when it comes to dressing.

Decide on your own (or with the help of friends) a few rules 
you’ll have with regard to how your tween dresses. Then, well before 
you go shopping, talk with your son or daughter about the rules. 
If you wait until you’re at the mall to bring up what isn’t allowed, 
you’ll have a meltdown on your hands.

Here is one way to structure your kid’s fashion choices while 
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still giving him freedom of choice. Think about types of events your 
child may need to attend and give him choices within these. I’ve 
broken my family’s events into three DEFCON-type categories, 
because sometimes it feels like I’m trying to avoid a possible World 
War III instead of fashion crises.

Dress Code DEFCON Levels:

DEFCON Three: A Level Three event is a free-for-all, and your 
clothes may even get ruined. Perhaps you are playing in the creek, 
building houses with Habitat for Humanity, or painting a master-
piece. Wear whatever you want that you won’t miss too much when 
it’s ripped, stained, or spoiled.

DEFCON Two: Most events in life are Level Two. Going to school, 
a friend’s house for dinner, or out to the movies are all Level Two.

•	 For	girls:	pair	tight	and	loose.	If	you	wear	leggings,	pair	it	with	
a loose top. If you wear a tank on top, pair it with a loose skirt. 
(This may be a guideline, not a rule.)

•	 No	 clothing	 with	 offensive	 or	 sexually	 suggestive	 words	 or	
images.

•	 Tanks	are	fine,	but	no	camisoles	without	top	shirts.
•	 No	shorts	or	skirts	that	reveal	too	much	when	you	bend	over.
•	 No	shirts	that	reveal	too	much	when	you	lean	forward.	Use	a	

camisole if needed.
•	 No	odors	or	offensive	stains.

DEFCON One: These are important or ritualized events like going 
to the theater, going to a party at your mom’s boss’s house, or hav-
ing dinner at a fancy restaurant. Perhaps for your family it includes 
going to weekly worship or visiting a grandparent. Level Three 
would encompass everything included in Level Two plus:
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•	 A	collared	shirt	for	boys.
•	 Nothing	with	writing	on	it.
•	 A	dress,	skirt,	nice	pants,	or	long	“fancy”	shorts	for	girls.
•	 Nothing	that	is	purchased	from	an	athletic	store	or	in	the	ath-

letic section.
•	 A	pre-event	shower.

Customize your DEFCON fashion levels as you see fit for your fam-
ily. The important thing is that you have these rules established before 
you start trying on, or buying, clothes for middle school. Without 
some pre-shopping guidance, dressing room meltdowns often turn 
into “I hate my body!” or “You won’t let me wear anything!”

If you have these levels established before you go shopping, you 
can tell your kid to choose most things for Level Two and a few 
things for Level One. You can still give her leeway to express her 
style within Levels Two and One as long as she’s following the rules. 
If your kid has the levels printed out ahead of time, she can bring it to 
the dressing room with her. That’s easier than you saying “no” over 
and over, and her starting to cry; let her decide for herself what passes 
based on your list.

If you experience frequent clothing meltdowns at your house, 
here are some things you can do:

1. Establish clothing guidelines and rules early, before a shop-
ping trip.

2. See your kid’s fashion choices as healthy experiments in 
choice and identity, not reflections on your parenting or your 
personal style.

3. Be lenient when it comes to clothing choice, but enforce 
guidelines for appropriate choices depending on the occasion 
or event.

4. Remember your own middle school fashion blunders and 
couch your clothing rules in empathy. “You know you have 
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a lot of freedom when it comes to what you wear, but that is 
a little low when you bend over. Please add a tank under that 
and I won’t say another word except that, by the way, that 
skirt looks great on you.”

One closing thought: no matter what your child’s fashion choices, 
never relate clothing to body types. Your daughter doesn’t want to 
hear that she has “your hips” and you’ve found that looser skirts work 
better for your body type. She wants to wear the skinny jeans every-
one else is wearing. Let her. You may think they look terrible, and 
they very well may, but wearing them for a season is going to do her 
less harm than hearing your voice for the next thirty years whenever 
she thinks her hips are too wide. She’ll figure out what works best 
for her body just like everyone else does, through trial and error after 
error after error.
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I’ve noticed that when I do have a specific reason to ask 
everyone to set aside their devices (“lids down,” in the 
parlance of my department), it’s as if someone has let fresh 
air into the room. The conversation brightens, and more 
recently, there is a sense of relief from many of the stu-
dents.  Multi-  tasking is cognitively exhausting when we do 
it by choice, being asked to stop can come as a welcome 
change.17

Best Practices

One of our species’s first technologies, the pointed stick, trans-
formed our existence. We could have easily used the sticks to 
draw pictures in the dirt and never moved on. Instead, over many 
years, humans adapted the tool to best meet our needs and taught 
the next generation best practices.

Even with the best digital media content and devices, students 
need the guidance and support of mentors and teachers. A com-
prehensive summary of experimental research in the classroom 
found that when you compare  technology-  based interventions 
with other kinds of intervention, such as peer tutoring, technol-
ogy alone is not as effective.18 Both types of programs improved 
learning, but in the end, humans trumped computers. Those 
who champion technology in the classroom often point to indi-
vidualized learning, while opponents worry that the teacher will 
become obsolete. As stated succinctly in a recent article in the 
Harvard Educational Review, the role of the teacher shows no sign 
of disappearing: “With the increasing presence of technology in 
the classroom, the role of an effective teacher is not diminished; 
instead, it becomes even more indispensable.”19

When digital media are introduced thoughtfully, the bene-
fits are straightforward: engaged kids learning to use the tool in 
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productive, creative, and safe ways. Teachers in the  twenty-  first 
century need time to understand our world’s most current tool, 
so they can integrate it successfully into the subjects they teach. 
Technology cannot lead the way, but people can. Below are some 
recommendations for best practices.

Digital Literacy

Consider the enormous amount of instructional time, both inside 
and outside the classroom, that guides children on the many skills 
required to read, write, and understand text. Children consume 
media beginning at a very young age and therefore need similar 
formal instruction to properly analyze the content and the mean-
ings embedded within the narratives. Digital literacy is a topic 
that addresses this need.

In order to learn to use digital media productively, children 
require guidance: they need to know how to be safe online, where 
to go for trustworthy information, how to keep on task, how to 
shape their digital footprint, how to avoid plagiarism, how the 
laws of copyright and fair use apply in the digital world, and so 
much more. Digital literacy teaches these kinds of lessons. Pro-
grams that incorporate this type of literacy when they introduce 
 Internet-  connected devices will be the most successful.20

professional Development

In the last few decades, the educational historian and blogger 
Larry Cuban witnessed too many computers sitting in classrooms 
unused.21 When teachers do not know how to integrate tech-
nology into their lesson plans, they continue to teach using the 
methods and tools they are most comfortable with: paper, pencils, 
and chalkboards. Thus, when teachers are asked to bring media 
into their classrooms, they must be supported.
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Evidence supports making an investment in professional 
development. A  well-  designed experiment in the 2011 study on 
the MLTI program underscores the significance of sustained pro-
fessional development.22 Over the course of two years, research-
ers provided face-to-face and online workshops along with peer 
coaching to a group of math teachers, with the goal of helping 
them learn to use laptops in the classroom to meet their cur-
riculum goals (this was the experimental group); another group 
of math teachers, who also had laptops, received no instruction 
(control group). The results were promising; remember, for the 
one-to-one program as a whole, ten years did not affect test scores. 
But in just two years, the test scores of students taught by the 
experimental group increased by 12 percent over those of students 
taught by the control group. Significantly, the experimental group 
also outperformed the control group on the statewide math test.

Once teachers feel comfortable using laptops to teach their stu-
dents, they usually take advantage of introducing digital media.23 
At least one full day of training on basic features and use should 
be arranged, along with ongoing instruction on how to integrate 
media into the curriculum. If support cannot be provided, it is 
unlikely that computers or other devices will be used effectively, 
if at all.

other practices and concerns

Context is important to consider when making decisions about 
investing in a new technology within learning environments. 
When the technology plan is sustainable and the infrastructure is 
in place, the following steps should be considered.

• Organize a committee made up of parents, teachers, and 
administrators to reflect on an acceptable use policy (AUP) 
and to get buy-in from all stakeholders.
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• The AUP should be easy to read, with clear rules for stu-
dents and parents. Consequences should be considered for 
failure to comply.

• Before spending the time and money on Internet filters, 
appraise goals carefully. Pitfalls of installing filters include 
the inability of teachers to access learning websites, the 
ease with which older kids establish workarounds, and 
time and information lost due to overfiltering.24

• Put measures in place to train and assure caregivers, who 
often fear that devices will lead to access to inappropri-
ate content and frequent distraction from schoolwork (e.g., 
hands-on training and parent education nights will assure 
the community that a plan is in place to guide students).

• Train teachers on how to best integrate technology into 
their classrooms. Create a plan for continuous professional 
development and shared lesson plans.

• Consider including digital literacy in the curriculum so 
that kids learn to engage with the Internet in safe and pro-
ductive ways.

wrap‑Up and Takeaways

Wrap-Up of the research

1. The evidence indicates that one-to-one programs neither 
improve nor worsen academic outcomes.

2. Ongoing and consistent professional development for teachers 
on best practices with technological devices can improve stu-
dent learning.

3. Innovative technology and media in the classroom frequently 
helps quieter students feel emboldened to participate.
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4. Teachers and students report that tablets and Internet access 
distract from learning.

5. Restricting phone use in classrooms does not appear to stop 
texting as kids sneak the phones and texts in.

takeaways for parents and educators

1. Teachers are usually the best equipped to decide acceptable 
use of personal technology in their classroom.

2. If your school is considering a one-to-one program, it is 
important that the necessary support for the teachers is in 
place. In addition, tech support is critical.

3. Point the school to the excellent online resources at Com-
mon Sense Educators, (https://www.commonsensemedia.org/
educators ) all free and unbiased. Digital citizenship lessons for 
kindergarten through twelfth grade can be found here, as well 
as resources for teachers, such as Graphite, a free service that 
independently rates apps and websites for learning and pro-
vides guidelines for integrating them into the classroom. Edu-
topia is also a  top-  notch resource.

4. Recommend that the school seeks buy-in from parents before 
making any changes. For example, survey parents on their 
concerns, bring them into the discussion about the acceptable 
use policy, and invite outside technology education experts 
who can speak to parents’ concerns.

5. Form a partnership with your school, the administration, and 
the teachers to create best practices. In the virtual world, what 
happens at school will come home. The village needed to 
raise our children is now online and offline, at home and at 
school.
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Permission to Grieve

I know many parents out there wonder if they are the only ones 
feeling upset as their children grow up and move out. For a long 
time, I was actually a bit embarrassed to confess my parental 
sorrows to people. It felt a little silly or petty compared to, say, 
someone losing a son or daughter to cancer or some other illness. 
I was afraid that perhaps my perspectives and feelings were some-
how a consequence of inappropriate attachments or some sort of 
unhealthy codependent relationship I had fostered—yes, I am a 
psychologist working overtime.

The more I talked to parents with older teens going off to col-
lege, however, the more I realized that feelings of loss are a fairly 
common experience. What a relief! In fact, what I realize now is 
that some parents not only acknowledge the normality of it all, 
they go a step further and suggest that we parents of older teens 
give ourselves permission to grieve when our children move out. 
This perspective not only piqued my interest, it made me feel reas-
sured that (1) I’m not losing my mind and (2) others have gone 
through it and made it to the other side just fine.

The brilliance of this viewpoint lies in the two key words: per-
mission and grief. First, I love the idea of giving ourselves permis-
sion because it is so simple and so obvious, yet we, as parents of 
teens, rarely do it. From the very first time we held that new baby 
in our arms, we have had to be responsible, dedicated, and self-
less. Our children come first, and that’s it. There was no rulebook 
or manual to tell us this, we just knew that being a good parent 
required that we put our child’s needs before our own. Because 
of this, it always felt counterintuitive and, well, just wrong to put 
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ourselves first. But the concept of permission allows us to free 
ourselves from this unspoken obligation (if just for a while, as we 
know our children will always maintain their priority status) and 
accept what we are feeling, focusing for a while on what we need.

Second, the concept of grief centers around loss. This does not 
have to mean loss of a loved one to a fatality, it can mean simply 
not having someone in your life in the same way anymore. When 
our grown children move out, we come to realize that this is the 
end of the relationship we had, yet it is also the beginning of a 
new and very different relationship. Our children are becoming 
truly independent, and the daily connection you had, where you 
not only saw your kid every day but delighted in her dependence 
and thrived on the chaos, is now gone. The relationship has taken 
a major turn, and now you may see your child rarely and you are 
no longer needed in the same way. This relational shift, although 
we knew it was coming and spent years anticipating it, feels sud-
den and unwelcome. We really do experience a loss, and it hurts. 
The point is that it is okay to acknowledge and embrace these feel-
ings; we should give ourselves permission to experience the loss 
and learn from the experience, so we can move forward with a 
stronger sense of self-compassion and appreciation of the new and 
improved, more grown-up relationship with our child.

A note on Boomerang Kids

To put into perspective our feelings of loss at our kids moving out, 
we should also consider that some parents find themselves in com-
pletely different circumstances. Some older adolescents move out, 
experience life for a bit, decide for one reason or another that it is 
too difficult, then move back in—and don’t ever leave. Some have 

214454 i-xii 1-180_r4ns.indd 148 7/27/15 7:55:04 PM

From The Angst of Adolescence by Sara Villanueva, PhD. Copyright ©2015 by Sara Villanueva 
Excerpted with permission from Bibliomotion, Inc.



On Letting go

149

termed this cohort of grown children “boomerang kids.” Clever. 
An article in the New York Times titled “It’s Official: The Boo-
merang Kids Won’t Leave” recently noted that one in five people 
in their twenties and thirties have moved back home to live with 
parents.

Economic trends are cited as the main culprit for this phenom-
enon, but regardless of the reason, the outcome makes me wonder 
how those parents feel. I’m quite certain that some of these parents 
experience the opposite of my empty nest version of teens leav-
ing the home, and feel happy and content to have their “child” 
still snuggled in the bosom of his childhood home. Conversely, 
I’m sure that some parents of “boomerangers” hope that maybe, 
just maybe, one day, before they die, they will have the house to 
themselves and be free of parental responsibilities. I bet it’s a lit-
tle bit of both. Either way, the relationship between parents and 
their grown children changes: teens feel liberated and parents are 
left feeling confused and perhaps bit lost, faced with what seems 
like sudden and jolting alterations within the family. There is no 
right or wrong way to handle these seismic shifts in the relation-
ship with your older child, as it is a matter of what works for you 
and your family, but the shifts occur regardless. And, it’s okay. We 
should accept these as familial growing pains. Our child is getting 
older and moving on (in whatever form that takes), and therefore, 
our family dynamics also change and grow. Growth and develop-
ment . . . that’s what life’s all about, isn’t it?

Interestingly, there are cultural differences when it comes 
to the expectation of a grown child moving out. I come from a 
very large, very traditional Mexican, Catholic family, and with 
this group of people, as in many other Latino households, it is 
not assumed that the child will move out as soon as he finishes 
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high school. Quite the contrary (my mother cried when I had the 
audacity to move out to go to college). In fact, the assumption is 
that (grown) children will stay at home as long as humanly pos-
sible—or until they get married—and even then, it is quite pos-
sible that the entire clan will cohabitate in one very large, very 
loud and loving abode. But whether you expect it or not, whether 
it is sudden or gradual, whether your child returns home or stays 
away, your relationship with your older adolescent will go through 
a variety of transformations. See previous note on growth and 
development—it’s all good.

Let’s look on the bright side: once our teens move out, or sim-
ply move on, we now have more time to invest in other things 
such as, oh, I don’t know . . . ourselves. Gasp. Remember when you 
were in the thick of it all, hair on fire with the to-do list that would 
never end, wishing that you had more time? More time to catch 
your breath and relax, to read a book, to start a new hobby, or just 
spend time catching up with friends. Well, guess what? Now, you 
have that time. So, make the most of it, and enjoy!

new Concerns

One thing that all parents of grown children experience is the 
constant worry, which we assumed would lessen as our children 
grew older. Boy, were we wrong. As our teens get older, and espe-
cially once they leave the house, an entirely new set of worries 
comes into play. Of course we still worry for their safety and well-
ness, as we had in the past (though now we can’t expect them to 
call us every time they get home), but in addition we now worry 
about how they are adjusting (to college life, dorm or apartment 
living, etc.), how they are dealing with the typical struggles of life 
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(responsibilities, deadlines, money, mean people), whether they 
are sad or lonely (total projection), and whether they are making 
any solid, lifelong friends.

My son Thomas is in his second year of college at a first-rate 
university just up the road, in a nearby city. It is a small, private 
institution, with an excellent academic reputation and top-notch 
security and safety standards. My son is a strong, fit young man 
with his mother’s intellectual ability and a future so bright I can 
hardly contain myself when I think about it. Even so, I worry. I 
wonder if he’s taking care of himself. I agonize over whether he 
will be able to handle the pressures of school, work, deadlines, 
girlfriends, etc. Why? Why do I continue to worry, even though I 
know he’s a fully capable, grown man (sort of) attending a great 
school? I worry because, regardless of how old he is, how smart 
he is, or where he is, I am still his mother, he is still my baby, and 
that will never change. Just because our children get older and 
move on with their lives, we do not stop being their parents. Our 
thoughts and emotions certainly will never shift to the point of 
not caring what our kids do or how they are—the key is in how 
we manage our thoughts and feelings. If we, as parents, allowed 
ourselves to focus too much on the worries and what ifs, we would 
be buried by them, and what good would that do for anyone?

So, what can we do to ease the worry? Constantly check up 
on our grown kids by stalking them via social networking sites, 
phone, and text? Employ someone to “keep an eye on them” for 
us? This is probably not the best approach. Despite our nearly 
overwhelming urge to take action and do whatever it takes to 
ensure our grown child’s well being and success, it is likely not in 
our (or our child’s) best interest to become what some social sci-
entists refer to as “helicopter parents.” This term refers to parents 
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who go to unreasonable lengths to help or protect their children. 
Typically witnessed in either academic or professional settings, 
helicopter parents of grown children do things like call a child’s 
professor to ask for extensions on homework deadlines (yes, I have 
received these types of phone calls from parents myself), write 
papers or do other assignments for their child, or call their child’s 
boss to ask that he get a raise. Sound extreme? That’s because, to 
most people, it is.

Rather than doing for our children the things that they them-
selves should be responsible for, a better strategy is to give them 
the tools (i.e., instruction, tutoring, support, appropriate expecta-
tion, etc.) to accomplish these goals for themselves, and learn to 
let go. I know it’s scary . . . believe me, I know. But if we were to 
do everything for them, how or when will they learn to stand on 
their own two feet? How will they learn about responsibility, time 
management, organization, scheduling, and success and failure? 
They are our “grown” children, after all, and much like when 
they were little, they will learn that after they fall and scrape their 
knees, they have to get right back up and keep going. Contrary to 
what we may think, when we protect them from natural conse-
quences (i.e., getting an F on a paper because they didn’t complete 
the work or getting fired from a job because they were consistently 
late), we are, simply put, doing our children a disservice and hin-
dering their ability to become responsible, successful adults.

What we can do to help ease our concerns is communicate. 
Communicating with your child, as often as is comfortable for 
you both, via phone calls, text, or whatever means works most 
efficiently for you and your family, allows you to check in on how 
he is doing (or simply to hear his voice). Talking with other par-
ents and friends is also helpful, to gain perspective, share stories, 
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and maybe even vent (or sulk) a little. And finally, communicat-
ing with ourselves (internally, of course) is essential; give yourself 
permission to miss this kid who has played such a huge role in 
your life so far, and will continue to consume your heart and soul 
for the rest of your life, no matter how old he gets.

I would like to end this chapter by reflecting on the notion of 
letting go. Being a parent is likely the hardest thing you’ve ever 
had to do. I grew up in difficult circumstances, have overcome all 
kinds of hurdles, and earned multiple degrees as a single parent—
and I can attest to the fact that parenting my children has been 
the most difficult, and by far, the most highly prized and valued 
accomplishment in my life. As parents, we invest every ounce of 
love, money, time, and energy into creating a person who is kind, 
wise, and can stand on her own two feet. And although our job is 
never really done, our babies do grow up and move on. This is the 
very essence of life. Yes, it is a bittersweet moment, and somewhat 
difficult to accept. But above and beyond anything else, what we 
should feel is an immense sense of pride. Pride in our children for 
the amazing people they are becoming; and even more, pride in 
ourselves for making them that way. So kudos to you, my friend. 
For you have not only created life, you have quite literally touched 
the future and made this world a better place.
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