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How to Use This Book




No two kids and issues are ever going to be the same. The approach Ive taken in this book reflects that reality. Eventually, Ill tell you how I learned the importance of being adaptable and flexible. The same is true with how you choose to read this book.

Ive broken the book down into four separate sections. Part I serves as an introduction to me, my philosophy, and how it was shaped by my experiences in working with kids. The method Ive devised is also based on some theorya school of thought called reality therapy.

Part II expands on that theory by incorporating a discussion of your teens five primary needs. I firmly believe that most of the teens we find in crisis or who are acting out inappropriately are doing so because those needs arent being met. I discuss each of those five needs so you can better understand some of the why behind your teens sometimes mysterious actions. At the end of each chapter in Part II, there are quick guides to recognizing the signs of these unmet needs. Use them as a checklist to help evaluate what your child is experiencing.

Part III discusses the types of acting-out behaviors that can result from unmet needs, helping you understand why your teen is making the self-destructive choices that result in harmful or dangerous behavior.


Finally, Part IV is where you combine all this knowledge with an understanding of teen communication to put together an approach that will help you lift your teen out of a dangerous pattern of acting out behavior.

You can certainly read the book from start to finish, and I encourage you to do that. But it may be that you are not as interested in the background information and are looking for more immediate solutions to a crisis situation that youve already identified. If thats the case, then by using either the table of contents or the books index you can find solutions in Part IV that deal with some of the typical acting out behaviors teens engage indrinking, violence, eating disorders, and others. While I think its important for you to understand some of the thinking that underpins my philosophy, that information, depending upon where you are in the process with your child, may or may not be the most pertinent information in the book.

Think of it this way. When I was a firefighter, I had to study a lot about fuels and the effect the environment can have on a fire. When I arrived on scene and a building was already engulfed in flames, I didnt have the luxury to study how the fire started, why it was spreading, and other things like that. I had to put it out. I had to assess whether lives were at risk. By doing that initial evaluation, I could then determine my course of action. Thats what you need to do as a parent. Are you seeing and smelling smoke? Is the situation already aflame? Or are you just thinking about and planning for and anticipating problems in the future? Depending on where you are, you need to use this book differently. Its a tool, and its effective only when used properly.

I will repeat this point over and over again in Parts II and III, but you need to understand this from the get-go. If you believe that your teen is a threat to himself or herself, to you, or to someone else, you must act immediately. Throughout Part III, I offer you lists of warning signs you can use to determine what level of potential threat youre dealing with.

Most of you are probably not at the immediate crisis stage, so you still have some flexibility in using this book as a resource. Ideally, youd read all my words of wisdom as Ive laid them out here, but I know that in the real world, thats not always the most effective solution. Maybe theres a lesson to be learned here about flexibility and adaptability.







    

Foreword

Claire and Mia Fontaine




We met Mike Linderman in December 1998. The reason for our meeting happened a year earlier, when our lives unraveled completely and our relationship with each other shattered, seemingly beyond repair. If youd told us then that a big cowboy from rural Montana would help make our relationship the biggest blessing in our lives, wed have laughed (to the degree that we were capable of laughing at anything then). But that cowboy was a therapist who was as good at birthing teens as he was calves, and with his help we were able to overcome our past and reunite as mother and daughter.

Six years later we wrote Come Back: A Mother and Daughters Journey Through Hell and Back, a story that chronicles how we found our way back to each other. Because no one experiences the same event in the same way, much less a parent and a teen, in Come Back we each tell our stories in our own words, in alternating voices, so that parents can get inside the head of a teen and children can see life from their parents perspective. In keeping with this tradition, and because we each experienced Mike differently, we have written individually here about the how he helped us through our difficult time.




In the beginning of 1998, I was living the life that Id dreamed of. I had a happy marriage; a career I loved; a bright, beautiful daughter, Mia, at a top prep school; family dinners every night. Until one cold, rainy January night when I came home to find Mias window open, her bed empty, and a runaway note on her desk. Life went from happiness to hell in one second flat. I was a caring, devoted momhow could I not see this coming?

The next six months were a nightmare of finding and losing Mia, trying every kind of treatment and therapy, none of which worked, some of which made things worse. I feared she wouldnt live to see eighteen, and so, desperate to save her life, I sought tougher measures.



While to my mom my life and our relationship appeared fine, things were not as they seemed. The residue of the sexual abuse I experienced as a child surfaced around age thirteen, and I started living a double life. I maintained my grades and my smile but Id also begun dabbling with drugs and cutting myself. I didnt understand my feelings and tried to erase them with drugs, but as my drug use got worse, it got harder to keep up the faade. I didnt want my mom to see who I was becoming, so I thought the best way to protect her was to run away. So much for teen logic. And so it was that I landed in a behavior modification school, first in Eastern Europe and then in Montana, at Spring Creek Lodge.

Soon after I got to Spring Creek, I found myself in a group therapy session with a very big man in cowboy boots and a girl opening up about the very things Id avoided but knew were at the heart of my problems. Like most teens, I had always hated therapy. I had almost no respect for mental health professionals because I had a stellar track record of fooling and manipulating them, but as much as Id run from dealing with the abuse, on a deeper level I wanted the closure and confidence that this girl had. However, I had no clue how to go about obtaining it. Before Mike left that session, and before I knew what I was doing, I tapped him on the shoulder, and that gesture began a life-altering relationship that still continues today.

My first session with Mike was as I expected; we talked about why I was in the school and what issues I wanted to work through. My second session ended when he kicked me out. That was when I realized this wasnt going to be business as usual. Mike had me figured me out from the get-go and told me in that one session what two years of shrinks either werent able to or were afraid to, for fear of shutting me down. He told me that I withheld information about myself as way to control, manipulate, and avoid, and that he wasnt having any of it. Suffice it to say, I wasnt pleased, and after sulking and clamming up, he smiled and showed me the door. I learned quickly that it was MY privilege to open up and help myself and if I wasnt doing that, there was always a long line of kids waiting for the opportunity to see Mr. Mike.

From then on, our sessions were about mutual respect and honesty; there was no blaming or whining, no sugarcoating and no judgment. I trusted Mike in a way that surprised even me, but after a year and a half of sessions with him (not to mention the few tune-ups Ive called him for in the six years since then) I can say why.

Mike was the first therapist Id seen who wasnt afraid of confrontation, because he didnt need my acceptance or approval. He also wasnt afraid of being human. Id never had a therapist tell me anything about his or her personal life. They call this maintaining boundaries, but all I found it maintained was distance; it was alienating and modeled the very behavior they were expecting me to overcome! Mike was never afraid to use personal anecdotes to illustrate points. He told me when he related to an insecurity that I had or when he was having a bad day because hed lost a calf. I saw him tear up when I made my biggest breakthrough and tap his foot impatiently when I was b.s.-ing him. I knew that Mike understood and cared about me as a person, not as a client, which to a teen makes all the difference. He was relating to me on my level; he was the first therapist to do that.

He was also creative and willing to challenge us. At one point, we reached a standstill. I understood what my male trust issues were about, but was having trouble putting new behaviors into practice. At Spring Creek Lodge, the sexes are completely separated, Mike grabbed me from school one morning and stuck me in with the boys from 7:30 a.m. till 7:30 a.m.dailyfor three months.

By doing this, hed deliberately created a situation in which a breakdown was inevitable. When it finally happened on the basketball court one day, I got more accomplished in that one impromptu outdoor session, with the boys participation, than could have happened in months of sessions. Because rather than analyze those feelings after the incident happened, Mike created a way for me to confront and change my beliefs as they were happening.



As a parent, I wasnt allowed to let Mia do all the work. He expected me to look at myself and my role in our relationship with the same honesty and commitment he expected from Mia, which allowed her to see me not just as her parent, but as a human being, with vulnerabilities, strengths, and flaws. I began to communicate my own needs and feelings as honestly as she did and it made a tremendous difference in our relationship. Mikes approach deepened my understanding of how Mia saw herself, how she saw me, and what her needs were. But his focus wasnt just on healing my daughterit was on healing our relationship. I also learned to become more neutral in the face of conflict and challenges, to stand my ground as a parent, and to really listennot just respond, react, or judge, but to truly hear and understand my daughter.



With these lessons from Mike, the two of us learned how to honor both our relationship and the normal teenage needs for fun, freedom, love, belonging, and a sense of having some (healthy) control. Our relationship now is one of respect, love, mutual support, and best of all, joy. Because of his work with us, we came to call Mike our very own Teen Whisperer, a name that has stuck, and with good reason. Mikes ability to understand teens, and, even more important, to enable them to understand themselves, is truly remarkable.

We were so transformed by the journey we found ourselves on, that when we wrote our memoir, we deliberately detailed our healing process in a clear, step-by-step way so that others might benefit from what we learned. But ours is just one familys story, and parents shouldnt have to wait for a crisis to benefit from what Mike has to offer. We couldnt be more thrilled that Mikes wisdom is now available to all parents. With this book, every family can have their very own Teen Whisperer.










    
Part I

Meet the Teen Whisperer







     

1

You Can Call Me Mr. Mike




You can call me Mr. Mike. Just about every teen or parent Ive worked with has. Once you get to know me better, youll understand that I dont stand on ceremony much. I demand respect (and get it) because I earn it. I dont have a fancy pedigree from Ivy League schools, nor do I have a trail of abbreviations dangling off my last name like an anchor to keep my overinflated ego from floating off into the clouds.

I live in Trout Creek, Montana, a town of fewer than a thousand souls, and folks here more than likely remember me as a chubby little runny-nosed kid who left home at eighteen to go to school and serve in the military. They might mention that a couple of years later, I returned to town and took up work in the lumber mill while hanging my shingle in private practice for a while. And if you really prod them enough, theyll start talking about my football days and remember that like my father before me, I take pride in my community, head up the local school board, coach various ball teams, and have raised up three kids as solid citizens. Around here, nobody cares what degrees Ive earned; they just know that Ive got a way with kids.

Not that Im the kind of guy whos competitive and keeps score or anything, but I do have a pretty good track record of success. I cant tell you that every kid Ive ever worked with has been turned around 100%. Thats not a realistic expectation. Since Im always encouraging the kids I work with to deal more effectively with reality, I have to place the same demand on myself. I can remember only two kids whom Ive had to refer to other therapists because I just couldnt make a really strong connection with them, or they simply refused outright to cooperate with me. That stuff happens, and Im at a loss to explain why, other than to chalk it up to the nearly infinite variables that go into human relationships. I havent lost a lot of sleep thinking about those two losses, though I do tend to be very hard on myself. Ive got far too many other places to focus my time and energies on. Took me a while to learn that, but it was a very valuable lessonnot something I could have gotten out of any lecture or reading assignment from my days at the University of Montana, Park College, or Montana State Northern.

Im not a theory kind of guy. I learned lessons about raising kids and getting those who are off track back into the fold the hard waythrough more than 25,000 hours of clinical work with teens and young adults. Ive done a lot of different things in my lifeworked in that lumber mill, served as a firefighter in the U.S. Air Force, ran a forklift, even clerked at a convenience store to help pay for my undergraduate education. But nothing has been as difficult, exhausting, rewarding, and completely fulfilling as the work I did for ten years as the clinical director at the Spring Creek Lodge Academy in Thompson Falls, Montana. Now that Im back in private practice, working with at-risk kids in this setting, I can see how influential my years at that alternative school have been. I know Ill carry those lessons over into whatever next steps I take next in my career.

Spring Creek Lodge is a year-round boarding school, a place where kids who havent found success in traditional schools (and often in other alternative educational settings) can find a quiet place away from the negative environments and peer groups that contributed to some of their academic and social problems.

Along with any academic deficiencies they may have to make up for, the students there are often placed in that setting by their parents because of addiction (drugs and alcohol), difficulty with anger management, sexual and emotional abuse, and a host of other issues. I dare say Ive not seen it all here, but Ive seen a fair bit of the spectrum of troubles that teens encounter in making that most difficult transition from child to adult.

Maybe because I was born and raised in this area, I think this locale has had a lot to do with my success. Like most rural communities, Trout Creek has undergone changes in the forty-odd years my family has been here since moving from Puyallup, Washington, in the mid-1960s. My parents wanted to escape the big-city influences that were encroaching on just about every place of any size during that tumultuous decade, and rural Montana and a 180-acre parcel of ranch and forest land backing up a mountainside between the Bitterroot and Cabinet Ranges seemed about ideal. Of course, nothing is ever completely perfect, but Trout Creek has remained my home, the place where my wife, Janna, and I have raised our three kids. I dont ever remember anybody using the term family values around here or mentioning that it takes a village to raise up kids right. We didnt talk it; we lived it. Same thing went on in Spring Creekeverybody was everybodys business.

YOUNG PEOPLE TODAY

Im accustomed to telling it like it is, so lets get some things out of way. It may strike you as a bit odd that a man who lives in rural Americaa guy who was raised on a hobby ranch and broke his first horse at thirteen under his grandfathers watchful eyehas anything at all to say about todays young people. It may seem strange that a stereotypical farm boy, who grew up mending fences and pulling calves with his tough-as-dirt father, feels that he has what it takes to relate to Americas youth. Ill admit that I carried a pocketknife to school every day, not a cell phone or iPod. Instant messaging meant my mother stepping out onto the porch to holler at us to come in from the barn, field, or woods for our supper, not something sent electronically over a high-speed data line or bounced off a cellular relay tower. Belly shirts were something that we wore under our shoulder pads during late-summer football practice, not a fashion trend designed to show off a pierced navel and a tattooed wedge of flesh above a pair of low, low, low-rise jeans.

I understand the reality of where and when I grew up is a bit different from where most of you are raising your children. I also understand that the complexities our teens facewhat theyre exposed to from the media, from their parents, and from their peersdiffer greatly from what I encountered. The question comes up all the time about whether or not teens are different today from the teens of earlier days. Id have to say that they are.

Despite these differences, and despite the fact that many of the things I grew up with are no longer prevalent today, much of my experience and my success with troubled teenagers has come from my unconventional background. For most of these kids, their experiences and mine are a world and a lifetime apart. Im not trying to pretend that I know what theyre going through, and they dont ever assume that I should. When they come into my office, they do so because they realize that my advice is not the kind most therapists are going to give them. A lot of what Ive learned about helping kids has come through my experiences in working with young people, but its also come from what Ive learned living a life. What I have to say is different because where Ive been is different.

Only Two Games Out

Rather than tell you why you should believe some of things I say, let me show you. Thats how Im used to dealing with issues of trust. Ive always found it best to ground every discussion in the here and now. Shortly before leaving Spring Creek, I sat in my office. As was my custom, I began the day at my desk, my feet up on its cluttered surface (I love my job but am not a big fan of paperwork), and I scanned the opposite wall. On it hung dozens of pictures my kids had sent me, and each face told a story. Most of them were success storiesbut remember, Im awfully hard on myself, so what I tend to recall most often is the handful of times when I failed to help a kid find his or her way through the dense undergrowth of adolescence and early adulthood.

Before I could get too involved in my memories, the door swung open and in stepped Lauren, her blunt-cut chestnut hair curtaining her cheeks. She pushed her hair to the side to reveal a spade-shaped face dominated by a pair of large doe eyes.


Hey, Mr. Mike. Only two games out.

Lauren was from a small college town in Ohio, about fifty miles from Cleveland. In my first meetings with any of the kids I work with, I let them set the tone, trying to get them to tell me a bit about themselves. In Laurens case, I quickly learned that her devotion to the Cleveland Indians baseball team was almost as intense as mine is to the Seattle Mariners. She and her dad used to watch all the games together when she was younger, but that was a lifetime of heartache ago for both of them.

We talk about the potential playoff matchups, and what the schedule told us about the last weeks of September. She reminded me that the Mariners would be only playing out the string. There was a practiced kind of teasing quality to her voice. In this context, it was mostly harmless, but I knew that like a lot of the kids I had dealt with in the ten years Id been at that school, she was a master manipulator.

And how about it, Mr. Mike. Travis Hafner for MVP?

Anythings possible, kiddo. You know that.

She saw through my effort to transition from small talk to the real issues, and she gave me a sarcastic smile. Thats why I always reach for the stars. She rolled her eyes.

I swung my feet off the desk and tugged at my tie and scratched my neck. All these years, and I was still not really comfortable wearing the dang thing.

Any of those stars youre reaching for making it into the classroom?

Everythings sweet there, if thats what youre asking.

I didnt respond. I rolled my chair out from behind the desk and crept closer to her.

Lauren had been holding my gaze, but now her eyes found the window and then wandered over the faces on the wall, which she surely could have memorized after nearly eighteen months in the program. Until this week, she was within a month or two of earning her way out of the program and returning to her parents, or to whatever next steps awaited her.

Ive been doing my work. Some of it. A lot of this stuff is just so bogus. I feel like Ive been studying the Constitution my whole life. I want to amend the damn thing to outlaw the study of it. She looked at me, her eyes expectant, hoping Id reward her wit with a laugh. When I didnt, she pressed on, spinning a more intricate web of half-truths and blaming. When she began her usual litany of the teachers at her old high school back in Ohio and their campaign of conspiracy to get rid of her, I held up my hand. Lauren knew better than that. The past was not prologue in my office. The past was prohibited in most instances. We had to deal with the here and now.

What was working for you before this week?

She whipped her head from side to side and ended up staring at the ceiling, her teeth gritted, her lips pulled across them in a tight grimace. Staying on task. Of course that was what was working, but what about when the task never ends? What if you just dont give a shit anymore about doing the same freaking things all the time? I want this to end. I want this to be over.

I slid closer to her. My proximity made Lauren look at me. She held my gaze, though both of us knew that what she was telling me was a bunch of bull. Spring Creek operates under a strict system of points and levels. Do the right things in the classroom and in your interactions with peers and staff, and you pile up points that move you up levels and closer to going home and graduating. Mess up, and you lose pointswhat we mostly refer to as being consequented. Rewards and consequences.

Youre going to hear a lot more about those concepts. Get consequented enough times and you drop a level or even levels. Each level entitles you to certain privileges. Drop a level, and you lose those privileges and earn the right to begin the Sisyphean task of rolling that rock back up the hill until you get to the top and stay there. I didnt have to explain any of this to Lauren. She was one of our veteran rock rollers.

With my eyes still locked on Laurens, I kept my voice as steady and as neutral as possible and told her, You know, kiddo. This is going to be hard for you to hear. But youve got to understand this. You are eighteen years old, and you have so little integrity. I saw her flinch at that word, but I pressed on. You come into this office and you tell me everythings fine. I know that you know that I know that you dropped a level. I know that you were consequented for passing notes to a boy. I know that when Ms. Allen confronted you about it, you made up some piss-poor excuse and then ranted and raved at her for being the one who caught you doing something you so clearly know is a violation. Youre this closeI held up my fingers with just a sliver of daylight showing between themto getting out of here. You tell every one of us all the time that you want nothing more than to get done with this program and this place. Soon as you get close to the finish line, you bolt off the course. You may not have enough respect for yourself to come in here and lie, but you better have more respect for me than to do it. All anyone around here has ever done is root for you and support you. Blaming them just doesnt cut it with me. Youre the one in the batters box. All we can do is put you there so you can get a hit. Dont blame us when you strike out.

The contrast between the Lauren after my little speech and the one who had walked in there earlier was stark. She seemed to have shrunk, to have folded in on herself. Her arms crossed defiantly across her chest, her gaze narrowed, her brow furrowed, she seemed to be drilling herself through her seat and down through the floor. I saw the tendons in her jaw pulsing. Lauren had been a part of my anger management group for nearly a year. Believe it or not, her response was a definite improvement over her past fits of hurling objects and having blood-curdling fits of yelling and swearing.

Deciding that our session was over, Lauren stood. I could see the effort it was taking her to remain in control. From her posture and from the fuck you that I could see straining against the hard thin line of her lips strung like barbed wire across her face. I could tell that she was really pissed off. My heart went out to her, but I was equally unhappy about these developments as she wasmaybe even more so.

Ill see you tomorrow. We can talk more about all this then.

My words were met with silence and Laurens defiant strut as she exited the building, pushing the sleeves of her sweater up and punching the air.

Every Kid Has a Story

Most every kid who sees me as a therapist has a tale of woe I need to connect to their present situation. Lauren came to us after failing most of her classes in her junior year at the local public high school she attended. During her early sessions with me, she stated that her problem was a kind of reverse prejudice. She was labeled a talented and gifted kid early on. Her parents were both professors, one in English and the other in comparative literature, at the small liberal arts school in town. She did eight years of private school, first at a Montessori school and then a private academy as a day student. She earned top grades, but when it came time to move into the private high school, she balked at the idea, saying that she hated the elitist nature of private schools.

Her parents pressed her for a reason for her decision to go to the public school, but Lauren was tight-lipped and insisted she had just had enough. No real reason. Just wanted a change. They suspected that something was going on, but they didnt match up their summer travels to do research with Laurens staying at home with her grandparents as a possible cause of some problems. Mom and Dad were both working on booksshe a novel and he a textbookand the early days of their shared interest in Native American culture, in movies, and in Laurens budding field hockey career waned and then ended.

Lauren excelled in the classroom at first, but as the year progressed her initial attempts to audition for parts in the schools drama productions proved disastrous. She resigned herself to working on the makeup and props crews, and the behind-the-scenes anonymity of those roles bled into the rest of her social life as well. All her friends from her private school days seemed to abandon her. Her parents chalked up her withdrawal, and the hours she spent holed up in her room, as a typical adolescent phase. They expressed some concern over her choice to go Goth, and they tolerated the dark clothes and what they felt was macabre makeupwhich to them seemed better suited to a production of Dracula than to normal social outings. However, they drew the line at piercings and tattoos. As long as Laurens grades remained good, her parents remained alert but unconcerned. What they didnt realize was that a young woman with Laurens brainpower was going to do well academically as much from habit as from a real desire to achieve. What they also didnt realize was that their daughter was screaming for their attention.

The only way she was going to get it was by escalating her escapades. The first time the campus police called to let them know that their daughter had been found drunk in a mens dormitory stairwell, Laurens parents dismissed it as youthful indiscretion. Their daughters contrition nearly shamed them for being so hard on her when they grounded her for two weekends. By the time Lauren was a junior, she was a regular fixture at on-campus and off-campus parties at the college, she had had multiple sex partners, and her grade point average had fallen from a sterling 4.0 to an awful 2.5. Her parents tried private counseling to determine the source of her deep unhappiness, but that proved unsuccessful because of Laurens ability to manipulate both them and her therapist.

They thought a change in environment would do her good, and reenrolled her in private school two months into her junior year. That experiment lasted only three weeks. Lauren took an old field hockey stick to school and did more than $25,000 in damage to the schools audiovisual supply room. This time she showed no contrition. The schools administrators were willing to give her a second chance, but on the morning after the attack, Laurens mother accompanied her daughter to her locker and discovered a cache of alcohol and several vials of Ritalin and Percocet. The die was cast.

The first time I met Lauren, sullen wouldnt even begin to describe her. Only when I finally got her to understand that she was the expert on her own life and psyche and that I wasnt thereas she so aptly put itas a Band-Aid man did we establish some kind of common ground. In time, she slowly revealed the kind of pressures put on her as a faculty kid and the unrelenting forces that demanded she fit in with her peer group. Always slightly overweight and with an athletic build, she suffered from some serious body image issues, and the popular piranha among her classmates had fed on that weakness, eventually driving her to public school.

Cast adrift, and with parents who thought that riding it out and tolerating her expressions of individuality constituted the best practice, she hooked up with the wrong set of kids and made incredibly poor choices. Because Lauren never told her parents about her painful experiences at the private school, they had no way of knowing that in her mind, they were part of the vast conspiracy that was allied against her. Taking out a series of DVD players, VCRs, and television sets in the audiovisual supply room let everyone know for the first time how truly angry she was. Once unleashed, that anger proved awfully hard to put back in the bottle.

Revisiting Lauren

By the time my day was nearly over, Id run the mental videotape of our session over and over again in my mind. Ultimately, I decided Id done the right thing and said what needed to be said. This was a young woman who would sabotage any success she might ever have, not realizing that all the payback she was giving out to everyone else was really just hurting her in the long run. After being in this program so long, she knew that the consequences of her rules violations meant additional time at Spring Creek. I wanted her to know that there were consequences associated with that as well. I couldnt go along with her plan and not call her on her increasingly obvious self-destructive pattern and lack of values. I also knew that once I said something, it was out there, and there was no taking it back. Its a whole lot easier to let the cat out of the bag than to put it back in. Most important, though, Id also spoken the truth.

With my lunch box in hand and a couple of file folders tucked under my arm, I made my way toward my pickup. Late afternoons in the Montana summer are some of my favorite times of year, and on that day the sun filtered through the trees just as a soft breeze started to fan me. I was about to get into my truck when I saw Lauren sitting under a lodgepole pine, her face turned upward. She wasnt basking in the sun but recovering from a crying jag. I set my things down, walked over to her, and sat. At first she didnt acknowledge my presence and kept breaking off pieces of bark and flicking them. I wasnt about to back off on what Id said earlier, but I also knew that she needed some gesture from me to let her know that even though I was greatly disappointed in her, I hadnt stopped caring about her. I spoke some words to that effect.

She nodded and choked out a barely audible I know.

This wasnt acting on her part. I could tell she was genuinely upset and moved. Her lips quivered into a smile. Its just that what you said hurt. It reminded me of what my dad kept telling me after a while. That I was never going to be anything in life but what I wasa screw-up.

Hey, listen, Ive screwed up bunches of times. Just because you screw up doesnt mean you are a screw-up. You just made a choice that didnt work for you. I know it doesnt feel like that right now, but its so. Its possible for me to not like what you did, but that doesnt mean I dont like you. Everybody here wants to see you do well. Weve seen you do well, and you know yourself that you feel better when you follow your heart and succeed.

Laurens stuttering post-crying breathing had calmed. She smiled a bit when I reminded her of the good choices shed made. We talked for a few minutes longer, and she assured me that shed be back in my office for her next appointment. Thats what I love about working with kids. In the course of an hour, weve run the emotional gamut together. No matter how bad things seem to get sometimes, theres always hope.

I checked my watch. It was almost 4:30, and I had to get somewhere. Lauren noticed and asked, Got a ball game?

I sure do.

Dont want to be late for that, coach. Hope you do a number on them.

I thanked her and headed back to the truck. Lauren waved as I pulled out of the parking lot, and I saw her get up off the ground and brush herself off and head back toward the dormitories. Thats what we hope for a lot of the time. Just to see them make an effort.

MANAGING FROM THE DUGOUT

The American Legion field is nearly halfway across the county, and it took me fifty minutes to get there. I thought about how much my approach to Lauren and other kids like her had changed. I hadnt always been able to talk to my counselees the way I had with Lauren. Id had to take my lumps more than a time or twoboth before and after I earned the privilege of being the clinical director at Spring Creek. Now it seemed a natural fit for me. After all, Id been up and down a few levels myself, and had to deal with some consequences myself.


After high school, I attended Montana State University in Bozeman for a semester and then finished out the year at the University of Montana. It was a tough year financially. My parents couldnt provide much financial assistance, and because there were a couple of really lean years when we didnt file a tax return, I couldnt apply for financial aid. Janna and I were together already, and as much as we were able to support each other emotionally, the simple truth was that we couldnt make a go of my being a full-time student while working at a minimum wage job at a convenience store.

I faced a hard choice but made the right one. I stopped going to school and came back to Trout Creek. I took a job at a lumber mill and spent my days stacking boards. For a guy with a strong inclination to be around people and talk with them, this wasnt an ideal situation, but I had to do what I had to do. When the mill burned down, I was out of a job. I did some construction work with my father but saw no real future for me there. I faced another tough decision. If I was ever going to get a college education, I was going to have to take some drastic measures.

For me, that meant having to join the U.S. Air Force. In hindsight, that was the best decision Id ever made. During my first semester in college several years earlier, I had fallen in love with the study of psychology, and through various Air Force programs I was able to get an undergraduate degree in social psychology. I also traveled a good bit, spent some significant time in Egypt during the Gulf War, endured a few missile attacks and some terrorists threats, and seven years later earned my honorable discharge.

Throughout my time in the military, I learned a whole lot more than the firefighting skills I was putting to use in my base assignment. I learned to get along with a variety of people with diverse backgrounds, I understood the importance of keeping cool under pressure, and I experienced what it means to be adaptable. I also took advantage of every possible opportunity to take college coursesgraduate and undergraduatewhile in the military. When I got out of the Air Force, I wanted to put those skills and my education to good use and give back to the community that had raised me. So, seven years later, after I got discharged, Janna, the kids, and I (all three had been born by then) headed back to Trout Creek.


When I returned, I had all of my graduate work completed but was still short half of the three thousand hours of practicum required by the state of Montana. The bookwork was pretty easy for me, and I hung out my shingle as an intern while I was still getting my state certifications. Getting clients in a small town like Trout Creek wasnt easy, and I wasnt making nearly enough from my counseling work to survive on, so I had a regular day job running a forklift and saw clients in the evenings. That is, I saw clients when they decided to keep their appointments. They didnt do that regularly, and they paid me even less regularly. Many of the reasons for their sporadic attendance were financial, but in a small town like Trout Creek, a real stigma was attached to seeking psychological counseling.

My transition from all my book learning to practical applications of that knowledge in the real world was bit bumpy, and I learned pretty quickly that I was going to have to fly by the seat of my pants. I also learned that my aggressive lets get er done nature wasnt my best asset away from the football field or the job site. I was sometimes so eager to get my clients to see the answer that I was constantly giving it to them instead of letting them come to the realization themselves.

I was blunt and I was direct, but I was also a lot less effective than I wanted to be. It was a tough position to be in, and often my direct communications with my clients resulted, unfortunately, in hostility and resentment toward me. The more I practiced, the more I found myself scratching my head about how I could best handle working with patientsespecially teenagers. My straight-talking attitude wasnt just frustrating my patients; it was frustrating me as well.

An Approach That Works

It was not until the administration at Spring Creek Lodge Academy asked me to do some part-time counseling there that I really began to see what methods were effective with kids and why they were effective. At the time, Spring Creek was nothing like the size it is today. Back when I first started going there to see maybe three kids out of the total enrollment of thirty, I couldnt imagine that it would be what it is today, with an enrollment of three hundred, a staff of eight therapists (social workers), and a national reputation for excellence. When I first started, I had no office on the campus. I met with my counselees wherever I could. I wasnt handed a mission statement and wasnt told what to do with the kids. I could shape my approach to them as I saw fit.

I spent a good bit of time on campus just observing the kids as they interacted with one another. One of the schools primary concerns is that its students act as peer-advisors with one another. The first time I saw one of the kids give direct feedback to another I was shocked. She couldnt have been more than seventeen, she was a mere wisp of a girl at barely five feet one or two and eighty pounds, and she was talking to a hulking kid easily a foot taller and a hundred pounds heavier. She looked him in the eye and said, My experience with you is that you come across as all hard and uncaring, and thats just a bunch of crap. It is your way of hiding your insecurities. We all know it is a bunch of b.s. because all you want is for people to care about you.

I was waiting for some kind of volcanic response, but none came. At first he just stared hard at her, his face a rock. Then he looked down at the ground and noddedbarely perceptible nods at first, and then longer and wider arcs. Finally he mumbled, Thank you.

What puzzled me at first was why her direct approach with him worked and the direct approaches that I had tried in my private practice did not. I quickly realized that the way I had been thinking about communication had a lot to do with it. Spring Creek was an environment that encouraged honest communication on a daily basis. The kids were in a situation where most of them had been through individual or group counseling (or both) before, and now they were immersed in a culture that expected and encouraged that kind of self-assessment and peer assessment. By the time I showed up, those thirty or so kids were fairly practiced in the art and felt comfortable (most of them at least) talking to one another in that way and thinking that way.

In addition, it occurred to me that the young woman I observed giving feedback to the other student was doing so from a position of equality. They were peers, and she clearly had earned his respect and trust. A part of that may have been attributable to the fact that he could have just easily unloaded on her, and the more time I spent at Spring Creek the more I witnessed that. Unloaded is probably not the right word. When I first observed kids talking so honestly with one another, it sure appeared to me that they were unloading on one another, but the more times I saw them interacting that way, the more natural, honest, and purely intentioned it seemed. I filed that lesson away. The staff made sure that giving feedback was appropriate, useful, and not motivated by revenge, resentment, or anger. The kids werent getting even with one another; they were giving something that was, in the long run if not immediately, welcomed and purposeful.

Even though I had not been given specific instructions on what to say to these kids and how to say it, I was learning how I could modify and refine my therapeutic approach to dovetail with theirs. I remembered the words of wisdom my grandfather had given me when I was thirteen or fourteen years old. He said, Youve got to treat horses a lot like people you love. Give them a little bit of sugar but a whole lot of love. I saw at Spring Creek how that principle could be put to better use. Even though I was with those kids only a few hours a week at most, they were under adult care twenty-four hours a day. Notice I didnt say supervision. They were under the care of adults and received the kind of attention that their behavior merited. If they did something positive, they received positive attention. If they did something negative, they received negative attention. No matter what, they were receiving some kind of attention from an adult. I cant tell you the number of kids Ive worked with over the years who felt as though theyd been left to raise themselves and were simply clamoring for attention. They needed to feel that they belonged, and when they felt as if their ties with family had been severed, they turned to other groups to get the attention they were deprived of at home.

As my caseload increased at Spring Creek, I learned more and more about what it meant to be an effective counselor. In working with young people, I didnt have the same hesitation that I did when working with adults. As a twenty-six-year-old or twenty-seven-year-old newly hatched therapist I often experienced a lot of self-doubt about my ability to assist someone who had lived longer and experienced more than I had. With kids, that self-questioning wasnt as prominent. Id been there and done that myself, and I was also working through some of these issues with my kids at homethough certainly not to the same extent as with the more troubled young people at Spring Creek.

My days as a forklift jockey ended when I got hurt on the job, and that made me determinedand Ill admit not a little bit desperatefor something to latch on to that could keep me afloat financially and emotionally. I saw a need at Spring Creek that I could fill, and that as much as anything else prompted me to approach the administrators there with the idea of becoming a full-time member of the staff. They agreed, and the rest is history. While working at Spring Creek, I had kids under my care from just about every state in the union, from urban gang-bangers to kids from the most sheltered and prosperous suburbs. In the course of my career and in raising my own three children, I became able to combine what Ive learned in the field with some of the theory I learned in my graduate and undergraduate courses to create a program that will help you deal with the issues you encounter with your own teen. Ive enjoyed some great success by using these strategies and investing the time and effort necessary to make it clear to these troubled young people that their lives matter to me. Because of that, Im heading toward the baseball diamond when a part of me wishes I could just go home and relax. That small part of me loses every time.


Weve got a 6:00 start, so as soon as I get out of the truck, I walk over to the dugout, grab a glove and a bag of balls, and head to the pitchers mound. Various football-related injuries and what seems like a million tosses in batting practice, games of catch with my kids, and ranch work have taken their toll on my shoulder. I dont want to waste any pitches on warming up, and the first few tosses either land in the dirt or rattle against the backstop, a far piece from where the first hitter stands. In time, I find my groove and lay a few good ones in there. I squint into the angling sunlight, and a drop of sweat stings my eyes. Im happy, though. I love what Im doing and what Ive just done all day. The loose and loopy banter of the kids is like a favorite song I could play over and over.

Batting practice over, I look into the bleachers, and there are Janna and Jessy and Alicia. Cody is warming up in the bullpen as tonights pitcher, and he waves at his mom and siblings. Since getting my degree in counseling and taking the job at Spring Creek Lodge Academy, Ive done over twenty-five thousand hours of counseling with at-risk kids. Ive seen and heard some things that would chill your blood and bring a tear to your eye. My oldest, Alicia, is seventeen now. Im not real good with math, but the way I figure it, those twenty-five thousand hours cant hold a candle to seventeen years times three hundred sixty-five days times twenty-four hours a day of being a parent. Im proud of what I do and how Im able to help kids from families other than my own find their place in the world.

My work at Spring Creek has helped me find my place as a parent. I was lucky that I had a good place to start. My mother and father were money poor but attention rich. As a result, I never felt a lack of any kind. We had tough times, but I dont remember that they felt that way. My brother and sister and I talk about that, now that were grown and have families of our own. Weve all got more materially than our parents did, and yet its a greater challenge to keep that family feeling going.

Like I said, Im sometimes prone to look too hard at myself and my successes and failures. My dad always said that it aint bragging if its so, and thats how I feel about stating that if Ive done one thing right in this world, its raising good kids. In fact, this evening as the game begins, Im still basking in the warm glow of the feeling that hit me last night when Alicia asked Janna and me to chaperone her junior prom. At a time in their lives when a lot of kids are doing everything they can to separate themselves from their parents, our kid wants us to be there to share in one of the biggest nights of her young life. That connection is what I want Lauren to be able to feel again, what I want all the kids I work with to feel.

In the pages that follow, Im going to provide you with some advice on how you can either prevent that connection from being broken or restore it after its been damaged. In the ten years that Ive been working with some of the most troubled kids you can imagine, and in my life as a father
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