UNIVERSITYPARENT.COM — FREE PARENT TOOLKIT

Empty Nest Reboot Plan

30 days of identity-building prompts, weekly community check-ins, and the Still Showing Up one-pager

for parents navigating the transition after their student leaves for college.

30-DAY PLAN ROLE AUDIT WORKSHEET

STILL SHOWING UP REFERENCE CARD

PARTNER COMMUNICATION FRAMEWORK

How to use this plan: One prompt per day. Read it in the morning. Let it sit. Come back to it at night if the day allowed it. Some days you'll do more. Some

days the prompt is all you can manage, and that counts. Every weekly community check-in is a single question to post in the UniversityParent Facebook

group. The research on social support during this transition is unambiguous: connection accelerates recovery. You don't have to do this alone.

WEEK 1 — DAYS 1-7
Name It

Acknowledge what's actually happening. No reframing yet. Just honesty.

DAY 1 The real thing

Write down exactly how you feel right now. Not how you're supposed to
feel. Not "I'm proud of them." The real thing. No one has to see this.
Write until you run out of words.

DAY 3 Before you were a parent

List three things you were good at before you had children. Then circle
the ones you abandoned when parenting got busy. Those circles are
your starting points for the next 27 days.

DAY 5 One sentence

Write one sentence that describes who you are that doesn't include the
word "parent" or your student's name. It can be rough. It doesn't have to
feel true yet. Write it anyway.

DAY 7 — COMMUNITY CHECK-IN Weekly group post

In the UniversityParent Facebook group, post:

"Day 7. What's the weirdest thing you've felt since your student left?"

DAY 2 Walk the house

Walk through your home slowly. Notice which rooms feel different. Don't
fix anything, don't straighten the bed or close the door. Just notice what
the absence feels like in physical space.

DAY 4 Your baseline

Think about the last time you did something purely for yourself, not for
your student, your partner, or anyone else. If you can't remember, write "|

don't know." That's your honest baseline.

DAY 6 Reach out

Name one person you've been meaning to reach out fo. Not a long text.
Not a catch-up call. Just: "Thinking of you." Send it today before you
close this plan.

No need to explain or justify. Just post it. You'll find out you're not alone in about six minutes.

SINGLE PARENT NOTE — WEEK 1

The silence in the house is loudest at night and on weekends. You are not imagining it. Plan those time slots intentionally this week -- even if "intentionally"

means a podcast you actually want to listen to, or a neighbor's dog you walk. Filling the silence with something chosen feels different than sitting inside it.

WEEK 2 — DAYS 8-14
Audit It

Examine your identity. What's on hold, what's atrophied, what's actually gone.




DAY 8 All your roles DAY 9 The neglected one

List all the roles you currently play (parent, partner, employee, friend,
sibling, volunteer, efc.). Rate each one 1-10 for how much energy you're
actually putting into it right now.

Look at yesterday's ratings. Which role has been most neglected? What
would a 20% increase in attention to that role look like this week? Write
one specific thing you could do.

DAY 10 What they don't know

Think of a skill or capability you have that your student doesn't know
about -- something from before them, or built outside of parenting.
Write it down. It still belongs to you.

-
Day 11 — Role Audit Worksheet

The core exercise. Take as long as you need. Come back to it if you need more than one sitting.

(A) Still intact, but underused (B) Atrophied but revivable

Which parts of your pre-parent identity are still there but getting almost no

Which parts have faded from disuse but could come back with intention?
attention?

(C) Actually gone -- and how do you feel about that? (D) Curious about but haven't tried

Some things don't come back. Do you grieve them, or do you feel relieved

An identity you've wondered about but never pursued because there was no
they're gone?

time or space.

DAY 12 Go somewhere alone DAY 13 The newly open slots

Go somewhere you haven't been in at least a year. A coffee shop, a
park, a bookstore, a museum. Spend 30 minutes there with no agenda.
No phone browsing. Just be there.

What filled the hours that were school-year parenting logistics? Identify
two of those time slots. Write what you'd actually like to put in them
instead -- not what you think you should do.

DAY 14 — COMMUNITY CHECK-IN Weekly group post

In the UniversityParent Facebook group, post:
"Day 14. Something | was good at before | had kids, that | want to pick back up.”
Read what others post. This is the week someone in the group suggests something you didn't know you wanted to try.

SINGLE PARENT NOTE — WEEK 2

The role audit may feel particularly pointed if parenting was your primary social structure as well as your identity -- both things at once. That's not unusual.
For you, "who am | now" and "who do | spend time with" may be the same question. Answer them together.




WEEK 3 — DAYS 15-21
Reconnect

Rebuild the relationships the parenting years compressed or deferred.

DAY 15 The drifted friend DAY 16 Something on the calendar

Reach out to one friendship you've let drift during the intensive Plan a specific activity with someone from your existing network.
parenting years. Not a full catch-up -- just: "I've been thinking about you Something with a date and a time on the calendar before you close this
and | want to be better at staying in touch." document. Coffee, a walk, dinner -- anything with a slot.

DAY 17 Curiosity, not concern

Think about your student. What's one thing you genuinely want to know
about their college life -- not what you're worried about, but what you're
curious about? Write the question. Then text it to them today.

DAY 18 The sibling at home (or the letter you write instead)

If you have a younger child still at home, use this tonight:

"l want to check in with you about how things feel now that [siblingl is at school. I've been in my own head about it and | want to make
sure I'm not making you feel invisible. What's been weird for you?"

The word "weird" is intentional. It's low-pressure and gives them permission fo name feelings they don't have vocabulary for yet.

If no children are at home: Write a letter fo a friend who is going through something hard. You don't have fo send it. The practice of showing up for
someone else pulls you out of isolation.

DAY 19 A new community DAY 20 Message that leads with them

Identify one community to join that has nothing to do with parenting. A Write a message to your student that leads with curiosity about their

class, a club, a recurring meetup. Look it up today. You don't have to experience, not with what you miss. Start with a question about

sign up yet. Finding it is the whole job today. something they care about. Send it. Then let them respond on their
fimeline.

DAY 21 — COMMUNITY CHECK-IN Weekly group post

In the UniversityParent Facebook group, post:

"Day 21. One relationship I'm investing in differently now that my student is gone.”

SINGLE PARENT NOTE — WEEK 3

Prioritize peer community before couples communication this week. Single parents' primary support structure doesn't include a co-present partner, which
makes peer connection more load-bearing, not optional. Find the single empty-nester thread in the UniversityParent group and infroduce yourself. That
counts as this week's community task.

WEEK 4 — DAYS 22-30
Forward Motion

Decide deliberately who you are in the next chapter. Don't wait for it to feel natural.

Day 22 — Partner Communication Framework

Research on couples navigating the empty nest identifies mutual acknowledgment without problem-solving pressure as the most effective early

approach.

WHAT TO SAY TONIGHT IF YOU'RE DOING THIS ALONE

Write a letter to yourself about the relationship you want to have with yourself
in the next chapter. Not who you were. Who you are deciding to become.
Use present tense: "l am someone who..."




"I want to talk about how we're both doing with this. Not to fix
anything tonight -- just to say it out loud. | know we're probably
feeling it differently, and | don't want to assume | know what's
going on for you. Can we just check in?"

Then listen first. Don't prepare your response while they're talking. One
conversation. Not a resolution.

.

DAY 23 12 months from now

Name one thing you'd like to be doing in 12 months that you're not

doing now. It can be small. "I'd like to be going on a walk three times a
week" counts. Write it plainly.

DAY 25 Revisit Day 3

Look back at the things you circled on Day 3. Have you made contact
with any of them? If yes: write what that was like. If no: pick one. Make
contact today, even minimally.

DAY 27 Honest health check

Assess your sleep, movement, and alcohol use this month. No judgment
-- just look. If any of these have shifted significantly, name it specifically.
If three or more red flags from the article apply, book a provider
appointment this week.

DAY 29 The next chapter

Write down one thing you want the next chapter of your life to include
that the parenting chapter didn't have room for. Write it on a separate
piece of paper and put it somewhere you'll see it.

DAY 30 — COMMUNITY CHECK-IN Final group post

In the UniversityParent Facebook group, post:

DAY 24 The smallest first step

Take the thing from Day 23 and find its smallest possible first step. Not a

plan -- just one step so small it takes less than five minutes. Write it. Do
it before the end of today.

DAY 26 The letter you won't send

Write a note to your student that you will not send. Say everything you
want to say: what you miss, what you're proud of, what you hope for
them. Get all of it out. Then fold it and keep it.

DAY 28 Something you forgot

Identify one thing that used to bring you pleasure before parenting got
all-consuming. Something you haven't thought about in years. Write
about it for five minutes. Don't edit. Just write.

"Day 30. One thing | know about who | am now that | didn't know 30 days ago."

You did the work. That's not nothing.

SINGLE PARENT NOTE — WEEK 4

By Day 30, you've been doing this for a month. Single parents who engage intentional practice in the first month report significantly better adjustment

oufcomes than those who wait to feel better on their own. You've been doing this by yourself in a house that got very quiet very fast. Notice that you made it

through.

UNIVERSITYPARENT.COM

Free toolkit — Empty Nest Reboot Plan — universityparent.com




UNIVERSITYPARENT.COM — REFERENCE CARD

Still Showing Up

The 5 evidence-based behaviors that keep your relationship with your college student strong

during this fransition -- and the 3 mistakes parents make when their own grief bleeds into how

they communicate.

WHAT WORKS
5 Behaviors That Keep the Relationship Strong

Keep contact brief and consistent.

Students respond better to frequent short contact than infrequent
long calls. Texts that don't require a response work well. The goal is
a continued thread, not a scheduled appointment.

0 Lead every conversation with curiosity, not concern.
"What's the most inferesting thing you learned this week?" lands
differently than "Are you eating? Are you sleeping?" One opens. The
other puts them on the stand.

o Name your feelings without assigning them responsibility.
When you miss them, you can say so -- briefly, and followed
immediately by releasing them from fixing it. "I miss you. That's mine
to deal with. Tell me what's good."

o Celebrate their independence explicitly and often.
Every time they handle something on their own, name it out loud.
"That's exactly the kind of thing | always knew you could handle."
This builds the identity they need in adulthood.

o Share your own life with them.
Tell them what you're doing, thinking about, and working on. This
models the independent adult life you want them to build -- and it
gives them something to ask you about, which shifts the relational
weight off of them.
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WHAT BACKFIRES
3 Mistakes Parents Make When Grief Bleeds In

Making them the container for your loneliness.

Calls that end with your student feeling responsible for your
emotional state -- even subtly -- create guilt that curdles into
avoidance. They won't call less because they don't love you. They'll
call less because calling has become too heavy.

a Interpreting less contact as rejection.
Your student thriving means they're building new relationships and
belonging. If they're calling less because they're happy, that's the
outcome you raised them for. It's not distance. It's growth. If's
supposed to feel this way.

° Overcommunicating your worry instead of your connection.
Parents who front-load concern ("How are you sleeping? Are you
keeping up? Have you made friends?") inadvertently communicate
that they don't trust their student's judgment. Delivered repeatedly,
worry feels like surveillance. Replace worry questions with wonder
questions.

REMEMBER

Your student needs you to be a whole person. A parent who has
a life, interests, and a sense of self outside of their child is a better
long-term resource for that child than a parent who is waiting by
the phone. Reclaiming your identity isn't pulling away. It's
modeling the adult life you want them to build.
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