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The high school years are complicated years for adolescents and parents. There is a great deal of 
ambivalence about how connected teenagers want to be with their parents and their feedback about 
how involved they want you to be in their life can be very contradictory.   How can parents be involved in 
their children’s lives in a way that helps them to develop healthy independence as they navigate their 
high school years and prepare for their transition to college? 
 
Safeguard family time:  You, as parents, are the primary influence on how well prepared your child will be 
for college life.  No matter what signals they give you that your feedback isn’t welcomed, that you don’t 
understand or are not needed, it is still you that most significantly shapes them.  The core traits that will 
help them evolve into independent adults are developed in the day-to-day interactions of your family life 
- and the accountability that comes with balancing their needs and demands with the needs and 
expectations of your family. 
 
Helicopter Parenting vs. Cutting the Apron Strings:  It’s Neither 
This is not the time to be hovering over your adolescent’s every move or micromanaging their daily life.  
You don’t need to be doing for them things they are capable of doing themselves.  This parenting style 
only undermines  their ability to take control over their own life in any competent way.  It is as simple as 
this:  the more your control or manage their life, the less prepared they will be do to do it themselves. 
 
On the other end, there is the old theory of “cutting the apron strings” and receding into the background.  
As a parent of teenagers, this thinking made me a little nervous.  Adolescence is a time when they still 
need your wisdom and support, even if they aren’t overtly asking for it.  The teenage years are difficult.  It 
is not a time for passive, less visible or distant parenting.   
 
Reaffiliation 
When I did my family therapy training I learned of a process identified as reaffiliation, which involves 
renegotiating the relationship as your adolescent moves towards independence. Reaffiliation is: 
• Fluid and adapts to kids’ growing competencies 
• Encouraging healthy risk taking, applauding effort (independent of outcome) and helping them find 
their voice 
• Expecting increased accountability by putting decisions back on them, holding them responsible for 
their choices and allowing them to struggle with consequences without running interference 
 
Core Traits in Developing Healthy Independence 
Self-Care – The ability to manage time, energy and emotions effectively, self-soothe and refuel 
Resiliency – The ability to take healthy risks and recover from disappointments or setbacks 
Peery Savvy – The ability to choose and maintain healthy friendships and support. 
 
Self-care is intentional and allows us to take care of both our own needs and the needs of others, but 
often it is not a skill we think of cultivating.  To be a good caretaker, however, we have to be able to move 
in and out of the caretaker role, and attend to our own needs, so that we have the endurance to remain 
engaged and provide continued support.   
 
 



Self-care is both what we choose to do for ourselves and how we choose to think about things.  It looks 
like different things to different people.  It may be boundaries or limit setting, exercising or down-time, 
structuring your schedule or being spontaneous.  It may be meals that are elaborate or pizza on paper 
plates.  It can be self-compassion, gratitude or forgiveness. But it is a mindful choice, before you numb 
out, shut down or burn out.  It is a skill and it takes practice. 
 
Self-care may be an easier thing to practice if we see it as something intimately connected to our ability 
to bounce back. When we have taken the opportunity to reflect and refuel, we are better able to respond 
to daily challenges, adapt in the face of adversity and recover or reset our course. 
 
Resilience isn’t something you have or don’t have.  It is something you can nurture and develop.  Some 
traits that are associated with high levels of resilience include: 
 
• A positive view of yourself and confidence in your strengths and abilities 
• A capacity for managing strong feelings and impulses 
• Meaningful connections with friends, family members and other supports 
• Paying attention to your own needs and feelings 
 
These are traits that have little time or space to develop if we don’t embrace some degree of self-care.  It 
is so important to help our adolescents identify ways to practice self-care that is meaningful for them and 
reinforce that it is a valuable skill.  What helps them self-sooth?  Exercise, medication or quiet time, 
asking for support, talking things over with friends, spirituality and prayer, self-advocacy or having a voice, 
creative outlets?  Developing self-care skills will serve both them and the people they care most about – 
helping them to be more focused, more connected, and more successful in their tasks and their 
relationships. 
 
Developing healthy peer relationships and a good support network also contributes significantly to 
fostering successful independence.  We can support their efforts by: 
 
• Helping them explore what relationships are good for them and what relationship are not 
• Identifying healthy ways they engage others and what values are most meaningful to them 
• Teaching them that is okay to disengage from a relationship in a respectful way 
• Encouraging them to talk about difficult things in their friendships, acknowledging even the best of 
relationships have missteps, misunderstandings and conflict 
• Teaching, and modelling, the value of a genuine apology 
• Letting adolescents that it is okay, even desirable, to ask for help 
 
Promoting healthy independence is a complex challenge for parents.  It doesn’t just happen as you 
prepare your student for college, it happens in the context of your daily family life – and high levels of 
parental involvement remain an important predictor for success.  Preserving and protecting your family 
time helps ensure that you are the primary influence as your children strive for autonomy.  Helping them 
to develop and value the strengths of self-care, resilience and peer savvy will help ease their journey to 
healthy independence. 


