ASCA

Sthoo|counselor

AMERICAN SCHOOL COUNSELOR ASSOCIATION JANUARY | FEBRUARY 2011 VOLUME 48 | NUMBER 3

COMMUNITY-BASED
SERVICE LEARNING, 20

HELICOPTER PARENTS, 24
COMMUNITY SCHOOLS, 28

1O NOINITO 9

11098 "D A3
LH/1€/80 0STOL

92€ ¥91S S9L0Z LIDIA-S.0LNY.

982G-G9102 YA ONINY3LS

SCHOOL-COMMUNITY-
FAMILY PARTNERSHIPS



Neil
Typewritten Text

Neil
Typewritten Text
    

Neil
Typewritten Text

Neil
Typewritten Text

Neil
Typewritten Text


THREE

STEPS FOR
DEALING WITH
HELICOPTER
PARENTS

Learn a three-step process for successfully collaborating

with overly involved parents.

BY NEIL MCNERNEY, EMILY GOODMAN SCOTT, & JENNIFER L. SCOTT

he over-protective parent. The
I helicopter parent. The pushy

parent. There are many terms to
describe overly involved parents. These
parents hover over their children, watch-
ing their every move, preventing and
solving their children’s problems. These
parents may insist the kindergarten class
replace recess for an extra math lesson,
lobby that their children skip a grade
because they are “gifted,” make excuses
for their children not completing home-
work assignments, request their children
move to another class to be with their
friends, give teachers pointers on their
teaching, expect school staff to respond
to e-mails within the hour. The list
seems to go on.

School counselors may be tempted

to see overly involved parents as their
opponents. We can become burned out

trying to accommodate these parents

or resentful of their constant requests.
Let’s take a look at three strategies to
successfully collaborate with overly
involved parents in your school and,
ultimately, to better meet your students’
needs. Consider the hypothetical case of
Carson’s mom.

Carson’s mom is an overly involved
parent of a student in your school.
Carson’s mom has requested a meeting
with you and is worried about Carson
reaching his full academic potential.

Step 1. Decrease Parental Anxiety
When meeting with Carson’s mom,

the first step is to decrease her anxiety.
Parents want their children to be safe
and successful, which are healthy aspi-
rations. Although some parental anxiety
is healthy, too much anxiety can create
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more at the authors’ session,

“Just Calm Down,” at the ASCA
Annual Conference in Seattle,
June 25-28, 20M.

overly involved parents like Carson’s
mom, who strive for the unreachable

- being the ideal parent who raises the
ideal child. These parents act out of
their anxiety, fear and guilt, which can
create stifled and dependent children.

LISTEN AND VALIDATE. When people
feel anxious, the rational part of their
brain shuts off, and they can turn into
creatures of instinct who heavily rely
on fight, flight or freeze responses.
Thus, the first step in collaborating
with overly involved parents is decreas-
ing immediate anxiety or threats. When
Carson’s mom comes to you with a
problem, listen to her, and let her vent.
Validare her feelings, normalize those
feelings, and let her know you are on
her side, not fighting against her. Once
her stress level decreases, she will be
better able to engage in a rational,
problem-solving discussion.

FOCUS ON PARENTAL STRENGTHS.
Overly involved parents often are inse-
cure. Many times these parents aim to
be the Super Parent and do it all. When
they fall short of perfection, they feel
guilt and anxiety. Thus, Carson’s mom
needs to focus inward, to acknowledge
her strengths. Focus on Carson’s mom’s
strengths, and tell her what she is doing
well. “You are a giving mother who
believes in your son and sees his poten-
tial. Carson is lucky to have a parent
who supports and encourages him.”

Don’t underestimate the power these
words, when genuinely expressed, have
on parents, Parents rarely hear they have
done a good job.

INVITE INVOLVEMENT. Overly
involved parents typically want to be
active in their child’s school commu-
nity. Take advantage of this, and put
their energy to good use. Ask them to
help you with an upcoming program
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or to sit on your advisory council. By
inviting Carson’s Mom to get involved,
you are creating an ally and making her
feel welcome.

INITIATE POSITIVE COMMUNICATION.
These type of parents like to be kept
in the loop. Instead of only talking to
Carson’s mom when there is a concern,
proactively communicate with her when
Carson does well or when her volunteer-
ing efforts were successful.

Step 2. Communicate to

Empower Students

Language is powerful. It is crucial

to communicate in a way that places
responsibility on the student, not the
parent,

COMMUNICATE PARENTS’ RESPONSI-
BILITIES. Empowering language sets the
expectation that students are responsible
for their own actions; parents should
not be blamed or held responsible for
their child’s schoolwork. Rather than
blaming Carson’s mom for Carson’s
incomplete homework, you can remind
Carson’s mom of her responsibility in
the homework process: to provide the
supplies, space and time needed; to offer
support without raking over; and to
allow natural consequences to occur.
For example, if Carson leaves his text-
book at school, he will not have access
to his textbook that night.

COMMUNICATE STUDENT RESPONSI-
BILITIES. Next time you are in a parent-
teacher conference, model the following
messages to parents:

Don’t say, “Have you been checking
Carson’s grades via his class Web site?”
Do say, “We have found it is benefi-
cial for students to show parents their

grades online at least once a week.
Is this something you could do with
Carson?”

Students should be acrive participants
in writing down their assignments and
checking their class Web sites. When
parents do it for them, students rend
to get complacent about doing it them-
selves. It is appropriate for Carson to
check his nightly homework assign-
ments online, while his mom supervises.
It is not appropriate for Carson’s mom
to check the Web site on her own and to
remind Carson of his assignments.

Don’t say, “Please look through
Carson’s agenda nightly, and remind
him to complete his homework.”

Do say, “Let’s help Carson learn to
utilize his agenda more effectively and
increase his independence. [ suggest it be
Carson’s responsibility to initiate show-
ing you his agenda and completed home-
work. Once Carson has been successful
for a few weeks, you can check his agen-
da less and less and turn that responsi-
bility over to him as he earns it.”

Students often rely on their memory,
and as a result, they may not write down
assignments in their agenda. Instead of
micromanaging Carson on his agenda
use, his mom can help Carson form
good organizational habits while still
giving Carson responsibility. Since it is
Carson’s responsibility to initiate the
agenda-checking process with his mom,
he maintains some independence. At the
same time, Carson’s mom is able to help
teach him good organizational habits.

It is important thar as Carson becomes
successful in his agenda use, his mom
decreases her involvement so Carson can
learn independence.

Don’t say, “By working together,

’m confident we will be able to bring
Carson’s grades up by the end of the
marking period.”

Do say, “By supporting Carson in the
ways discussed, I'm confident he will be
able to bring his grades up by the end of
the marking period.”

Encourage parents and teachers to
avoid using words like “we” or “our”
when ralking abour a child’s school-
work. Gently remind Carson’s mom that
her child 1s in school, not her.

REMEMBER THE BIG PICTURE. As par-
ents, school counselors and educators,
our role is to prepare children to be suc-
cessful adults who make good decisions.
Remind parents of the long-term vision.
“We are preparing Carson to make
good choices as an adult; this starts with
Carson making good choices as a child.
How can we help Carson learn to make
good choices now?”

Step 3. Reinforce Healthy

Parent Boundaries

We recently asked a group of seventh-
grade students what they would like



their parents to do differently. Typical
responses included, “Don’t remind me
every five minutes about my home-
work.” “Let me take care of my own
schedule.” “Help me only when I ask
for it.”

Students want to be successful on
their own; they want firmer boundaries
between themselves and their parents.

On the other hand, overly involved
parents may think just the opposite:
“Kids these days need more boundar-
ies.” As a school counselor, you can
help parents chink about boundaries in
a new light.

Here is the idea to communicate
to Carson’s mom: “You can only put
boundaries around one person. You.”

CHOICES AND CONSEQUENCES. When
we try to put boundaries around others,
we often fail, especially with students
who don’t like to be controlled. So
where does that leave us? It leaves us
with a simple process. If you have ever
taken computer programming classes,
you might remember the if-then concepr.
This concept states that if one thing
happens, then something else will hap-
pen. For every action, there is specific
consequence.

Consider Carson’s mom saying these
statements: If you do your homework,
then you can use your cell phone. If you
show me your completed assignment,
then you can watch TV.

In these examples, Carson’s mom is
putting a boundary around her own
actions not Carson’s actions. She is say-
ing, “If youdo ___, then[willdo ___.”
Every time. No exceptions. No ifs, ands
or buts. No badgering or reminding.
She is giving Carson a choice and also
communicating the consequences of his
actions. She is giving Carson the oppor
tunity to make successful and indepen-
dent choices.

Of course this is easier said than
done, especially for an overly involved,
anxious parent. Qur job as school coun-
selors is to help parents like Carson’s
mom understand that the more her
parenting is based on her worries, the
more likely things will get worse. The
more Carson’s mom attempts to con-
trol Carson, the more he will resist.
However, as Carson’s mom gives

Carson choices and enforces her if-then
statements, Carson will likely shift

his behavior, make good choices and
begin to take more responsibility for his
actions.

PATIENCE AND ACCEPTANCE. As
with all school counseling interven-
tions, it will take time, patience, heart
and acceptance to collaborate with the
overly involved parent. Yes, it can be
frustrating to work with overly involved
parents. And, yes, we may think we
know how overly involved parents
should be parenting. But, just as we
aim to teach parents to have healthy
boundaries with their children, we, as
school counselors, need to have healthy
boundaries with the overly involved
parents in our school. Even though we
may offer suggestions and guidance
to parents, ultimately the parents will
choose their own parenting style and
their own actions.

To effectively collaborate with overly
involved parents, we need to accept that
we can’t control cheir parenting choices.
What we can do is model positive and
healthy behaviors and gently encourage
them to do the same.

Neil McNerney, LPC, is a former school
counselor in Fairfax County, Va. He is
currently a counselor in private practice
and teaches on the faculty of Virginia
Tech’s Graduate School of Marriage and
Family Therapy. He can be reached at
neil@neilmecnerney.com. Emily Goodman
Scott, NCC, is an elementary school
counselor in Loudoun County, Va., and

a doctoral student at Virginia Tech.

She can be reached at egscott@vt edu.
Jennifer L. Scott, NCC, is a middle school
counselor in Prince William County, Va.
She can be reached at scottji@pwcs.edu.
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Enhancing Social Competence
and Self-Regulation

Dr. Mary Karapetian Alvord,

Dr. Bonnie Zucker, and

Dr. Judy Johnson Grados

This new program focuses on
helping group members bounce
back from and deal with the hard-
ships, difficulties, and challenges

in their lives. Students learn to focus
on what they do well and develop
protective factors that promote
resilience.

Specific resilience, leadership,
and social competence skills are
emphasized each week, using
discussion, role-plays, or other
age-appropriate techniques. Topics
covered include being proactive,
personal space awareness, problem
solving, anger/anxiety management,
self-regulation, friendship skills,
starting and maintaining conversa-
tions, and understanding the impact
of one’s behavior on others.
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