
If a mother expects to smooth out her relationship with her daughter when she
goes to college, she will probably have to wait a few years. Late adolescence is not a
time for mutual understanding and reconciliation between most mothers and daughters.
Many college-age daughters’ views of their mothers is not very favorable, nor is it
particularly realistic.

Between 1980 and 1985 I collected from my women students at Wellesley College
over 150 autobiographical accounts on adolescent development in response to the twin
questions Who am I? and How did I get to be who I am? The young women have
written about the major turning points in their lives; their triumphs and their losses;
their joys, happiness, as well as sadness, anger and guilt; their relationships with friends,
lovers, and, of course, their parents.

The reader needs to keep in mind that these first-person accounts are primarily
collected from young women who have financial privilege either from their families or
from scholarships. They are also the type of student drawn to a course on adolescent
psychology where one of the major course requirements is to write an autobiography.
Wellesley is a small, highly selective, private liberal arts college for women.  In the 1980's,
the majority of Wellesley students, approximately 85 percent, were white. While Wellesley
women are not representative of college students, let alone adolescents in general, the
richness of their autobiographical accounts deserves scrutiny, if only to propose
hypotheses to be validated from a more representative college-student sample.

ADOLESCENT-PARENT SEPARATION

Adolescence is a period during which a young person prepares to leave the
dependency of childhood to become an adult on whom others can depend. One of the
ways in which adolescents prepare themselves for adulthood is through separating from
their parents. This does not mean that adolescents will stop loving the parents or
relying on them for emotional support. Rather, it means that parents will no longer be
the only, or the most important, people in the adolescents’ lives. Distancing will make it
possible for adolescents to love and care for others as well as for their parents.

Separating from parents is a process all adolescents must go through if they are
to function well as adult members of society. Adolescents must be able to switch
primary emotional attachments from the family of origin, where they were raised, to a
family they may create. Going beyond the usually understood family unit of partner
and/or children, a family may encompass any number of arrangements where people
make commitments to be in each others’ lives, either as friends or lovers. Whether or
not this commitment includes a choice of raising children is not so much the issue as the
potential ability to do so. Indeed, the survival of the species depends on adolescents
separating from their parents in successive generations in order to focus attention and
care on the generation that follows them. In early adolescence, distancing from parents
is achieved by coming to rely on friends as a source of emotional support. Later, a
young person becomes able to invest emotions in a family he or she may create.
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