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DEDICATION

To Isaiah, my favorite teenage human: I’m proud of you.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book aims to help grown-ups who care for and interact with teens.

You may be their parent,* teacher, coach, or grandmother.

They may be your kid, student, athlete, or grandson.

In an effort to write this book as prescriptively as possible, much of the advice and many of the situations are aimed at parents. However, the ideas can be customized to nearly any caring adult’s unique situation and relationship.

So for the rest of the book, let’s use this shorthand, shall we?

Parent = any parent, educator, coach, mentor, or caring adult. In essence, you.

Your teen(s) = any teen(s) in your classroom, home, or care.

Thanks for doing what you do. It’s my deepest hope that this book helps you.




INTRODUCTION:

EVERY KID NEEDS A “RODNEY”

Statistically, I am supposed to be dead, in jail, or homeless.

Because I was a foster kid, my odds were already pretty bleak. About 20 percent of foster kids end up homeless. Less than 3 percent go on to earn a college degree. Only about half will be gainfully employed by the time they turn twenty-four years old.

In addition to that, I was actively working to worsen my already bad situation. I was stubborn. I was making stupid choices. I was marvelously bitter. All at the ripe old age of fourteen.

So what happened?

Rodney happened.

Before I moved in with Rodney, I had mastered the art of getting kicked out of foster homes with dizzying speed. I was like a lone wolf version of the von Trapp kids, driving away foster parents with my antics.

Yes, I just made a Sound of Music reference, and the point is this: Getting kicked out was my goal. In fact, I was so callous and removed from my situation that I made it a game. I actually kept a logbook—a Mead journal composition book with a black-and-white mottled cover—in which I would log the stats of how quickly I could get kicked out of each foster home.

        Column 1: The date I entered the home.

        Column 2: The date I was kicked out.

        Column 3: The strategy I employed for getting kicked out.

 

        The goal: Beat my high score, which at the time was less than a week.

The truth is, I was terrified, and my logbook gave me a sense of control. Because what kids don’t talk out, they will act out.

I trusted no one. Especially adults. My birth parents had abandoned me when I was born, which is how I ended up as a ward of the state of Oklahoma. And because my first set of adults broke my trust by not sticking around, I unfairly assumed that all subsequent adults would do the same.

One night while I was living in a group foster care home, one of the older boys snuck into our room and raped some of the younger boys. Including me. No one stopped that horror from happening. No one stepped in.

It’s tough for kids to live in a world where they believe that no adult is going to look out for them. It creates a terrible anxiety and loneliness, and everything feels uncertain.

It’s hard to handle this kind of weight. At one point in my preteen years, I was bullied so much and felt so alone and worthless that I tried to end my life by taking a bottle of pills. I couldn’t fathom a world in which I could trust anyone.

Again: What kids don’t talk out, they will act out.

That was when Rodney happened.

One of the odd things about being a foster kid is that new “parents” are randomly bestowed upon you. Ten minutes earlier, these people were complete strangers. And then, ten minutes later, some social worker says, “Josh, meet your new mom and dad.”

I showed up on Rodney’s doorstep the summer before my seventh-grade year. I was fourteen years old, and I had lots of baggage. Not luggage—emotional baggage. Fourteen years of stuff that clearly wasn’t Rodney’s fault, though now it was his issue.

At first glance, Rodney seemed as though he was going to be an easy victory for me. He had no special psychological training. He had no certification for dealing with highly oppositional teens like me. He had no obvious or overwhelming skill or talent. He was just a portly midwestern man, shaped like a lowercase B, who happened to have narcolepsy. I’m not making that up. Sometimes Rodney would just fall asleep with no warning. Like when your cable goes out inexplicably. He’d be awake, and then, night night.

This was sure to be my easiest opponent to date.

My well-meaning social worker gave me some parting advice—something along the lines of “Give these nice folks a chance, would you? Also, remember arson is illegal.” I moved into Rodney’s house and immediately began to implement my game plan: get kicked out of here ASAP.

I began with my typical opening overtures. I was obnoxious. I was defiant. I was ungrateful. I was rude. I stole Doritos from the school store. I got suspended from school for public intoxication on school grounds. I got suspended for the second time for hacking into the school’s computer files to try to change my grades. I set things on fire. I stole Rodney’s Ford Ranger pickup for a joy ride. I was a menace. A whirling dervish of mischief. This was some of my best work to date.

Three. Years. Later.

I couldn’t shake this guy. Rodney simply refused to kick me out.

This pissed me off.

But remember that I am a foster kid, which means I’d developed a certain brand of perseverance. After all, perseverance is merely stubbornness with a purpose. And now I had a purpose. Rodney was being stubborn, so I had to step up my game. Tip the scales.

I discovered there was a small town bank in Yukon, Oklahoma, where I could open a checking account. I deposited about $100 into the account. I then proceeded to write $10,000 or so of hot checks. I figured by the time the checks didn’t clear, I’d be in the clear. One of those hot checks was a payment for my car insurance. If you don’t have car insurance in Oklahoma, the Oklahoma DMV will suspend your driver’s license.

I was traveling to Stillwater, Oklahoma, up Interstate 35, where the speed limit was 65 mph. Going at least 85 mph, I raced past a police officer. I had no insurance and no valid driver’s license. I was handcuffed and thrown into the back of the cop car and taken to jail.

I was on my way to becoming yet another statistic.

Now, once you are booked, you are allowed that one phone call. I called Rodney.

ME: Rodney.

RODNEY: Yeah.

ME: It’s me. Uhhhh, listen. I don’t exactly know how to say this, but I did something stupid. I’m in jail in Stillwater. I’ll explain everything later. Will you come bail me out?

RODNEY: (Long pause)

ME: Rodney? Rodney!? (I assumed the narcolepsy had kicked in)

RODNEY: Josh, I will come bail you out. But not until tomorrow. Good-bye. (Click)

I was so mad. But Rodney, who was a history teacher and middle school football coach, had a mantra he lived by. “Don’t bail a kid out of failure or success, ’cause you learn from both.”

The next morning Rodney arrived to bail me out of jail. Just as he said he would. The drive home was incredibly awkward. And keep in mind, I’d just spent the night in jail with strangers. You don’t make small talk with the other nice folks in custody when you’re seventeen years old.

As we pulled into the driveway, Rodney reached his arm up to pull himself out of the car and said, “We need to sit down and talk.”

And that’s when I knew. Finally, after three years, I’d succeeded. I’d cracked Rodney. I mentally began to pack my things and make a new entry in my logbook.

Let me be clear: I didn’t blame Rodney for wanting to kick me out. He was gracious and really tried. He inconvenienced himself for me. And I in return was ungrateful, unreasonable, and downright mean. Frankly, I would have wanted to kick me out as well.

Rodney and his wife, Christine, sat me down in the living room to begin the conversation I had heard so many times before.

RODNEY: Josh. You can keep causing trouble, keep pushing us away, keep acting out (his tone changes), but you gotta get it through your thick head, son. We don’t see you as a problem. We see you as an opportunity.

Then silence.

“Oh, no,” I thought, “he’s lecturing me. I would rather be kicked out than be subjected to this cheesy motivational speech.”

But immediately after that, a different wave of emotions came crashing through my cynicism. I realized that Rodney had proven his resolve. He’d been consistent and committed. He’d been given the case file of my life—with all of its marks and blemishes—and he had seen what no prior adult had been able to detect.

He realized what I could be.

We don’t see you as a problem. We see you as an opportunity.

Those words marked my turning point.

* * *

You don’t have to be a foster kid to face seemingly insurmountable challenges these days:

3.2 million of our teens are being bullied each year.
Fifteen percent of all teens reported having been electronically bullied, and nearly 20 percent said they were bullied at school in the past year.

1.2 million of our teens are dropping out of school each year.
That’s seven thousand students dropping out a day. And almost 25 percent of all incoming freshmen will not graduate on time.

Our teens are numbing out with drugs.
Nine out of ten adult addicts began using before they turned eighteen.

Our teens are making dangerous decisions.
Twenty-two percent of students nationwide had been offered, sold, or given an illegal drug by someone on school property during the last twelve months. Just under 17 percent of teens had carried a weapon on at least one day during the last month.

Our teens often feel hopeless.
More than 30 percent of students nationwide reported that they had felt so sad or hopeless almost every day for two or more weeks in a row that they stopped doing some of their usual activities.

And tragically, our teens are killing themselves.
Suicide is the second leading cause of death for fifteen- to twenty-four-year-olds. Each day in our nation there are on average over 5,400 suicide attempts by young people in grades seven through twelve.

These statistics are not taken from communities that lack resources or are poor or otherwise struggling. They represent data from across all communities: Single-parent households. Two-parent households. Wealthy, middle-class, below the poverty line. This is the state of the teenage union. And every teen is one decision away from being a statistic.

Statistically, I should be dead, in jail, or homeless. And yet I’m not. Why?

I am not a statistic because of one caring adult. One imperfect yet deeply committed, caring adult named Rodney.

But please understand. This is not just an anecdotal, inspirational, feel-good story about one kid who got turned around. Let me show you what the folks at Harvard University found.

The Research About Rodneys*

[image: image]

Harvard University developed the Center on the Developing Child with the goal of figuring out how to improve what they call “child outcomes.” They set out to study resilience. What enables some kids to make it through tough challenges and causes other kids to fold? What’s the common denominator in kids who end up a success story?

Here are their findings:

The single most common factor for children who develop resilience is at least one stable and committed relationship with a supportive parent, caregiver, or other adult. These relationships provide the personalized responsiveness, scaffolding, and protection that buffer children from developmental disruption. They also build key capacities—such as the ability to plan, monitor, and regulate behavior—that enable children to respond adaptively to adversity and thrive.1

This social science research from one of the most well-respected universities in the world ratifies what you and I instinctively know from our own lives.

Every kid is one caring adult away from being a success story.

Every kid needs a “Rodney.”

Who Was Your Rodney?
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You had a Rodney, didn’t you? Someone who saw the best in you even when you didn’t deserve it. Someone who was for you. Someone who called you on the carpet when you needed it. And someone who listened to you when life beat you down. You are the person you are because of that Rodney.

The goal of this book is to help you become the best “Rodney” possible.

Here’s what I know when it comes to actually helping your teenager: I’m no match for you. No one is.

I could never even come close to having the impact that you can have in the life of your teen. But I do know something about teens, and I can help. At the risk of sounding like I’m trying to list items from my résumé to gain your trust and confidence, here are some items from my résumé to gain your trust and confidence:

      •    Over the past decade, I’ve spoken to more than two million teenagers and caring adults globally. I’ve made it my life’s mission to help adults understand teens and teens understand themselves.

      •    My work helping troubled teens was made into a documentary TV series called Teen Trouble that aired on Lifetime and A&E.

      •    I’ve been featured on Oprah, Good Morning America, and 20/20, and in the New York Times and countless other media outlets to provide insights on teens.

      •    My organization One Caring Adult provides practical resources to empower parents, teachers, and caring adults around the globe.

      •    In my entire life, I have never, ever lost a game of Connect Four.

But in addition to all that, I have a personal stake in this. I am a parent of two kids, London and Katie. There are times when, despite my professional knowledge, I feel entirely ill equipped to be the kind of parent I want to be. There are times when I lose my temper, when I act out of my own insecurities, when I’m a complete idiot. There are times when my immaturity has caused me to behave in ways that go against every bit of advice I’ve put in this book. And yet I desperately want to be a good parent. I want to do whatever I can to help launch my kids into the world so that they’re respectable adults.

Now, I don’t know you personally, but because you’re reading this book, I do know this about you: You want to be a better caring adult. And you’re hoping this book will help you toward that end.

The Goal of this Book: Hope and Practical Strategies
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In preparing to write this book, my team and I found that the number one critique of books about caring for kids is that they were “too philosophical and not practical enough.”

I find this just as frustrating as you do. There’s nothing worse than being told that you need to do something but having no idea how to do it. We wanted this book to provide real hope and real strategies that work. To that end, this book is made up of three parts:

Part 1: The Three Key Mindsets
The first three chapters are focused on three major insights that my team and I have found from studying effective parents, educators, coaches, and caring adults. These are three paradigm-shifting Big Ideas you need to adopt if you’re going to influence teenagers. This section will provide you with hope and help you stay encouraged as you navigate what it means to be a parent.

Part 2: The Phases of a Teenage Human
Teens are rapidly changing humans. With the help of an incredible team of researchers, psychologists, and scientists, and a massive focus group of caring adults, we’ve distilled the best information about teenagers down to easy-to-read and easy-to-digest snapshots. These snapshots outline the particular changes that teenagers undergo at every age from eleven through eighteen. We’ll also outline exactly what teens need from grown-ups at each stage and the key actions you can take. This section will help you decode your teen’s behavior and needs.

Part 3: Troubleshooting Common Teenage Challenges
A “choose your own adventure” list of issues and situations that you will likely face, along with instructions on how to help your teen successfully navigate those minefields so that they (and you) make it to adulthood more happy, more whole, and more healthy. This section includes step-by-step guidance, scripts to follow, and best practices gleaned from decades of experience from some of the world’s top experts to help you have a dramatic impact on your teenagers’ lives.

Be a Rodney
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Let me be the first to thank you for being the kind of adult who cares about teenagers. Teenagers are amazing almost grown-ups, with swirls of both blazing insecurities and shocking giftedness. They are filled with stunningly beautiful promise, looking forward into impossibly bright futures, and yet they somehow forget to put on shoes before they walk out of the house. And dealing with teens means coping with both sides of the same coin.

In my office, I have a plaque that reads: “I believe the children are our future. Teach them well, and let them lead the way.”

I have another plaque that reads: “I believe I can fly.”

And another that says, “Don’t stop believing.”

Truthfully, I don’t have any of those signs. But I should. Because they’re true. Caring about teens and actively working to make their lives better really matters. And this is not just feel-good Hallmark movie sentimentality. It’s hard-as-nails truth. There’s a reason I’m so passionate about this. It’s because this is my story. I’m living proof of the difference that one caring adult can make in the life of a teenager.

We need to be the kind of adults who help teenagers achieve as much of their potential as they possibly can. We need to protect the fragile nature of their giftedness, and provide environments and spaces where teens can flourish.

Thanks for stepping up to the plate. It takes unbridled optimism to do what you’re doing. I hope this book provides you with some encouragement and some practical strategies.

Every kid needs a Rodney. So please: Be a Rodney.




Every kid is one caring adult away from being a success story.







Part 1:

THE THREE KEY MINDSETS
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When your kids were little, you were often physically exhausted. Now that they’re teens, you’re often mentally exhausted. More worry. More arguments. More mental chess.

So how can you stay effective and clinically sane?

Of the thousands of parents and caring adults I’ve worked with, interviewed, and studied, those who are most effective have a deep understanding of the following three mindsets:

 

       •   Teens need you more than it seems.

       •   The game has changed and so must you.

       •   You’ll want and need help.

 

Let’s learn from them, shall we?
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MINDSET #1:

TEENS NEED YOU MORE THAN IT SEEMS

I was ten years old, and nearly all the other boys my age were eagerly waiting for that precise moment when they would be tall enough to ride the Texas Giant, one of the fastest and longest wooden roller coasters in the world.

I sharply deduced—using the power of my advanced ten-year-old mind—that the screaming coming from the cars meant this was no ordinary amusement ride. No! I knew what the adults around me were too enthralled to comprehend: that this roller coaster was actually a wooden death machine, designed to throw me and those around me to our graphic deaths.

I stood in line next to Mrs. Sperry, a family friend who had graciously offered to take me to Six Flags with her kids. I marveled that this woman—who was a teacher and public servant at my local elementary school—could be so cavalier with my young life.

I thought about yelling for help, but clearly I was in a line with other foolish human lemmings, slowly pacing their way toward the wooden death machine. So I got on the Texas Giant next to Mrs. Sperry.

And then I realized something else.

There were no seat belts.

There was simply a lap bar. A single piece of metal that came down and locked across your lap.

I looked around in incredulous wonder.

No seat belts? No five-point harnesses? Did everyone around me have a death wish?

I tugged at the bar. I yanked at it. I tried to stand up to force it to open. I pushed it and tested it, pulled at it with both hands.

Now, did I push and prod and test that lap bar because I was hoping that it would fail? That the springs would release and I would be launched off the Texas Giant to my untimely and graphic death?

Of course not.

I did all that because I needed to confirm that it would hold.

Your teen is doing the exact same thing.

Teenagers will test you to see if you, like the lap bar on a roller coaster, will hold.

They are testing you and prodding you and pushing you because they need to know, at a time when so many other things are uncertain, that YOU are certain.

That you are steady.

That you are safe.

That you will hold.

What Teenagers Want and Need Most
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A YMCA Teen and Parent Survey conducted by the Global Strategy Group2 found that the top concern of teenagers (outpacing all other fears and concerns) was . . .

. . . wait for it . . .

“not having enough time together with their parents.”

What?!

You’re probably thinking, “This simply cannot be true. I thought that their number one concern was avoiding me at all costs.”

Surprisingly, having quality family time concerned teens more than anything else.3 More than grades. More than friends. More than whether Rebecca will forgive Sean for kissing Desirée. And the survey showed that teens of all ages are concerned by the lack of quality time with their parents.

Conversely, parents are more concerned by outside threats (such as drugs or alcohol) than they are about time spent together. For parents, lack of quality time comes in as the fourth most concerning priority.

But what if the thing your teen needs most is the preventive measure you’ve been looking for?

Starting in 1990,* an organization called the Search Institute began doing research into children and teens. Specifically, they were interested in attempting to answer the question “Why do some young people develop into successful, contributing adults—and some don’t?”

Why do some youth beat the odds in difficult situations and environments, and others get trapped? What’s going on?

Data collected from more than five million children and teens from all backgrounds and situations consistently revealed something surprising. What mattered was what the Search Institute calls assets. Half of these assets were internal, meaning positive character traits and values. And the other half were external, meaning positive environments and experiences. The research clearly shows that the more assets a kid has, the more likely he or she will succeed. Some of the assets include* the following:

EXTERNAL ASSETS:
Positive Environments and Experiences




      •    Family support: Family displays high levels of support and love.

      •    Service to others: Young person does community service one hour or more per week.

      •    Boundaries: Family and school both have clear rules and consequences.

      •    Constructive use of time: Young person spends time each week in creative arts, sports, youth activities, religious communities, or at home.

INTERNAL ASSETS:
Positive Character Traits and Values




      •    Commitment to learning: Young person is motivated to do well in school and is actively engaged in his/her education.

      •    Integrity: Young person has convictions and stands up for them.

      •    Planning and decision-making: Young person knows how to plan ahead and make choices.

      •    Positive view of personal future: Young person is optimistic about his or her personal future.

Here are the findings of the Search Institute put simply: The more internal and external assets teens acquire, the better their chances of succeeding.




Positive Environments + Positive Character Traits = Success*




Where You Come In
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Think about your own teenage years. Think about the grown-ups in your life who mattered most to you and who most impacted you. That coach. That teacher. That family member.

What do all those people have in common? I would argue they intentionally sacrificed for your benefit.

They went out of their way to encourage you. They consistently showed up. They were grown-ups you respected. They made it clear that they were there for you. They pushed you to do more than you thought you could. And this is the underlying message behind the data collected from the Search Institute’s five million surveys.

Positive character traits exist because caring adults have cultivated them.

Positive environments exist because caring adults have cultivated them.

These things don’t fall from space. They don’t magically appear like a unicorn. They are the result of purposeful cultivation by folks like you and me. Did you have a supportive school culture? Adults worked to create that. Did you have an after-school activity that shaped you? Adults worked to build that. Did you learn how to handle conflict well? Adults taught and modeled that for you.

After studying this data, the president of the Search Institute, Peter Benson, concluded that “the experiences of young people do not fundamentally change unless individuals take personal responsibility to contribute to young people’s healthy development.” 4

Those “individuals” he speaks of . . . that’s us. You and me.

Parents Just Don’t Understand (Their Importance)

[image: image]

Parents have the greatest amount of potential impact in developing, facilitating, and cultivating assets in a teen’s life. So when the YMCA study says that kids instinctively want more time with their parents, they’re echoing this truth. They know they need something from their parents. They might not be able to articulate what it is, but they know they need it.

That roller coaster is scary, and the lap bar keeps them safe. This they understand.

And adults are right, too. There are scary, self-destructive choices that could derail or destroy a teen’s potential. They just don’t realize that the best preventive solution for that behavior happens to be themselves.

So how are we as parents doing? Well, in general, parents spend less time with their children as they enter their teenage years.5 Dads spend an average of about twenty-six minutes per day one-on-one with their kids when the kids are younger than twelve, but that number drops to less than nine minutes per day during the teenage years. The average amount of time that a mom spends with her kids when they’re young is about thirty-one minutes per day, but that number drops to about eleven minutes once the kids are teenagers.

I get it: When a teenager (or anyone, for that matter) is driving you crazy, the last thing you want to do is spend time with them. But what if their pushing and prodding and testing is actually a sign that they need you more than their maturity can articulate? What if they’re scared and acting out?

What if the teenage years are a roller coaster and you’re the lap bar? And what if following our knee-jerk reaction to withdraw isn’t the right one?

To summarize:




Kids get about 57 minutes per day with Mom and Dad combined




vs




Teens get about 20 minutes per day with Mom and Dad combined




So as adults, we are spending almost two-thirds less time with teens at exactly the moment when they need more time with us.

When teens are brutally honest, they will tell you that what they secretly want most is more time with their dad and their mom. And you likely know—instinctively—that it’s true.

Your teen needs your time.

What This Means for You
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You’ve probably heard the expression “You get out of it what you put in.” Your seventh-grade basketball coach probably said that. So did your high school English teacher. The same is true when it comes to trying to have an impact on your teen’s life; your focused attention and time matters.

Quality time happens during quantity time. If you want your relationship with your teen to improve in quality, then you have to improve the quantity of time you’re investing.

Unfortunately, there are NO SHORTCUTS to this.

Anyone who says there is a shortcut is likely trying to sell you something. You can’t plan special, amazing moments to happen at exactly 7:23 P.M. They just happen.

The Power of Showing Up
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After working with teenagers for the better part of two decades, I’ve learned that teenagers are a conundrum. They operate in one-word replies. They can be moody. They can be standoffish.

One of the best articulations of what it means to be a teenager is found in J. D. Salinger’s famous novel The Catcher in the Rye, in the main character of Holden Caulfield. It’s a touching story because Holden wants to do so much and yet can’t do anything. He says again and again that he hates all phoniness, yet he frequently lies to other people. He desperately wants everyone to like him, but he’s standoffish and completely self-absorbed. He wants to change the world, but he can’t do anything. In other words, Holden Caulfield is a pretty accurate portrayal of a modern teenager. In fact, his character epitomizes the literary term “unreliable narrator.”

Unreliable. That’s the point. When you’re a teenager, it seems like everything is unreliable. Everything is changing in your teen’s life. And the problem with adolescence is that everyone is so terrified. Everyone knows that something big is happening to them—something that will change them and form them forever—but they don’t have enough life experience to see through the frightening fog. So everyone is left terribly insecure and afraid.*

That’s where you show up. I mean literally, you show up.

Consider what it means to a teenager who has an adult say to him or her, “Hey, I care about you. I’m going to carve out this time for you.” Showing up is a way of saying, “I’m here. Again. This is proof I care about you.”

One of the most powerful things to teenagers is people proving they are devoted to them. In a social world filled with conditional love based on everything from performance to appearance to popularity, teens are truly craving someone to be interested in them. To care for them. To be there for them. To focus their time and attention on them.

Both the YMCA study and the Search Institute study share one common finding: Your teen wants and needs you. Despite the fact that sighs and eye-rolling are at an all-time high.

When I cited the research that most parents begin to pull away during the teenage years—both with their intentional time and focus—you likely did an internal audit. And if you’re in the majority of adults I’ve interacted with, you probably realized that you’ve been doing exactly that.

It’s time to reverse that trend. It’s time to be intentional.

Some parents, when confronted with this reality, get defensive. “Who are you to say I’m not doing enough?”

Some parents, when confronted with this reality, rationalize their absence. “You don’t understand how much pressure I’m under.”

Some parents, when confronted with this reality, dive into shame. “I am a terrible person, and they are better off without me in their lives.”

I know they’re natural responses. I’ve done all three. But they’re not helpful, are they?

If a water pipe burst in your house, it wouldn’t help to pretend that having an in-home swimming pool could be fun. And you wouldn’t say, “I’m a terrible homeowner. I should have known that pipe was about to break.”

When a pipe breaks, you fix it.

Because you’re the adult.

Teens Spell Trust T-I-M-E
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If you’re like most adults, you have underestimated how much your teen wants to spend time with you. But knowing that fact and actually spending quality time with your teen are two different things. Here are some steps you can take to create space in your schedule for intentionally connecting with your teen.

       1.  Schedule one-on-one time.
    If you want to prioritize your relationship with your teenager, then you need to make your teenager a true priority. You need to have time specifically set aside to bond with them. Pick a specific and certain time each month (example: the first Friday night of the month) and set aside that time for one-on-one time with your teen.
    Pro Tip: Fill in the hangout night on your calendar FIRST.
    Awhile back, I realized that if I waited until I had a whole week free to take a vacation, I would never take one. Life has a way of taking over your schedule. So now what I do is plan my family vacations FIRST. I mark them in pen on my calendar. And by “pen” I mean “red font” and by “calendar” I mean “Google Calendar.” That week is totally off-limits to all other demands. Do the same with your teen hangout night. Examine your schedule and then set it up on your calendar.

    2.  Do not cancel.
    Don’t let anything interrupt this night. Canceling is worse than never doing it at all. If you have a hard time saying no to other people, simply tell them, “I’m sorry, I have an appointment at that time,” or, “I’m sorry, I have an important meeting then.” You do have an important meeting/appointment. It’s not a lie. Do not cancel.
    Pro Tip: Seriously. Do not cancel.
    Just making sure you read number two. Unless someone dies or you have a broken femur or two and are actually in the hospital, don’t even think about canceling on your teenager. I’m telling you, you’ll unravel their trust.

       3.  Make it fun.
    Don’t spend the night talking about how to make your relationship better with your teen. This hardly ever works. Instead, just spend the time doing something you both enjoy. In doing so, you’re actually making the relationship better. Make a list of things you’d really enjoy doing, and then have your teenager do the same thing. Broadway musicals, local sporting events, day trips to interesting places, cool or fun restaurants they love—whatever. Compare lists, and then plan to do these activities during your scheduled time together.
    Pro Tip: Take care of the details.
    You’re the adult. Be proactive and buy the tickets, or do whatever needs to be done.

       4.  Expect it to be difficult.
    This is going to require all of your maturity because your teenager will likely push your buttons. No good and important things in life are accomplished without effort or resistance. The only things in life that just naturally happen without any human effort or resistance are mold, weeds, and weight gain. So expect there will be a wall to push through. Your teen might be disrespectful or aloof or distant or monosyllabic. Congrats! You have a teenager. Push through. Trust that this time together is sowing seeds. Practice it. You’ll get better, just as you do with anything else. Don’t be discouraged. If you feel like nothing happened, then great!
    Pro Tip: Train, don’t try.
    If I asked you right now to go run a marathon, the chances of you being able to do that are pretty slim (unless you’re an elite endurance athlete). Now, what if I told you that it was really, really important that you run the marathon? Would that help you complete it? Now, what if I encouraged you to “give it all you had” and to “try really, really hard.” Would that help you complete all 26.2 miles? No. Because you don’t try to run a marathon, you train for it. Each month is a chance to get better and build your relationship with your teen. These are training steps. So take the next step. And start training.

You Have Two Options
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I’ve worked with parents and teens in some incredibly destructive situations that seemed hopeless. Here’s what I have seen: Parents who intentionally make their teenager a priority—who focus both their time and their attention on their teen—always see a tangible return on that investment.

I’m not promising that things will be perfect. But they can get better.

One of the things that haunts parents the most is the nagging sense that they could have done more. Regret is a powerful thing. By focusing your time and attention on your teen, you’ll be able to sit alone with your thoughts and give an honest assessment: “I gave it my best.”

I’m not sure what the outcome will be. I don’t have psychic powers or a 1985 DeLorean. But I do know that you have two options:

       1.  Do your best to be intentional, or

       2.  Slowly pull away and admit defeat.

I don’t think number two is an option. And I don’t think you do, either.

Your teenager is worth your time. But it can be difficult, mainly because there is no immediate feedback that what you’re doing is even making a difference. Sometimes it even feels as though no one notices. This isn’t true, but it can feel true.

No one gives out awards for what you’re doing. Being a lap bar on a roller coaster is sort of a thankless job, isn’t it? But of all the parts on that giant, complex roller coaster, when it comes to the well-being of actual humans, that lap bar is the most important.

Be the bar.




As is true with the lap bar on a roller coaster, teenagers will test you to see if you will hold.







MINDSET #2:

THE GAME HAS CHANGED AND SO MUST YOU

We don’t rise to the level of our expectations, we fall to the level of our training.

—ARCHILOCHUS

If you want to capture someone’s attention, start off by quoting a dead Greek poet.

—JOSH SHIPP

 

 

 

When I was a kid, one of my favorite reruns was a show called Gilligan’s Island. The show followed a group of seven tourists who set sail from a tropic port, ran into a hurricane, and wound up stranded on a desert island. What made the show intriguing was how completely different each of the seven castaways were.

      •    There was the brilliant professor who could make a working radio from coconuts and spare wire, yet couldn’t repair the small hole in the ship.

      •    There was the captain who was prone to hitting people with his hat when frustrated and who used the word “buddy” more often than anyone in human history.

      •    There were Ginger Grant and Mary Ann Summers, who caused endless debates among males across the planet about who represented a more perfect vision of idealized beauty.*

      •    There was the good-hearted but dim-witted first mate, Gilligan, after whom, inexplicably, the island was named.

But the two most fascinating characters to me were Thurston Howell III and his wife, Eunice, billionaires who suddenly found themselves out-of-sorts. These two were comic fodder for the show because the entire time they were marooned on the island, they attempted to keep up the facade of their lavish, luxurious lifestyle. And the audience laughed, because the Howells didn’t realize the entire game had changed. This is the comedy of the Howells. Even though everything around them has changed, they don’t want things to have changed. So they live in denial.

Now, here’s the thing. I think a lot of us can relate to Thurston Howell III and Eunice. Many parents feel that at some point the game changed on them, and they liked the old game better. You wake up one day and feel as though, practically overnight, your sweet, innocent, simple child turned into a very complex, completely different, and at times utterly baffling teenager.

On Tuesday, you went to bed, and when you arose on Wednesday, the game had completely changed. You were traveling on a nice boat one moment, and then stranded on a desert island the next.

There’s a reason we feel this way. It’s because in many ways it’s true.

The One Shift You Must Make

[image: image]

As children become teenagers, their physical, cognitive, emotional, and social worlds dramatically change. And what teens need from parents shifts, too.

Many of life’s major transitions demand fast-paced, nearly immediate changes that you don’t ever really feel ready to handle. All parents remember the moment they brought home their first child from the hospital. The home that used to be just for a couple now had a brand-new life in it. It seemed like everything was different, quite literally overnight.

The same is true here, as kids go from children to teenagers. The game has changed. And if you don’t change with it, you won’t be effective.

So what do you do? I’m glad you asked.

YOUR OLD ROLE:
Air Traffic Controller
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When kids are young, because of the fragile nature of their bodies and their nearly complete dependence, adults must be proactive in providing both protection and nurturing environments. This is the air traffic controller phase. When dealing with little kids, you have to be like an air traffic controller. You control what they eat. Where they go. Who they play with. When they go to bed. What they put in their noses. Because, like air traffic control, if you don’t do your job, someone could get hurt. You need to be vigilant and thoughtful about nearly every aspect of your kid’s life. And more than that, you know that if you didn’t do so, it would be irresponsible.

WHAT THEY NEEDED:
Protection and nurturing environments

WHAT THEY WERE:
Nearly completely dependent

WHAT YOU DID:
Controlled nearly every detail of their life

YOUR DESIRED OUTCOME:
Safety and growth

YOUR NEW ROLE:
Coach

[image: image]

The role of air traffic controller is fantastic, but eventually it stops being effective. Those strategies are great for a while, and then suddenly they’re not. They expire. Like milk. Unless you’re lactose intolerant. In which case they will always make you feel bloated. (I think I’ve lost control of this metaphor.)

Imagine a young adult who is about to drive off to college. As the college student approaches the vehicle, the parent lifts his or her fully grown child into the car, reaches in, and fastens the young adult’s seat belt. That’d be weird, right?

Why? Because they are in a different phase. Once kids hit the teenage years, what they need from parents dramatically changes. This can seem unfair, because the very same methods that once were highly effective are now frustratingly ineffective.

If you continue to try to control your teen as you did in the air traffic controller phase, it will backfire. Which is too bad, because you’ve spent the past decade perfecting the role. You’re good at it, yes, but it’s not what your teen needs.

When it comes to your teen, you can have control or you can have growth. But you can’t have both.

Think about this: In just a few years you’re going to be sending them out of the house. They are going to face some really difficult things. They’ll need the confidence that comes from knowing they are competent at handling their own business. Adopting the coach mindset allows you to give your teen real-world practice for these challenges while you’re still there to provide guidance and encouragement.

The game has changed. And so must you.

WHAT THEY NEED NOW:
Skills and practice navigating through the difficulties of life

WHAT THEY ARE NOW:
Half freedom seeker, half scared kid

WHAT YOU NEED TO DO NOW:
Prepare them to thrive without you

YOUR DESIRED OUTCOME:
Self-governance and growth

What Is a Coach?
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Before we go any further we should address the caricatures that might come to mind when you read the word “coach.” This is not a flush-faced individual who’s throwing chairs and yelling at the ref; it’s a caring adult who trains, prepares, pushes, and encourages his or her athletes to become more than they thought they could be.

I played baseball as a kid, and many of the greatest life lessons I learned were taught to me by coaches.

Let’s review the characteristics of an effective coach.

Fact: A coach has clear authority.

One concern you might have is that this shift from air traffic controller to coach will mean less authority. But let’s be clear: You’re not giving up one ounce of your authority as a parent. It’s how you’ll exercise your authority that has shifted.

When your teen was four years old, think about how many levers of authority you had at your disposal. You had control of her calendar, her friends, her whereabouts—even her bedtime.

Now that she is fourteen years old, those levers of authority have mostly vanished, and you have to utilize new levers. Sure, you still control money, transportation, and access to technology. But the most effective levers of authority have to do with things like trust. Influence. Written, agreed-upon rules. And communication of values.

The best parents and caring adults feel a “burden of responsibility” regarding this authority. They understand it’s a sacred position of trust, and they take that seriously.

Fact: A coach really matters and affects the outcome.

There’s a reason that top sports organizations pay a premium for quality coaches. For example, since 1985, four teams in the NCAA men’s basketball league have won an average of ten more NCAA tournament games than teams with identical seeding and records. So what made the difference? Their coaching. These teams were led by four of the most successful coaches in the history of the league, and because of these coaches, they won more tournament games than teams with comparable records.

Coaches provide tangible things, like making sure that players develop their skills, practices run smoothly, and morale is boosted through the ups and downs of a season. And those things are important. But coaches, especially great coaches, also bring intangible things—such as changing the emotional health in the culture of the organization, improving honest communication, and providing motivation. As complex humans, we’re all motivated (and demotivated) by different things. Great coaches take the time to figure that out, and help everyone achieve more than they thought they could.

The Three Attributes of Great Coaches
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So what makes a great coach a great coach? What key characteristics will help parents transition from effective air traffic controllers
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“This book provides a deep understanding of a teenager's needs and a practical
guide for nurturing optimal development. The advice Josh shares is evidence-based,
no-nonsense, and uncompromising in its practicality. These insights will teach us

how we can be that one caring adult every teen needs’

—Julie Lythcott-Haims, author of the New York Times bestseller How to Raise an Adult
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