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You & Your Teen

Making successful transitions as your child leaves for college
By STEVE DEBENEDETTI-
EMANUEL
Land Park News columnist
steve@rivercitycounseling.com

When I started college 
my parents drove me to 
school, helped me move in, 
and attended a few parent/
student events. I wondered 
if they’d ever leave. Finally, 
we hugged and kissed, and 
they drove away. And with 
that I turned and sprinted 
across campus, beside my-
self with happiness, relief, 
and excitement. I was free 
and on my own.

Looking back , I  realize 
my parents worked hard 

the summer before I left 
to prepare me for this 
successful transition. 
They also took steps to 
prepare themselves for 
my departure. After al l , 
I  was their “ baby” and 
their nest was about to 
be empty.

As departure day ap-
proaches, it is impor-
tant to change the tone 
of  your relationship with 
your teen, such that you 
become less of  an author-
ity figure and more of  a 
guide. After all, your teen 
will soon be making the 
vast majority of  decisions 
on his or her own. It is 

important for them to 
begin this transition be-
fore they leave. I ’m not 
suggesting letting your 
teen stay out all night 
and having full access to 
the wine cellar. You still 
need rules and expecta-
tions. But if  they make 
poor choices, focus more 
on discussion and guid-
ance than on consequenc-
es.

As much as your col-
lege-bound teen will 
be pulling at the reins, 
seemingly full of  con-
fidence, remember that 
they’re also fearful and 
anxious about leaving 
home. When you sense 
this, reassure them that 
they’ ll be fine and you’ ll 
be there to help, if  they 
need you.

So plan for regular 
check-ins, be it  by phone, 
text, Facebook, Sky-
pe or email . Along with 
this, plan your teen’s v is-
its home. By doing this, 
your teen wil l  have the 

reassurance of  knowing 
that you ’ l l  communicate 
regularly.

It is  also important for 
parents to share some 
of  what they are feel-
ing. You want your teen 
to know how proud you 
are and how much you ’re 
going to miss him/her. 
Don’t overdo it . If  your 
teen gets the feeling that 
their departure is  going 
to overwhelm you, then 
leaving wil l  be more dif-
f icult . Share your more 
intense feelings with 
others.

After  your chi ld leaves , 
you ’ l l  have many differ-
ent  feel ings , and most 
are  normal  and OK. 
Perhaps you ’ l l  feel  de-
pressed , empty and 
lonely. Or you might 
feel  happy and rel ieved . 
Be patient , the feel ings 
wi l l  get  easier. If  neces-
sary, seek out  the sup-
port  of  fr iends and fam-
i ly  to help with your 
transit ion.

You wi l l  a lso have more 
free  t ime now that  you 
aren’t  going to games 
and monitoring home-
work . You need to f ig-
ure out  what  to do. One 
option is  to  stay home 
and wal low in your feel-
ings . Or you can f ind 
new things to do. It ’s 
your t ime to explore and 
do what you ’ve  always 
meant to do but  couldn’t 
f ind the t ime.

If  your teen doesn’t 
contact  you as  frequent-
ly  as  you ’d l ike, try  not  to 
take it  personal ly. Your 
teen is  in  a  period of  ex-
traordinary change and 
excitement, and stay-
ing in-touch won’t  be a 
priority. Be patient  and 
continue checking-in. 
Even i f  your teen seems 
disinterested and g ives 
one-word responses , rest 
assured that  your com-
munications are  helping 
with the adjustment.

When you do commu-
nicate, celebrate what’s 
going well  and offer to 
help with what isn’t . 
Work hard not to judge 
and lecture. If  your teen 
gets the message that you 
are there to guide rath-
er than criticize, they’ l l 
be more l ikely to speak 
openly and seek your 
support.

When a  teen  leaves 
for  col lege  a  fami-
ly  i s  throw n into  a  pe -
r iod  of  g reat  cha l lenge 
and transi t ion . If  par-
ents  and teens  don’t 
work  hard  to  make  i t 
a  pos i t ive  exper ience, 
re lat ionships  can  be 
stra ined or  even  dam-
aged . However, i f  par-
ents  he lp  the i r  teens  to 
prepare  pr ior  to  depar-
ture  and support  them 
once  they ’re  at  school , 
a long  w ith  taking  care 
of  the i r  ow n emotional 
needs , the  l ike l ihood of 
a  successfu l  t ransi t ion 
for  teen  and parents  i s 
h igh .

In my next  article, I 
wi l l  focus on how par-
ents  can help their 
younger chi ldren when 
their  older  s ibl ings  go 
to school .


