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UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS TODAY ARE MOVING TOWARD INCREASED
AUTONOMY. THE UNIVERSITIES ARE RESPONDING 3Y EBECOMING LESS
PARENTAL, ALTHOUGH NOT AS FAST AS STUDENTS WQULD LIKE.
DESPITE THEIR EMANCIPATION FROM PARENTS AND PARFMT-LIKE
AUTHORITY, STUDENTS STILL TEND TO SEE THE COUNSELOR AS A
PAREN.AL FIGURE. THE COUNSELOR MUST THEREFORE HELP THE
STUDENT RESOLVE HIS DEPENDENCY CONFLICT WITHOUT REZJECTING HIS
PARENTS OR FOSTERING OVERDEPENDENCY. PARENT-COUNSELOR CONTACT
IN THE UNIVERSITY SETTING IS INCIDENTAL TO THE RESOLUTION OF
THE STUDENT'S DEPENDENCY-INDEPENDENCY DIFFICULTIES. LITTLE
RESEARCH HAS BEEN PONE IN THIS AREA ALTHOUGH SOME DATA
INDICATE THAT THE QUALITY OF THE PARENT-CHILD RELATION IS
SEEN IN THE CHILD'S LATER BEHAVIOR AND ATTITUDES. (WR)
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PARKNT-COUNSELOR COWTACTS IN A UNIVERSITY SETTING: INCIDENTAL OF INCREMENTAL

David H. Mills
Counseling Service and! Dapt, of Psychology, Iowe State University

I am sure that this paper will take a somewhat different tack than the
others in this syaposivm, It will be almost exclusively theoretical awd
philosophical, mehir than relying upon resl lifc experience or upon s fealing
that parant-counssior contact in a university setting is an unmitigated good
which shovid be pursued. Part of this ncn-practical slant stems from &
strong fealing that some of ths thacreticions and philosophers have something
important to say to us in this genoral area, and part because couaselor
pareat comtact in a university setting is typically a very uncomacn OCCUrrence.

While we kuow that the characteristics of university atudents differ
greatly from campus to caupus, e of the major common dercwinators which cuts
across wost Ameriesn cempuses 1 s that the students typically ave liviag avay
from hone for the first extended period im their 1ife and are tentatively
aibbling for the first time the rathex bitter fruoits of independence from
parentel control. This is evan nn:m true today than it was even ten years
ago or when most of us were wndsrgradustes and, for those of us who have
limited access to contemporary studsnt life, this wovement seems to ba vether
s puzsling one. Student: seem to want wore freedom, even to demend it. Many
of them are sigoificantly cutting their ties to the last geusration and are
dolug so in dramatic, and sometimes alarming ways. The wave of student
protests which bave covered the country, while ou te ourface seeming to be
caused by often reslistic concerus over civil rigits, the Viet=Nem war, and
spurred on by the vew wave of campus Cods, the existentielisto, are also 8
reflection of the student's concerns over vhat they see as beiag phoay ia

our sociaty and this phoniness is often exemplifiod by their parceptions of




their parents. It is significant that wany of the studemts eay thsy cammot

Crust anyone over thirty (which, 0i ccurse, is, hopefully, a gross over-

statement)«~all their parents are In this excluded age range. Like Mario
Savio, they express a need to thriw theusalves {uto the machine and grimd it
to & halt, and they realize that this wchine was conceived, desigmed, and
mmnufactured by their pareut's gumeration. The new student-body president

at Iowa State, heretofore a large consarvative mid-western land-grant
fmstitution, typically wears a Imard, an inside-out sweat-shirt, and |
eandles; he has promised to drag Yowa Steie ascreaning and yelling (if nased
be) imto the 20th century and, om the basis of this ph‘tfm and the apparent
wvide=spread dissatisfaction with ths univercsity auministration and with the
emasculated student government, he obtaine:' the largest uuaber of votes and
the largest percsntage of votes ever cast in a student election, Now, it is
easy for us (and paronts and legislators) to discradit this fellow as being
young, immature, s besinik, a radical (as Ix: is s menber of the Students for
a Domocratic Society), and, more Jamming yet for central Iowa, &8s being from
California or New York. There is only a little truth to thase accusations as
this particuiar individual iz carrying an A~/B+ average in one of our most
difficult curricula, is articulate and obvicusly bright and hails from a small
Iowa town waich touts itself as being “the goldem buckle of the cora belt".
He represonts & significant movemant in the direction towards increased
undergraduste aut.nomy. The students in moit places are moving faster than
wniversity aduinistrations would like o ser them move. However, the old
academic philosophy of in lage pr.cutis has beem crumbling for s numbar of
years. The univarsities are feeling less of a pavemtszl obligation to their
students than they haveesrlier. The changas are reflected ofien in libavslie
zation of housing and hour policies for undesrgraduate men and women and st

least less overt control over extra~academic studemt activities. Taese move-
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ments sre not coming ss rapidly as the students, er many of them, would like,
but they are coming. ‘The miversity is becoming less of a parent sad mere
of a landlord or mentor.

There is quite & paradox in this situation for the person who doss

counseling or psychotherapy with students, however, While the stude.ts are

beconing almost arbitrarily wore emancipated from their piarents and from

perental-lik» suthority, they still tend to see the coumselor us a parental
figure; in fact many of then sink ths counselor out implicitly for that
resson. The parent is almost always psychologically present {n the counseling
situation even though és;slcally- e is almost naver mn. The theoretical |

" verities seen still to hold whether you call this parental intrusion puuuxlc o
distortion as Henry Stack Sullivan would, transference, a la Freud, or what-
‘ever tubr;.c one might want to use. In fact, tb parent mey be wore puioi\g |
psychologically in the cmuliig. tousy than ovﬁr. before because the studemts

- oftens do nut have the f’-f%ismly pace towards the rojolui;iou of the dnpc‘@mucc-' :
‘{ndependence coaflicts which they had earlier. The break has been too abrupt
aad has left tno much “unfinished business", too wuch uaresolved. So v.han

| a pseudo-emancipation on an overt level and a great deal of underlying |

f dnpol!leney problems,

| 8o much of our work as university counselors has to do with understanding,

‘and dealing with thess distortions which our cl,ﬁnl:s effect to meke us like

the parent whom he left behind only geographically. The client has to ba
helped, through us, to cut the cord without completely rsjecting his plm!:s |

‘or his family. As Kell snd Meuller in their rmut book. Jupsct and m

ig m&r&x have written,

We see & parallel betwesn (the clieant's) sfforts to changs the
counselor and contimuing ysrsistent efforts te chenge parents. That
is, the clients attempts to change his counseler, we mld. feel,
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vepreassut a displaced form of earlier and sven centinuing attempts .
to modify the relationship betwesn the cliemt amd his parents. The
client wishes to mmintain the myth that without intersal chauge he
sventually will become potemt encugh to cause s parents to behave
differently tceards him. :

These attespts lead to & difficult position on the part of the couaselor vhe
at one lavel is hopefully & rather aurtursat, giving person and yel mlisti.cany
cswt afford to tolerate over~dapendsncy for fear of just reinstituting tln

_client's stroug needs mot to be en his ovn. As Snyder, in his book Dependency
AR Reychotherapy has put it |

sesothe therapist is assuming in this situation 3 yole mmuch like
that of a parcnt (s0) be sust be careful te aveid vepeating the
srrors that the real parent has made in producing the excessive
dependency of the cliunt,...when the client finds "lsaning on the
tharapist” too comfortable, the tharapist will need to push hinm
to make some afforts of his owa. The tharapist must re-condition
this dapendency into a striving to do thiungs for himself.

Ths other end of the counseler's position is to work through gradually, . _sin
without fostering ovar-dependency, the clients feslings towards his parents

_s0 as not to meke for the client's complete rejection of tne prarent. If this

couplets rejaction happens it ﬁaual:ly is an uémly brittle solutiom for a
problex and, at least in cur Protestant-ethic culture, it often later leads
to the client's being over-whelmed by guilt or by adepting a life-style in
which poorly controlled hostility towsrds suthoxrity figures plays too majoer
a role.

~ How, what about actual u\iuc; af the parents with the uvaiversity |
counselor? I em wot abéut to categoricslly say that & parent's sesking ﬁt
their son < daughter’s counseler is alwiys inappropriate, but I will say that
it nsually is. Ofter these centacts, overtly motivated by con~arn or anxiety
over their child's well being, axe @ uniﬁsutlm of the parents' attempting
to maintain the student's filial dependency upon ther and/er s fear of what
might ceme out of the counseling. The parent’s own psychological needs may
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‘have besn bouyed up through the years by the child’s depemdency and once the
child physiczlly leaves tis home these meeds hecoms unsatisfied which leeds
the paremt to intrude upem the chlld’s independence, not omly, as I have said,
to veinstitute the dependency but to meke sure that the chiid dossu't reject

hin completely. Indirectly, many pareamts denigrate the counseling sand often
the comselors hear students saying that their pereats 3o mot like the fact
thet thair child is in coumnsling ("why can't you brimg your troubles to me");
swother curious, but not dissimflar phenomena is that many parents will, when
they find their child is ia cemaseling or therapy, go iuto therapy themselves.
This can be guite a.hcaitby thing but sometimes it is more an unhealthy
identification audsum to say, "if you do it, I'1ll do it and thon we atill
will be close”. Some parent-counsslor contact, however, does seem to be |
appropriste. One instance, is when & student is s0 seriously disturbed that )
realistic plens have to be made for some kind of extra~campus care such as
. imstitutionalizaticn, hoapiul,iaucn. or a retuxn home and referral to a lecal
'. fay‘ch!.;t:! st or psychologist. Anecdotally, it is interesting that many o
studants vhen this tywe of coutact is suggested, say that their pareats will
never go alcng with it, but when the contact is actually wmade, the parents
‘make very appropriate contributicns and plans for the student's well=being.
~This pointe cut the distortions with which uny students view their pareants.
They see their parents as being much more aloof, or dmudzng. or smothering
than thoy actually are, This is not meant o downegrade the students®
percaptions since, distorted as they are, they are their phenomenological
Teality and do have to be desl” with., After desling with a student over sn
extendad period of time, it is oftcn surprising that when the counselor
actually does see the parent he sees something quite different from what he
expected. He has from the client besn lead to expect a father about eight
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feet tall, broad:ahouldered with & booming voice and, at least psychologically,

carrylng & whip. When the father appears he often 190ks and acts like Casper
Milquatomst, meek ond mild with his Rotary pin f_irnly' plantsd in his lapel.

As I said, however, cthe disparity bstwien whut the student fexis and what

ths counselor sess doss not mesn that the student is consciously distorting,
lying, or somsthing elec. What the clieat feels 1s his reality and must be
dealt with, However, mauy such comtacts with pavents of the type outlined

above is envugh to make a phencmenologist out of almost any counselor.

Is there auy research in this area? Unfortunitely, there is almost none.
Most ©i what has bean done has been done with & youager populstion whers the
child is physically im the home. 'mlial therapy, as reported by Guernsy,

is favolved in the training of parents to conduct play sesesions with their

owm disturbed children in the hme eituation. Similarly, Natallie Fuchs has
dascribed play therspy in the hone. However, with the univavsity student

being generally away from home nnd with his realistic press for indepsndencs,
thess techniques are imapprepriats sand even physically vet possible. We do
koow some of the effects of the parentestudert relationshin upon the student's
self image and his perfermsunce at the university. quiouuly. & healthy
relationship betwesn the student snd his parents enhances the student's self~
esteren; this has been empirically ustablished by several persons (for example,

by liollenback in a recent Journal of Counssiing articie enticied "conditions
and outcomes in ths student-parent relationship"). The dominant coutributing
factors to a student's adequate self-sstcem sesn to be that he feels that his
paraxts have a high regard for him and that tbo___plmts are open and fras to
experience nav situations and ch_nj.: own feellags~-that is that the parents
respect and like their child and are perceived by him as being genuize persouns.
We alsy know that academic success for s student is positively related to his

father®s having strong positive feelings for him (or, at least, being perceived
by the student as having these feelings)-~the mother’s positive feelings,
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however, have no demoustrated relationship to acadsmic success im a untnrjtty
setting. I think that this differential sex relstionship related to oup
seciety's differential sex role, that is, that schisvemsnt for men 1s wore
tied to external criteria like grade-point and ebjactive “success" messures
than is schisvement for wowmen in our culture. While thease relationships
tend to be low they are statistically cignificast and do polut out empiracally
what we 211 know, that the quality of the pavent~child relationships manifest
igsalf in lster child behavier and sttitudes,

In summery, I would 1like to rc-emphasize the followlng points:

1. The current crop of uadargraduates is, on the surface, meking more of
a break with their earlier envircsnent than we have sesn receuntly.

2, Universities are rasponding to this by becoming less parental in
attituds, though not as fast as the students would like.

3, That the student who tuwms o 2 counsslox temds to see the coumselor
im many of the same ways in which be saw his paremts and that the coumaslor
lms to steer a fine course betwecn the ra~imstituting the student's over-
dependance upom his parents, and facilitatiag am abrupt and gemeral rejaction
of the parents by the student.

4. That parant-counselor contact in the university setting often is
net eatalytic for the atudent's resolution of kis dependency/independency
difficulties.

S. That the student's often miseperception of his parents is his veality
and must be dealt with as such.

6. That there is a lack of restarch date in this area except suggestions
that the quality of the parent-child relstionship is manifested in the child‘s
later beshavior and attitudes.




