ENCOURAGE SELF-RELIANCE AS YOUR CHILD HEADS BACK TO SCHOOL
By Jill Crawford, LCSW

The start of a new school year...fresh school supplies, crisplodves, and renewed promises to stick to
good routines and good habits. Unofficial New Year’s resmigtare made with gusto—by parents and
children alike—as the calendar turns to September andhkats back to school. As you begin to
consider what good routines are made of, which good habitsypogtant to cultivate—not just in your
children, but in yourselves as parents and in your fami§y\akole—consider emphasizing self-reliance.
By this | mean doing for oneself that which is withis br her ability, taking personal responsibility,
having a sense of accountability. These are all irmpbekills that are valued and rewarded in adults,
and yet, as parents, we are often slow to call oudrgnilto these challenges. The irony is this: we want
our children to become independent, to need us a littlessitlech year...for this is a sign of healthy
development. And yet, we often stand in their way (inadwést, of course) by doing things we may
simply consider good parenting, when actually we are ovelirgach

The pop culture term for parents who “overparent” is “loglier parenting,” as in hovering over our
children. Others may label it “coddling” in a not-seefrdly tone. No matter how you slice it, the
connotation is a negative one. And yet we as parents arggebrse. We are super-involved in
everything from playdates to sports to academics, andsttiie case at every age from toddlerhood up
into the college years. Reports from colleges and employarg newly minted graduates indicate that
these young adults are dependent on constant guidandigadkeand even rewards. They do not trust
their own instincts and are uncomfortable working indepeahdeif you're not terribly concerned about
those employers, then consider yourself, who may soon bectheeng of your adult child returning
home looking for lodging, food, and the other trappings of dependelgszence, even once they have
their college degree and some legitimate earning power.t Beintoo comfy with your empty nest—
college doesn't last forever...So as your child heads basthiool this fall, here are some ideas for
encouraging and increasing self-reliance:

Get Packin’

Have your child pack his own backpack. Ultimately, itis student who is responsible for remembering
and completing his own assignments, and this should inchidiening them to the teacher independently.
Besides homework, any additional items your child needsdoool (gym shoes, band instruments,
library books, etc.) are also his responsibility. Ifgpas are willing to take on the burden of keeping track
of the student’s schedule and assorted responsibilitiestiibee is no need for the student to do it
himself. Why bother? He knows his parents will take orefor him. He will become dependent on
his parents and take no ownership of his responsibiliBesgive it a try—let him fend for himself. It

will no doubt be tempting to chase him down at the bus stop ydesee that math homework left
behind on the kitchen table or the violin left by the door. Bybu can resist temptation and let them
experience the consequence of forgetting, it is fadilesly to happen again in the future. When children
are younger and still learning, a good intermediateistepprovide them with a cue (“Is there anything
special you need for school today?”) to spark their mem®ohys way, you're giving them a small
reminder to think about it, but they still have to come ui e answer on their own.

Studying

Along the same lines, encourage your child to do homework add fir tests independently. With test
anxiety on the rise and increasing pressure to perfordeagaally, many children are less confident in
their ability to study effectively and make the grade. pAric ensues, kids are turning to their parents,
who must re-learn chemistry and calculus right alongsitle tiveir kids so they can provide late-night
support as they cram for an exam—together. This can be ekréuostrating and stressful for both
children and parents. It can also foster an unhealthyndepey wherein the child feels he is unable to
perform well without the parent being involved every step ofalg.  Being available for support—such



as proofreading a paper or quizzing your child on quickidéess—can be helpful and comforting. When
your children’s academic needs go beyond that, encouragedbsmak help from their teachers,

guidance counselors, tutors, or classmates. Leptaiaccess resources and ask for help are vital life
skills that your children will develop when taking chaofé¢heir workload. Studying independently will
also build feelings of self-confidence, which will ultimigitbe reflected in academic and other successes.

Resolving Conflicts

Resist the urge to jump in and solve your child’'s peer probldmarning to resolve conflict is a major
developmental task and a necessary social skill atages of life. Parents who rush in to defend their
child or facilitate an apology actually do their childissérvice by denying her the opportunity to work
through the issues with her friend independently. Make gtitagailable to listen to your child’s
difficulties, provide support, and brainstorm possible sdea next steps. But ultimately have her put the
steps into motion herself. This will not only empower ychitd and build social confidence, but will
encourage her to take responsibility for her role in timthonset and the resolution of conflicts.

Wake-Up Call

In my experience (both personal and professional), morounine seems to be the most universally
painful time of day for parents and children. Getlidg out of bed, into the shower, through breakfast,
and out the door on time, all while getting yourself readytie day, can be a task of gargantuan
proportion. In an effort to minimize stress and avbimse dreaded late slips, parents can easily fall into
the habit of walking their kids through the morning to-dodesth day, beginning with begging and
pleading with their child tpleeeeaaaase just get UP! Gone seem to be the days of alarm clocks doing
the job; they've been replaced by parents desperate totbeeonOnce the child is mercifully out of bed,
next come the every-two-minute checks to make sure he is dirésashing his teeth, brushing his hair,
can find his sneakers, and has eaten something, all theeaghinting down the minutes until the bus will
arrive. Parent-child conflicts occur often in thosdyehours (who doesn'’t love a good power struggle at
6:30 A.M.?!), setting the tone for the entire day. In higtf parting ways for the day on a pleasant
note, parents and children should engage in open commianiediout timelines and expectations for
morning routine, and parents can use this opportunity toueage independence and self-care. If your
child tends to be easily distracted while completinggagisual aids such as checklists, reminder notes,
or picture cues can be helpful in prompting the child thrdugoutine and enabling the parent to take a
step back. Completing morning routine independently caarfasstrong sense of competence in
children, and—a bonus—eliminate early morning power struggles

As parents, one of our most difficult tasks is learnmtet go and allow our children to sink or swim on
their own. In the process of loving and caring, we ofkegrreach, overprotect, and overparent, when, in
fact, one of the most loving gestures we can make is taisgm® self-reliance and help our children
grow up independent, healthy, azmhfident.
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