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The Family Launch Checklist
The skills behind real independence, which ones to work on first, and how to hand them over without dropping them.

I'm Gregory Castellanos. For over fifteen years I've worked directly with neurodivergent teens, young adults, and their families. Not from behind a desk. I'm the coach who rides the bus with your kid the first time, stands next to them at the bank, and sits at the kitchen table while the laundry conversation gets tense.
In all those years, I've never once met a family that failed. I've met a lot of families that were stuck, and almost all of them were stuck in the same place: everyone knows independence is the goal, but nobody can see the whole picture at once. So the same three fights happen on repeat while forty other skills sit quietly, some of them already solid, some of them waiting.
This checklist is the tool I wish I could hand every parent at our first meeting. It does three things. It shows you the skills that actually add up to independence, in plain English. It helps you figure out which ones deserve your energy first, because working on everything at once means working on nothing. And it gives you a way to hand skills over that doesn't end with you grabbing them back three weeks later.
Get a pencil. This takes about twenty minutes, and it's worth doing properly.
Before you start: this is not a report card
Most independence checklists use yes or no checkboxes. I don't, and here's why. An unchecked box says your kid can't do something. That's a dead end. It tells you nothing about what to do next, and it makes honest parents feel terrible.
Instead, every skill in this guide gets marked with where it currently lives in your family. There are four places a skill can live:
1. P Parent does it. You handle this one, mostly or entirely.
1. T Together. You do it side by side, or you start it and they finish it.
1. S Supported. They do it, but they need reminders, check-ins, or backup.
1. O Owned. They do it. You could leave town for a week and it would still happen.
Notice there's no way to fail. P is not a grade. It's a location on a map, and every skill your kid now owns started at P. The question this checklist answers isn't "how is my kid doing?" It's "where is everything right now, and what moves next?"
A few ground rules
1. Mark where things actually are, not where they are on a good week. Optimistic scoring only cheats you.
1. If you can, do this with your teen or young adult, not about them. Their marks and yours will differ in interesting places, and those differences are worth talking about.
1. If an item doesn't apply yet, skip it. A fourteen-year-old doesn't need to own a bank account.
1. Do it in pencil. You'll be back in a few months, and the whole point is that the marks move.
The eight areas of independence
You could slice independence into fifty categories. Families don't need fifty. These eight cover what I actually see determine whether a young adult can run their own life, and every item under them is something you can observe this week, not a personality trait.
1. Daily Living
The unglamorous stuff. It's also where independence is most visible, day in and day out.
	Mark where each one lives right now
	P
	T
	S
	O

	Makes a few simple meals from start to finish, including cleanup
	
	
	
	

	Does their own laundry, start to put-away
	
	
	
	

	Keeps their own space livable without being asked
	
	
	
	

	Handles daily hygiene without reminders
	
	
	
	

	Gets themselves up in the morning
	
	
	
	

	Manages their own bedtime well enough to function the next day
	
	
	
	



2. Time and Tasks
Executive functioning, in plain English. This area quietly powers every other area on the list.
	Mark where each one lives right now
	P
	T
	S
	O

	Tracks appointments and deadlines in a system they actually check, not their memory and not yours
	
	
	
	

	Starts tasks they don't feel like doing without a standoff
	
	
	
	

	Breaks a big task into steps instead of freezing
	
	
	
	

	Notices the time and adjusts, like leaving when it's time to leave
	
	
	
	

	Remembers commitments they've made to other people
	
	
	
	

	Recovers when the plan changes instead of shutting down
	
	
	
	



3. Money
Not investing. Not credit scores. The basics that keep a young adult out of trouble and in control.
	Mark where each one lives right now
	P
	T
	S
	O

	Has their own account and knows roughly what's in it
	
	
	
	

	Knows roughly what they spend in a typical week
	
	
	
	

	Makes a purchase start to finish, in person and online
	
	
	
	

	Saves toward something instead of spending everything the day it arrives
	
	
	
	

	Understands what a bill is and what happens when one isn't paid
	
	
	
	

	Spots an obvious scam or a too-good-to-be-true offer
	
	
	
	



4. Getting Around
Every route your kid can travel alone is a piece of the world they own.
	Mark where each one lives right now
	P
	T
	S
	O

	Gets to familiar places on their own, whether that's walking, biking, transit, a ride app, or driving
	
	
	
	

	Plans a route to somewhere new
	
	
	
	

	Handles a missed bus, a canceled ride, or a wrong turn without unraveling
	
	
	
	

	Knows what to do if lost or stranded
	
	
	
	

	Shows up to places on time, on their own
	
	
	
	



5. Health and Regulation
Knowing your own body and your own mind, and being able to act on that knowledge.
	Mark where each one lives right now
	P
	T
	S
	O

	Takes any medications correctly without prompting
	
	
	
	

	Notices when they're getting overwhelmed before the blowup, not after
	
	
	
	

	Has at least one calming strategy that actually works, and uses it
	
	
	
	

	Describes symptoms to a doctor or nurse in their own words
	
	
	
	

	Makes or reschedules their own appointments
	
	
	
	

	Knows their own diagnoses and can explain what helps them
	
	
	
	



6. Speaking Up
Self-advocacy. In my experience this is the single strongest predictor of how everything else goes.
	Mark where each one lives right now
	P
	T
	S
	O

	Asks for help before things fall apart, not after
	
	
	
	

	Orders food, asks a store employee a question, makes a phone call
	
	
	
	

	Says no and holds it, even with friends
	
	
	
	

	Tells teachers, bosses, or providers what they need in order to do their best
	
	
	
	

	Handles a disagreement with words instead of avoidance or explosion
	
	
	
	

	Reads a message from an adult and responds appropriately
	
	
	
	



7. People and Community
Independence without connection isn't the goal. Isolation is the quiet risk nobody puts on checklists.
	Mark where each one lives right now
	P
	T
	S
	O

	Has at least one friendship they maintain without a parent arranging it
	
	
	
	

	Makes plans with someone and follows through
	
	
	
	

	Participates in something outside the house: a club, a gym, a class, a job, a group
	
	
	
	

	Can tell the difference between a friend and someone using them
	
	
	
	

	Works through conflict with a friend without ending the friendship or getting steamrolled
	
	
	
	

	Behaves safely online, including with strangers and with money
	
	
	
	



8. Work and Purpose
Not just employment. The experience of being useful, and having something to aim at.
	Mark where each one lives right now
	P
	T
	S
	O

	Can describe what they're good at and what they enjoy
	
	
	
	

	Has done real work of some kind: a job, volunteering, paid chores, helping a neighbor
	
	
	
	

	Shows up on time and stays until the job is done
	
	
	
	

	Takes direction and correction without falling apart
	
	
	
	

	Fills out a simple application or writes a short professional message
	
	
	
	

	Has something they're working toward, even loosely
	
	
	
	



How to read what you just marked
Put the pencil down. Before you look at a single gap, do this:
Count the O's first
Every O on these pages is a skill that used to live at P. Your kid learned it, and your family transferred it, which means the machinery for building independence already works in your house. You're not starting from zero. You're continuing something that's already in motion. Say the O's out loud to your kid. I mean that literally. Young people who hear specifics about what they already own take on new skills faster, because the next handoff doesn't feel like an accusation.
Look for the pattern, not the score
There is no total to add up, on purpose. What matters is the shape. A column of P's in one area while everything else sits at S and O usually isn't about ability. It's usually about anxiety, a bad past experience, or a routine that calcified years ago and nobody reexamined. That's a very different problem than a skill that's never been taught, and it gets solved differently.
Trajectory beats age
I've watched parents spiral because their nineteen-year-old marked P where a checklist said eighteen-year-olds should be at O. Forget the imaginary schedule. The question that predicts the future isn't where your kid is today. It's which direction the marks move over the next six months. A kid moving from P to T is launching. A kid parked at S for three years is stuck, even if S sounds respectable.
Which skills first
You now have somewhere around forty marks in front of you, and the strong temptation is to work on all of them. Don't. Families that target everything improve nothing. Here's the order I use with every client, and it has three tiers.
First, safety and health. Scan Health and Regulation, Getting Around, and the online-safety item. Anything sitting at P in those spots that involves medication, getting lost, or being taken advantage of comes first, full stop. Everything else can wait; safety can't.
Second, the friction point. What's the fight your family has every single week? The morning routine, the laundry pile, the phone at 2 a.m.? Find that item on the list. Handing over a skill that currently generates conflict pays you twice: your kid gains ground, and your home gets quieter. Momentum matters more than strategy in the first ninety days.
Third, the keys. Two areas on this list unlock all the others: Time and Tasks, and Speaking Up. A young person who can track their commitments and ask for help before things fall apart can learn nearly anything else on these pages without you. If nothing is urgent and nothing is on fire, invest here. It compounds.
Then pick one skill. Two at the absolute most. I know that feels too slow. It isn't. One skill genuinely handed over in three months beats six skills attempted and dropped, and your kid learns something bigger than the skill itself: handoffs in this family actually stick.
The handoff: how to let go without dropping it
This is the part almost nobody teaches, and it's where most families lose the game. Transferring a skill is a skill of its own. Here's how I do it, every time.
Move one letter at a time
P to O in one jump fails so reliably that I can set my watch by it. The kid gets overwhelmed, the parent panics, the skill snaps back to P, and now it's harder than before because everyone remembers the failure. Move P to T. Then T to S. Then S to O. Each step is small enough to succeed, and success is the fuel.
Say the handoff out loud
Silent expectations are where handoffs go to die. "I figured he'd start doing it himself once he turned eighteen" is a sentence I've heard a hundred times, and it has never once worked. Name it: "Starting Sunday, laundry is yours. I'll walk through it with you twice, then I'm out. If it doesn't get done, I'm not doing it." Now everyone is playing the same game.
Shrink the step until it's almost boring
If the whole skill is too big, hand over a piece. Not "manage your medications," but "refill the pill organizer every Sunday while I watch." Not "cook dinner," but "you own Tuesday, and Tuesday can be quesadillas every single week." A small step your kid actually owns beats a big one you quietly still run.
Expect the wobble
Here's the thing nobody warns you about: right after a handoff, performance gets worse. The laundry sits for a week. A shirt gets shrunk. An appointment gets missed. Parents read the wobble as proof the handoff failed. It's the opposite. The wobble is what learning looks like from the outside. You wobbled too, at everything you now do well. Plan for it so it doesn't spook you.
Don't grab it back
The grab-back is the most expensive mistake in this whole guide. When you take a skill back at the first wobble, the lesson your kid learns is precise and durable: if I stall long enough, someone rescues me. If a handoff is genuinely failing, don't take the skill back. Shrink the step and keep ownership where it is. And where it's safe, let natural consequences do the teaching. A shrunk shirt teaches laundry sorting better than any lecture you will ever give.
Put a review date on the calendar
Two weeks out, sit down together for ten minutes. Talk about what happened, not what it means about them. "The pills got missed twice, what would make Sunday easier?" is a useful conversation. "You're just not responsible" is not. Adjust the step, keep the ownership, book the next review.
Your next thirty days
Fill this out while the checklist is still fresh. One page, one skill, one month. Stick it on the fridge.
Three things they already own (say these out loud to your kid):



The one skill we're handing off:

Where it lives now, and where it's moving (one letter only):
Current:  P    T    S    O        Moving to:  P    T    S    O
The handoff, said out loud (write the actual sentence you'll say):


The smallest first step:

What I will stop doing:

Wobbles we expect (so nobody panics):


Review date (two weeks out, ten minutes, on the calendar):

A last word
If you did this honestly, you now know three things most families never get clear on: what your kid already owns, what deserves your energy first, and how to hand it over so it stays handed over. That puts you ahead of where most families ever get, including plenty who've been in services for years.
Come back to these pages in three months with the same pencil. The marks that moved will tell you more than any report ever will. And when a mark moves, celebrate it like it matters, because it does. A kid who does their own laundry is not just a kid with clean clothes. It's a kid with evidence that they can take over their own life, one skill at a time.
This checklist is the doorway into a larger system I use with families: the Castellanos Compass, a full independence assessment that maps every one of these areas in depth, builds a family dashboard, and lays out a ninety-day plan for transferring ownership. If working through this guide raised questions, or if you'd like a partner in the handoffs, I'd genuinely like to hear from you.
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