
       
            [image: cover]
       

    
        
            I’D LISTEN TO MY PARENTS
                    IF THEY’D JUST SHUT UP

            What to Say and Not Say When
                    Parenting Teens

            ANTHONY E. WOLF,
                Ph.D.

            [image: logo]

        

    

Dedication

To Mary Alice, Nick, and Margaret





Contents

Cover


Title Page


Dedication


 

Preface


Introduction: The Parenting Revolution


The Baby Self and the Mature Self


Who Witnesses the Baby Self Most Often?


Which Self Is Your Child’s Real Self?


“Never Give Up!”: The Baby Self’s Motto


Adolescence: A Necessary Stage


The Allergy All Teens Develop


Remember Not to Take It Personally


 

Chapter One - The Importance of Saying “No”


Why Saying “No” Is So Difficult


Why You Shouldn’t Cave In


Stating Your Case


Ending the Conversation


Disengaging and the Importance of the Sooner-Rather-than-Later Rule


Remaining Consistent


Picking Your Battles with Easy Kids


Picking Your Battles with Difficult Kids


When Defeat Is Snatched from the Jaws of Victory


Dealing with Back Talk


Combating Disrespect


When Double Standards Are Good


 

Chapter Two - Getting Your Teen to Do Anything


When Your Teen Doesn’t Feel Like It


Dealing with Resistance


The Power of Consequences


The “I’ll Do It Later” Syndrome


When They Don’t Do a Good Enough Job


 

Chapter Three - Communication


The Value of Shutting Up


When and How to Shut Up


The Secret of Good Listening


Dealing with Uncommunicative Teens


When Your Teen Doesn’t Listen to a Word You Say


Dispensing Advice


Respecting Their Nonsense


Getting Back Control of the Conversation


What to Do When Your Teen Throws You a Curve


 

Chapter Four - Building a Strong Relationship


The Business Parent vs. the Nurturing Parent


Being with Teens When They Don’t Want to Be with You


The Mood-Altering Power of Competing Melodies


The Cure for Your Teen’s Allergy to You


The Effects of a Helpful Attitude


When Your Teen Is Oblivious to You


The Unconditional Deal


Adults as Flawed Beings


A Different Kind of Strong


Engaging in Friendly Teasing—When Your Teen Does It to You


Engaging in Friendly Teasing—When You Do It to Your Teen


The Parent as Friend


Suffering as Leverage


Losing It


Little Words of Love


 

Chapter Five - Interpreting the Most Popular Teenage Phrases


“I Hate You”


“You Just Want Somebody Who’s Perfect”


“I Don’t Feel Well”


“You’re Ruining My Life”


“You Never ...”


“I’m Sorry I’m Such a Disappointment to You”


“It’s Not Fair”


“Please, I’m Under a Lot of Stress; I Really Don’t Need This Now”


“But All the Other Kids’ Parents Let Them”


“But Why?”


 

Chapter Six - Rules and Controls


Setting Rules


When Rules Are Broken


Why Kids Break Rules


Handling Confrontation


Seeing Results


Settling for Imperfect Control


Dealing with Out-of-Control Teens


The Truth about Lying


 

Chapter Seven - Character Development


Temporary Character Flaws


Entitled Teens


Spoiled Teens


Inconsiderate Teens


Oblivious Teens


Why Is It Never Their Fault?


Why Are They Always So Negative?


Cultivating Manners


Will They Ever Learn?


When Your Teen Is Not Turning Out Like You Wanted


The Perfect Child


 

Chapter Eight - Teens and Their Dilemmas


Parents as Helpers


Reassuring a Teen Who Can’t Be Reassured


What if Your Teen Is Depressed?


What if Your Teen Gets into Trouble?


 

Chapter Nine - Teens and School


Education and Their Future


Motivating Teenagers


When Motivation Isn’t the Problem


Sweeping Anxiety under the Rug


Should You Let Them Fail?


Getting Your Teen to Do Homework


What, No Homework?


Coping with Stress


The Ultimate Leverage


 

Chapter Ten - Teens and Family


Between Parents


Playing One Against the Other


What’s Fair and What’s Not


Sibling Bickering


How to Deal with Divorce


 

Chapter Eleven - Teens and Sex


Risky Behavior


What Parents Should Know


How Active Is Your Teen?


The Consequences of Teenage Sex


Talking to Your Teen about Sex


The Basics and Beyond


Advice for Girls


Advice for Boys


More Advice for Boys


Teenage Love


If You Think Your Child Is Gay


 

Chapter Twelve - Teens, Drugs, and Alcohol


How Prevalent Is Substance Use?


Where Do You Stand on Drinking?


Where Do You Stand on Marijuana?


Is It a Problem or Not?


What Parents Can Do


Talking to Teens about Drinking and Drugs


Fostering Honesty


What Not to Do


Sharing Your Own Experiences


The Single Greatest Risk Deterrent


Understanding the Power of Substances


 

Chapter Thirteen - Teens and Electronics


A Minute in the Life


What Do Kids Do Online?


What Parents Worry about Most


Parental Controls


Secret Surveillance


Guidelines for Teens


Access to the World


Multitasking


Guys, Girls, and Video Games


Productive vs. Nonproductive Time


Staying Connected


Setting Limits


 

Chapter Fourteen - The End of Adolescence


The Return of the Prodigal Child


Seeing You for Who You Really Are


The New Deal


Is My Kid Going to Be Okay?


Different Yet the Same


 

Acknowledgments


Praise for I’d Listen to My Parents if They’d Just Shut Up


Also by Anthony E. Wolf, Ph.D.


About the Author


Credits


Copyright


About the Publisher






Preface

    As a child psychologist I often hear parents of teenagers express their frustrations over the way that their children talk to them. They are utterly bewildered by how argumentative their children can be compared to past generations of kids.

By way of example, here’s a typical parent-child interaction in the 1950s:


“James, would you please take the trash out to the curb?”

“Sure thing, Mom.”



And a typical parent-child interaction today:


“James, would you please take the trash out to the curb?”

“Mom, I’m really tired. I’ll do it later.”

“No, James—I want it done now.”

“Why does everything have to be when you want it? I’m not your slave.”

“Why do you always have to give me a hard time whenever I ask you to do something?”

“Why do you always have to give me a hard time?”



Invariably today’s parents think, He is so disrespectful. He talks back to me all the time. What is his problem? What am I doing wrong?

Although the latter, less-than-pleasant variation of an age-old conversation has been going on for just about half a century, parents still don’t get it—there is one significant reason why teens today are not as immediately obedient and talk back to their parents in a way that was unthinkable just a few decades ago. Simply put, this generation is not afraid of their parents. And there is one important reason why this is true: we parents no longer use harsh punishment when raising our children. There are no more hard smacks across the face or use of a switch or belt. All of that is now considered child abuse.

This move away from harsh punishment was an excellent change for kids and adults, a real step forward for the whole human race. We—at least most of us—now believe that while harsh punishment may have produced behavior that was better for the moment, overall, as a regular part of child raising, it makes a child more, not less, likely to treat others harshly.

This changed attitude toward harsh punishment represents a whole new view of parenting and child development. Let me give an example.

Imagine that a mother is with her six-year-old daughter and eight-year-old son. The two children start bickering. The bickering escalates to the point where the boy hits his sister on the arm, causing her to cry. Their mother intervenes.

She smacks her son sharply on the arm.


“Don’t hit your sister,” says the boy’s mother. “Do you understand? DON’T ... HIT ... YOUR ... SISTER.” And the boy’s mother punctuates each word with a smack. There, that will teach him, she says to herself.



Not long ago, most people watching that scene would have probably agreed: “Yeah, that will teach him.”

But today we recognize that yes, that will teach him all right—it will teach him that if he wants to hit his sister, he had better not do it when his mother is watching. We also recognize that if this is his mother’s typical parenting style, the boy will ultimately be more, not less, likely to become a hitter himself. Having been hit, the hitting becomes a part of him. For unlike in the past, we now believe that it is not only what you say to a child, but also how you treat him that shapes a child’s behavior and who he becomes in the future.

This new way of looking at child development has caused the revolution in parenting that has now produced almost two generations of children who are not afraid of their parents. This really is a brand-new phenomenon in the history of parenting.

I strongly believe that the children reared in this new school of thought have gone on to become kinder and gentler people as a result. Not everybody agrees, of course, as continual back talk can be difficult to deal with. But it is where we are in our parenting evolution to date, and where this book picks up in an effort to move our progress even further along.

As I said, today’s kids do not fear their parents. And big surprise: when children are not afraid of their parents they talk back far more frequently and are not nearly as obedient to a degree that we never could have imagined just a couple of generations ago.

Well, duh! What did we think was going to happen? Children today do not behave at all like previous generations because the main leverage parents had over them in the past has been removed from the parenting arsenal. Yet despite this seemingly obvious point, today’s parents still expect their kids to behave in a way that is only possible when using methods that were sensibly abandoned two generations ago. Essentially, the standard for proper child behavior never changed even though parenting practices did change. These days, when children don’t behave the way they are expected to (which is inevitable when harsh punishment is removed from child rearing practices), parents feel that they have somehow failed.

I don’t understand. I do my best. But it obviously isn’t good enough. ... 

Not only do today’s parents have unrealistic expectations for their kids’ behavior, but in their never-ending attempts to get their kids to live up to outmoded standards, they are also holding themselves to unrealistic standards ... and inadvertently making matters worse, not better.


“Alexander, please try to remember not to track mud through the kitchen.”

“You’re always yelling at me about something.”

“I don’t always yell at you. I just don’t want mud tracked into the kitchen.”

“You’re a neat freak. You don’t know what it’s like living in this house. Would you get off my case. Please.”

“Alexander, don’t talk to me that way.”

“What way?”

“Listen to your words. Listen to your tone of voice. It is so disrespectful. A teenager shouldn’t talk to his parents that way.”

“I’m not talking to you in any way. You’re the one who’s disrespecting me.”

“I’m not disrespecting you.”

“Yeah, you are. You’re always nagging at me about something—like now, for instance.”



So parents, let me ask you a straightforward question: Why would anyone want to continue interacting with someone who is exceedingly unpleasant? What is the most reasonable and logical response to that behavior? I believe the answer is that you would want to end that kind of interaction as fast as you can. Certainly, what you would not want to do is prolong the agony by continuing a fruitless discussion, as that would only fan the fire. Yet this is exactly what parents of today’s teenagers repeatedly do—this, and so many other things that cause themselves and their kids great frustration. I see it all the time in my practice, which is why I’m now offering up hope and some practical tips to help you deal with the day-to-day challenges we all face when raising teens.

This is a book about parenting twenty-first-century teenagers—it’s about who these kids are and the rules that apply to raising them in the world as it exists today. This book is designed to be as helpful as it can possibly be. It will provide you with very specific advice about how to best deal with your teenager in all of the most perplexing situations.

It will offer useful word-for-word responses and will also steer you clear of responses that are definitely not useful. In each of these scenarios, it will provide an explanation as to why certain responses work while others don’t. It will help you discover a new way of successfully interacting with your teen.

Last, this book will talk about how, beyond the changes in parenting and in adolescent behavior, the world in which today’s teenagers live has changed. Most notably, it will address how the exploding and ever-changing world of electronics is affecting the nature and scope of their experiences. When they are not in school, most of their waking hours are spent in an electronic universe of words, sounds, and images. Our kids are often engaged in using more than one medium at a time, which has had a profound effect on how they communicate with us, both good and bad. In many ways it is a new world. And yet, in many ways, the world of teenagers has changed very little.

Above all, this book is intended to make living with and rearing your teenage child a significantly more enjoyable and memorable experience. So let’s get started.




        
            Introduction
The Parenting
                    Revolution

            Before I get into providing
                specific advice, I need to discuss certain truths about child development and the
                nature of adolescence that underlie all of the guidance I offer in this book.

            Having read what I have written so far, you are probably wondering:
                    If the removal of fear from child rearing was the direct
                    cause of the dramatic increase in back talk ... and if this guy is
                    saying that the removal of fear from child raising was excellent ...
                    is he then saying that the onslaught of back-talking little monsters
                    we’ve produced is not such a bad thing after all? My answer is
                yes, that’s exactly what I am saying.

            Fortunately, this increase in bratty behavior—as unpleasant as it
                sometimes can be—is not nearly as bad as it seems. This is because a
                particular fact of human psychology places the bratty behavior in a more benign
                light. Further, this same fact of human psychology suggests ways to dramatically
                reduce the amount of fussing we experience day to day in our relationships with our
                teens. (Mind you, it will not eliminate the fussing entirely, as that would require
                returning to the old harsh-punishment model of parenting, but it will help.) Let me
                describe this particular universal fact of human psychology to you.

            The Baby Self and the
                    Mature Self

            I have noticed a remarkable phenomenon. If I am at the home of a
                friend or a relative, I always ask the host if there is anything I can do to help.
                Or if we have guests at our house, I ask if there is anything that they would like
                to make them more comfortable. If they request something of me, I willfully comply.
                I do it easily, happy for the opportunity to be useful.

            As of this writing, I have been married for many years to a wonderful
                woman. I am very happy in my marriage. But if just Mary Alice and I are at home and
                Mary Alice asks me to do a rather simple favor for her—let’s say
                we’re both in the same room, and Mary Alice asks if I wouldn’t mind
                getting her a glass of water with a little ice in it (our refrigerator has an ice
                dispenser that makes this quite easy to prepare), I invariably find myself engulfed
                by an incredible and sudden tiredness. Just the thought of the slightest exertion
                leaves my body overwhelmed by a leaden heaviness that makes completing this task
                impossible.

            Maybe I have chronic fatigue syndrome. I
                    really
                can’t do it.
                I can’t.

            Not only that, but a sense of being very much imposed upon also comes,
                unbidden, into my head.

            Why can’t she get it herself? As she
                    perfectly well knows, I had a very hard day, considerably harder than
                    hers—which, by the way, she never seems to understand. She thinks her
                    days are harder than mine. She should be asking me if I want a glass of water
                    with some ice in it, for goodness’ sake. Omigod, I am so tired. Nobody
                    understands.

            You, dear reader, might feel at this point that I am acting like a big
                baby. But I totally disagree, which only shows that you don’t understand
                either. Why is everybody always on Mary Alice’s side? I
                    don’t get it. A big baby? Hardly.

            But this phenomenon doesn’t just apply to me, as you will
                see from this next example:

            If we were to take a video camera and follow sixteen-year-old Lindsay
                through a typical day at school, where she is a very good student, always handing in
                her homework on time, we’d see that she is very polite and responsive in
                class. She belongs to many school clubs. All of her teachers agree that she is a
                model student. She is also a good, sensitive listener to her friends.

            After school, we’d watch as Lindsay goes to her friend
                Tara’s house. There she and Tara work on a project for Spanish.

            
                “Bye, Mrs. Timmerman,”
                    Lindsay says to Tara’s mother as she leaves.

                “Bye, Lindsay dear,” says
                    Tara’s mother.

                I’m so glad Tara has such a nice
                        friend, thinks Tara’s mother.

                We continue the video. It is later that same day; Lindsay is now at
                    home.

                “Mom, get Jared the hell out of my
                        room!” she shouts before bursting into tears.

                A little later. Lindsay is in the kitchen.

                “Somebody drank my Diet Pepsi. I
                        can’t believe it. Nothing is mine. I can’t have anything of my
                        own that people don’t feel free to take. I hate this
                        house!” Lindsay screams this last part.

                And a little later still:

                “Mom, where the hell is the red towel?
                        You know it’s the only one I can use. Where the hell is my red
                        towel?!”

            

            My point in sharing these two perplexing examples is to illustrate a
                universal fact of human psychology among both children and adults: we all have two
                distinctly different modes of behavior—really two different selves. One is a
                domestic self that just wants to unwind and be fed. In an attempt to completely
                relax, that self will tolerate absolutely no stress whatsoever. I call it the
                “baby self.” Its domain is at home and with immediate family
                members—those with whom we feel the safest and the most comfortable. But
                there is another side to us: what I call the “mature self.” It
                functions at a completely higher level. It will go out into the world, work, endure
                stress, and even delay gratification in order to achieve a goal. It has patience and
                self-control. And these two—the baby self and mature self—function
                side by side over the course of a day, going back and forth, switching gears. I have
                always pictured this phenomenon like a boxer who goes into the ring, does what he
                needs to do, then comes back to his corner, collapses and gets the nurturing that
                then allows him to go back into the ring for yet another tough round.

            Initially, children are all baby self. But soon the mature self begins
                to appear. Over time it grows until gradually it takes over more and more of our
                functioning. But it never takes over completely. Even the most mature among us has a
                baby self that asserts itself from time to time.

            
                “I thought you were going to
                        work on bills.”

                “No, I decided to take a
                        nap.”

                “You’re sulking because
                        we’re eating at a restaurant that wasn’t your
                        choice.”

                “No, I’m not.”

                “Yeah, you’re
                        sulking.”

            

            It is only in the baby-self mode that we and our children get the deep
                nurturing we all need. Without our baby selves—and without a safe place for
                our baby selves to rest—life would be way too hard. Our stress levels would
                be intolerable. This is especially so with children.

            “Mom, I’m home. ... Why
                    are we out of salt and vinegar taco chips? I didn’t eat the last ones.
                    ... Mom, I can’t find the remote. Where’s the remote?
                    Mom!”

            Were there no opportunity for baby-self nurturing, there would be a
                stunting of emotional growth. Children need a place where they can fully be a child.
                And that place is with us, their parents.

            Baby selves are generally good. They are cute, lovable, funny, and
                affectionate. But sometimes they are not so cute. Especially when baby selves are
                not getting their way. Then baby selves are not so cute at all.

            “But why? Why not? Why? You have to give me
                    a reason. Why not?” they goad us on.

            Who Witnesses the Baby
                    Self Most Often?

            Another fact of human psychology well known to parents is that
                their mere presence is enough to bring out the baby self in their child.

            Having stayed after school for extra help, Paula is with her algebra
                teacher, Mrs. Hendrickson.

            
                “Well, Paula, I hope this extra time
                        after school has helped you grasp what we have been doing in
                        algebra.”

                “Oh, yes, Mrs. Hendrickson. Thank you.
                        It’s hard, but I think I’m getting it now. Thank you for
                        staying after school to help me.”

                At that moment, Paula’s mother appears in the classroom.

                “Hi, dear. They said it would be okay if
                        I came in to get you.”

                “Mom! Why are you in here? You
                        weren’t supposed to come in. I said I would meet you in the parking
                        lot. Don’t you ever listen to what I say? Mom!
                    Really!”

                My goodness, thinks Mrs. Hendrickson.
                        I’ve never seen this side of Paula.
                

            

            This phenomenon, of course, is true of how we relate not only to our
                children but also to our significant others.

            “Dad, why do you always lose your temper
                    with me and Mom and never with anybody else, except when you are playing
                    golf?”

            Just the presence of our nearest and dearest brings out the baby self in
                us.

            Alex, for instance, is always a good sport. He never complains during
                his basketball games or at practices. But as soon as he is in the car with his
                father for the drive back home, he lets loose. His remarks follow a game where he
                scored two points in limited playing time.

            “Coach P. is such an asshole. He gives Billy
                    so much playing time, just because Coach P. is friends with his parents, and
                    Billy sucks. And when I do get in and was open like today, that little dick,
                    Clement, never passes. He just wants to shoot—and he can’t shoot
                    for shit. I’m going to quit basketball. I mean it.” (Which
                he never does.)

            Let me ask a question that might help put your reaction to your
                child’s baby self in perspective: If it is good—even
                necessary—that there is a place for your teenager’s baby self, and if
                the baby self can be babyish, childish, and even downright unpleasant at times,
                wouldn’t you rather that your child’s baby self rear its unruly head
                at home with you rather than when he is out with others in public? Of course, you
                don’t have a choice because of the aforementioned psychological fact that
                whenever a parent is anywhere near their teenaged child, that child’s baby
                self will appear. But if you did have a choice, wouldn’t home be the better
                place for your child’s baby self to hang out?

            Which Self Is Your
                    Child’s Real Self?

            There is another important question all of this stuff about baby
                selves and mature selves begs, and that is: Which of these two—the baby self
                (the one you get to see) or the mature self (the one others see, the one who has the
                same name as your kid and looks like her, but doesn’t match your description
                in any other way)—is the better indicator of who your child really is? And,
                more important, which of these two is the better indicator of who that child will
                become as an adult?

            Fortunately, with the vast majority of teenagers, the answer is the
                mature self. And there is very strong proof of this. By the end of high
                school—if not before—teenagers tend to change. They become
                nice—not just to everyone else, but even to you—and they go out into
                the world and become perfectly good citizens. This is what has already happened with
                well over a generation of back-talking teens, who now make up a large portion of the
                adult world. And that world continues pretty much as it always has. Contrary to
                parental worries, the world has not been, nor will it be, taken over by a horde of
                barbarians as a result of this parenting style.

            And this change—from back-talking teen to more or less mature
                adult—comes about not because parents, in the home stretch of high school,
                just before the finish line, are finally able to shape up their surly teenager, as
                they imagine they will.

            “It was a tough task but finally—just
                    in time, let me tell you—we were able to shape Carlton up. We had to put
                    in a full court press right at the end, but we did it.”

            Not at all. It happens because, as part of normal psychological
                development, teenagers move into the next major developmental stage: young
                adulthood. The good parenting that most parents do—but often do not realize
                they have been doing—kicks in. All the years of love, teaching, and, at
                times, being willing to set unpopular limits and make unpopular demands, bear fruit.
                Their mature side will prevail.

            
                “Hello, I like you. I think
                        you’re a good parent. You always have been, even if at times crazed.
                        Also, I just want you to know that I agree with you, I drive too fast and
                        I’ll try to control my speeding from now on. Also, if I spill
                        something in the refrigerator, I’ll make sure I thoroughly clean up
                        the mess.”

                “You will?”

                “Well, actually, I don’t know if
                        I can promise the part about cleaning up the messes in the
                        refrigerator.”

            

            And all of this happens automatically as part of normal psychological
                development. It is not because on the last day of his son Barkley’s
                adolescence, his father finally figured out the lecture that would do the trick.

            
                “Listen here, Mister. If you think for
                        one minute that you can keep behaving the way you do toward me and your
                        mother, well, think again, Buster! You will never be able to get married.
                        You will never be able to hold down a job. Well, just think about
                        that.”

                And Barkley, impressed by his father’s words, says,

                “Gosh, Dad. I feel bad for you and Mom.
                        What you say makes complete sense. I only wish you had told me sooner so
                        that I could have been better toward you two. Of course I’ll change.
                        You’ll see. Thanks, Dad.”

            

            No, it is not because of that.

            But if it is true that most teenagers—even pretty obnoxious
                ones—grow into good citizens who are friendly to you, what does that say
                about the often unpleasant baby-self behavior that you have to endure over the
                course of your child’s adolescence?

            For one, baby-self behavior does not necessarily mean that there is
                anything especially wrong with your child. Nor is there anything necessarily wrong
                with the way you have been parenting. Mainly, your teenager’s unpleasant
                baby-self behavior is nothing more than that: unpleasant behavior comes out because
                at home and with you, he or she feels safe enough for that to happen.

            “Never Give
                    Up!”: The Baby Self’s Motto

            Fortunately, as mentioned earlier, there is something that you
                can do to significantly decrease the unpleasant back talk and fussing that you
                experience with your teenager. This relates directly to one overwhelming
                characteristic of baby selves: when a baby self is not getting its way, a baby self
                will say anything, do anything, to change that. But, failing to get its way, a baby
                self will go on and on forever. And I do mean forever.

            
                “No. I’m sorry, Sarah. No, and
                        that’s final. Do you understand me? That is it.”

                “But why? You don’t understand.
                        Why not?”

                “Sarah, we’ve already been over
                        this. No, I’m sorry. No.”

                “But why? Why not?”

                “Sarah!”

                “But why not? You have to give me a good
                        reason. It’s because you hate me, isn’t it?”

                “Sarah, that’s ridiculous, I
                        don’t hate you.”

                “Yes, you do. Then give me a good
                        reason.”

                “Sarah, I’ve given you a good
                        reason.”

                “No, you haven’t. All
                        you’ve given me is a stupid reason.”

                “Sarah, I do not want to hear any more
                        about it.”

                “But why not? Why?”

            

            And should Sarah’s mother go into another room, Sarah and her
                baby self would follow. Even if Sarah’s mother put a closed and locked door
                between herself and her daughter, that wouldn’t stop the pleas from
                coming.

            “But why not? Why? Why not? Mom, are you
                    listening to me? Can you hear me? Why not? Mom!”

            When baby selves are not getting their way, they do not let go.
                It’s as if they cannot move forward. They are stuck. They just hold on. They
                simply won’t relent. What baby selves abhor beyond anything else is to
                separate, to disengage. When baby selves are not getting their way, they cannot let
                go.

            This, more than anything else, is the basis of most of the advice in
                this book.

            You cannot say “Stop. Shut up. That’s
                    it. Finis. Enough, and I mean it. This is going to end—now. I mean it.
                    Finis” to a baby self who is not getting her way and seriously
                expect her to back off.

            It is not going to happen.

            And, of course, if we let it, the baby self who will not quit will
                ultimately bring out our own baby self, who will not let go either.

            Here’s a perfect example of such an exchange between a father and
                his teenaged daughter:

            
                “Don’t you dare talk to me that
                        way, young lady.”

                “I’ll talk to you any way I
                        want.”

                “You just better watch
                        it.”

                “What are you going to do, hit me? You
                        would like that.”

                “You’re just going to have to
                        control your mouth before somebody does smack you.”

                “You’re just mad because you
                        can’t control me anymore.”

                “You’re going to have to learn to
                        respect adults. How do you think you’re ever going to make it in the
                        world with a mouth like that?”

                “I’m going to do fine. I
                        certainly don’t need your fucking approval.”

                “You are really pushing
                        it.”

                “You’re pushing
                        it.”

            

            There you have it: two baby selves in action, and neither is anywhere
                close to letting go.

            So what does this fact about baby selves say about parenting teenagers?
                What it says is that when going against your teenage child’s wishes, the
                greatest wisdom is to say what you have to say, do what you have to do, and then
                stop—because they will not. An overwhelmingly valuable skill in the parenting
                of today’s teenagers is learning to disengage—sooner rather than
                later.

            Adolescence: A
                    Necessary Stage

            Before talking any further about how to deal with your teenager,
                it is extremely useful to understand that much of your child’s behavior is
                the direct result of a powerful and inevitable developmental phenomenon: the advent
                of adolescence. Much of your child’s defiant behavior with you is not about
                their reaction to you personally, but rather it’s about the nature of
                adolescence itself. It is also not something that you can change. But fortunately it
                is something that does end, albeit in its own time when it is good and ready and has
                run its course. Not a moment before.

            Adolescence is the convergence of a number of major developmental
                changes within a relatively short period of time. Teenagers begin to inhabit new
                bodies. They do not just get bigger, but with the advent of their secondary sex
                characteristics—developing breasts and hips with girls, losing baby fat and
                growing new body hair with boys—they rather swiftly take on a much more adult
                look. If a teenager you know but have not seen for a few months goes through a
                growth spurt, you’ll probably recognize the phenomenon before you’ll
                even recognize the teen. It is very striking.

            
                “Who is this person? Randy, are
                        you you?”

                “Yeah? What?
                    Why?”

            

            With their new bodies, teenagers suddenly become far more aware of and
                far more self-conscious about how they look.

            Prior to adolescence, a ten-year-old boy confronting a mirror would
                likely prompt this exchange:

            
                “What is that thing
                        called?”

                “It’s a mirror,
                        sweetheart.”

                “Oh, I never noticed it before.
                        What is it used for?”

            

            But once he becomes an adolescent, this same boy knows very well what a
                mirror is for.

            
                “Omigod, I think my nose turns a little
                        to the left. Mom! Does my nose turn a little to the left?”

                “Your nose looks like your
                        nose.”

                “Mom, I’m
                    serious!”

                “I can’t see anything. It
                        doesn’t look like it turns either way. It’s
                        fine.”

                “No, Mom, look at it!”

            

            They are very serious.

            Another change among adolescents is that they not only get smarter but
                they also make whole new cognitive advances that enable them to understand things in
                a much more adult way. Suddenly you have to watch what you say because what used to
                go right over their heads is now something they pick up on far more readily.

            
                “Aunt Theresa sure has had a lot of
                        boyfriends since her divorce from Uncle Ed. Is she a
                    slut?”

                “Lainie, don’t use that
                        word.”

                “So she is?”

            

            The third and most dramatic change of all is that they develop
                sexuality. They now not only have the ability to reproduce, but they also have
                sexual feelings in a way that they simply did not before. Their world is
                transformed. Much of what was neutral to them now becomes sexualized. This new
                dimension makes everything in their lives forever different. This is a very big
                change indeed.

            
                “Dad, why do they call it a breast of
                        chicken. That’s so weird.”

                “I don’t know, Lawrence. I never
                        thought about it. That’s what they call it.”

                “It doesn’t look like a breast.
                        It doesn’t have nipples.”

                “That’s enough,
                        Lawrence.”

                “It feels weird touching it if
                        it’s a breast.”

                “That’s enough,
                        Lawrence.”

            

            The Allergy All Teens
                    Develop

            There is one last change—a purely psychological
                one—that warrants discussion before we move on. It’s a change that,
                more than anything else, determines why adolescents act as they do, and especially
                why they act as they do with their parents. That change—a part of normal
                human development—is the adolescent mandate: I must see
                    myself as an independent, adultlike being. It is no longer acceptable for me to
                    experience myself as a dependent little kid.

            The advent of this mandate makes sense, because in just a few years they
                will have to be out on their own, where they will not be successful if they still
                feel like dependent little children. This need to see oneself as an independent,
                adultlike entity is fine. It is necessary. But there is just one problem with it: up
                until this time there was this person or persons for whom they had strong love,
                attachment, and dependency feelings—namely, their parent or parents. But now
                those strong love, attachment, and dependency feelings make them feel like a
                dependent little kid. And that is no longer okay. In fact, it is a big problem. The
                result is what we recognize as adolescence.

            The following example illustrates the point:

            Fifteen-year-old James is sitting by himself on a couch in the family
                room watching television. He is very relaxed until his mother, who says nothing,
                enters the room. Immediately his body tenses. He is no longer relaxed. He starts
                moving around nervously on the couch. I thought maybe I left my
                    glasses in here, but I guess I didn’t, his mom thinks as she turns
                and leaves the room.

            James immediately goes back to being relaxed. He’d have the very
                same reaction in any similar circumstance where he is alone in a room that his
                mother enters. She comes in, he’s agitated. She leaves, he’s back to
                being relaxed.

            This is not a conscious process. His mother’s mere presence
                brings out in James the strong love, attachment, dependency feelings that he has
                always had toward her. Previously these feelings were not an issue: he loved his
                mother. He still does. But now, as part of the normal, newly arisen adolescent
                mandate, all of this is no longer okay.

            His mother’s appearance in the room creates inside of James an
                internal conflict, a very real physical tension. And this is true for both boys and
                girls. Just the presence of a parent creates this tangible discomfort. Were we to
                watch through a one-way mirror, we would see: parent not there; child in relaxed
                state. Parent there; child feeling tense and fidgety.

            But let’s say that in this particular instance, James’s
                mother does an even worse thing: after entering the room, James’s mother
                fails to leave quickly. And not only does she stay, but she speaks too. She says her
                son’s name.

            
                “James.”

                “What?” he says in
                    an aggravated tone of voice.

                “Don’t talk to me in that
                        tone of voice.”

                “What tone of
                        voice?”

                “That tone of
                        voice.”

                “I’m not talking in a
                        tone of voice.”

            

            But he is. And they go on from there. Why is he being so rude? After
                all, his mother was only saying his name. Again, it is not intentional on
                James’s part. His mother’s coming into the room had made him quite
                tense. But now she’s not only in the room, she’s staying in the room. And not only is she staying in the room, but now
                she is actually speaking to him! Under such trying circumstances, under such
                considerable stress, it is very hard to speak in anything other than a tense,
                unpleasant-sounding manner.

            
                “You speak to me as if you
                        don’t even think I’m human.”

                “I am too speaking to you like
                        you’re human.”

            

            But—like I said—he’s not.

            Now let me turn this incident into an outright horror story.
                Let’s say that on this particular occasion, James’s mother decides
                that she is going to have some quality mother-and-son time. And so, after entering
                the room, she goes over to the couch and sits down next to her beloved son.
                What’s worse, she puts her arm around him. This, as we know by now, is just
                too much for poor James. He gets up and leaves. His mother is heartbroken.
                She’s devastated. She feels so rejected. She was just reaching out to her
                darling son. What had she done wrong?

            For an answer, let us go back in time to when James was ten years old.
                As in the scene just described, James’s mother comes into the room and sits
                down next to her son. And, as above, she puts her arm around him. But this time he
                is just ten. And, as a ten-year-old, James is quite relaxed. He likes his mother
                sitting next to him. In fact, at ten years old he might
                well have been the one to initiate the closeness, putting his head on his
                mother’s shoulder before she motioned to do so.

            And let’s say—as more often than not is the case—in
                the intervening years between James at ten and James at fifteen, James’s
                mother had not done anything especially wrong. She had been a good mother. She had
                not made any major parenting mistakes. What happened to change this loving
                ten-year-old child into a fifteen-year-old who literally could not stand being in
                the same room as his mother?

            The answer, of course, is the dawning of adolescence. As part of their
                normal development process, the vast majority of teenagers develop a temporary
                allergy to their parents.

            Everything about their parents aggravates them.

            “Dad, do you have to breathe that
                    way?”

            And the child’s poor father, who had previously paid no attention
                to his breathing, is self-conscious about it for the rest of his life.

            Your tone of voice, which had always been a source of reassurance and
                pleasure, now seems infinitely irritating.

            
                “Mom, do you have to talk that
                        way?”

                “What way?”

                “The way you do. Can’t you talk
                        some other way that isn’t so irritating?”

                “But it’s the way I’ve
                        always talked my whole life.”

                “Well, can’t you change
                        it?”

                “But it’s the way I
                        talk.”

                “See, there it is. The way you just
                        talked. It gets on my nerves.”

            

            And, as discussed earlier, just your being there is a problem.

            
                “Must you?”

                “What?”

                “Be here.”

            

            Finally, one of the most difficult things all parents of teenagers
                swiftly learn is that their child considers just being seen with them in public to
                be the ultimate humiliation.

            Leanna and her mother are at the mall.

            
                “Pretend you don’t know
                        me.”

                “What?”

                “I just saw Jessica and Kimmy go into
                        that store. Pretend you don’t know me.”

                “But I’m your
                        mother.”

                “Omigod, I’m going to have to
                        hide. I’ll see you later. This is so humiliating.”

            

            They are allergic to you. It is the quintessential adolescent dilemma.
                What are they supposed to do about all the unacceptable love, attachment, and
                dependency feelings that are created just by your very existence, let alone your
                presence? Especially when other people see it too?

            There are two classic teenage solutions—one preferred by boys,
                the other by girls.

            The boys’ way involves absence. They simply choose not to be
                there. They’re out of the house or in their room with the door closed. And
                when they are there, they are evasive or they mumble. They’re as invisible as
                they can be even though they’re present.

            
                “Michael, did you put your dirty clothes
                        in with the laundry?”

                “Mmbf.”

                “I didn’t understand you. Did you
                        put your dirty clothes in with the laundry?”

                “I don’t know.”

                “What do you mean you don’t know?
                        Michael? Where’d he go? He was standing right here.
                        Michael?”

            

            The boys’ solution to the unacceptable love, attachment, and
                dependency feelings they have toward their parents is simple—they create as
                much distance as possible. In their room. Out of the house. And even when they are
                with you, they are as uncommunicative as they can be. It is very much like a wall
                going up.

            The girls’ way, by contrast, involves combativeness. It’s
                as if they are telling themselves, Anything you say I will
                    disagree with or yell at. And in regard to your irritating presence, I will
                    regularly let you know how irritating it is.

            
                “Renee, did you put your dirty clothes
                        in the laundry?”

                “Why do you always have to be at me
                        about stuff when I’m in the middle of doing
                    something?”

                “But you’re not doing
                        anything.”

                “I am too! Just because it
                        doesn’t look like it. That is so rude! Everything has to be when you
                        want it. You are so inconsiderate of anything that is going on in my life!
                        The whole world does not revolve around your convenience.”

                “Revolve around my
                        convenience?”

                “What? Are you implying something? Are
                        you saying I’m inconsiderate? What do you mean?”

            

            If you are a girl you deal with unacceptable love, attachment, and
                dependency feelings toward your parents by simply declaring your independence moment
                by moment and by doing it in their face. “What do you
                    mean? Are you criticizing me? You are the most difficult mother in the
                    world!”

            What can be so maddening is that with many teens this allergy seems to
                wax and wane. Some of the time—perhaps because they are temporarily feeling a
                little more secure about themselves, about their own independence or about their own
                integrity—they seem to tolerate, maybe even like, being with you.

            
                “See, Mom? Isn’t this nice? Just
                        you and me talking? We should do more of this.”

                “We should?”

            

            But it is truly unpredictable. It comes and goes.

            
                “Renee, what do you think would be nice
                        for supper?”

                “What? I don’t care. Why ask me?
                        Whatever you make, I’m probably not going to like
                    it.”

            

            It leaves you questioning yourself time and again.
                    She was so nice ten minutes ago. What did I do?

            
                “I thought we were
                        friends.”

                “Why would I want to be friends with
                        you?”

            

            Like I said, it comes and goes.

            Remember Not to Take
                    It Personally

            To keep your sanity, just remember this: it is not personal. It
                is adolescence. It is part of normal psychological development. Much of the time,
                the person your child is responding to is not you at all but a projection of you
                that comes from deep inside of themselves: an image of you as the parent who
                won’t let them go—even though it is they who can’t let go of
                you! The parent who is so much a part of them, they wish they could expel you from
                inside of themselves. The parent who, simply by existing, makes them feel like a
                little kid.

            
                “Mom, omigod, there’s that look
                        that you have. It is so annoying. If you only knew! Why are you looking at
                        me?”

                “Actually, I was looking at the
                        lamp.”

                “Yeah, right.”

            

            But take heart, sooner or later adolescence ends. As part of normal
                psychological development, your teen will move into the next major developmental
                stage. They will become young adults. During their adolescence, they will have
                gotten genuine psychological distance from you. You no longer compromise their sense
                of psychological independence. The adolescent allergy evaporates. They become nice
                again.

            
                “Hello. What’s for supper? Mom,
                        you’re hair looks nice.”

                “Renee, is that you?”

                “What are you talking
                        about?”

                “You’re friendly, my
                        darling.”

            

            It can seem like a miracle. But it’s not. While adolescence is
                incurable—there really is nothing you can do to change it—it does pass
                with time.

            I imagine that about now you are asking yourselves the obvious
                question: “So if back talk is inevitable, allergies to
                    me and my spouse are to be expected, and my kids will likely grow up to be good,
                    productive citizens despite this phase of ‘normal’ development,
                    how do I cope in the meantime?”

            For starters, you have to treat adolescence like a cold—or any
                other illness that has to run its course. You must do your best to reduce the
                symptoms. As you will read in the following pages, the key to having a more pleasant
                time with your teenage child largely rests in learning the skill of
                disengagement.

            Let me get right down to it with a discussion of that most basic of all
                parent-child interactions: saying “No.”

        

    
        
            Chapter One
The Importance
                    of Saying “No”

            Saying “no” sounds
                so easy, right?

            
                “Mom, can I have thirty-four dollars?
                        Please?”

                “No, I’m sorry,
                        dear.”

                “Oh, okay.”

                “Dad, would you drive me to the store
                        right now?”

                “No, I’m sorry, son, I’m
                        busy.”

                “Oh, okay.”

                “Mom, can I stay out until two-thirty
                        in the morning on Saturday?”

                “No, that’s way too
                        late.”

                “Oh, okay.”

            

            If only it were that simple. But sadly, a parent’s first attempts
                at saying “no” usually go more like this:

            
                “Dad, I need ninety-two dollars for a
                        new pair of sneakers. The ones I’m wearing are falling apart and
                        don’t fit right anymore.”

                ”No. I’m sorry, Liam, we just got
                        you a new pair two months ago, and those look fine to me. And, besides,
                        ninety-two dollars is a lot to spend on a pair of
                    sneakers.”

                “You don’t understand. The ones I
                        have are totally geeky and don’t fit. How can you know whether they
                        fit or not? You’re not the one who’s wearing
                        them!”

                “No, I’m sorry, we don’t
                        have the money right now. I’m not going to give you ninety-two
                        dollars for sneakers.”

                “You don’t have money to buy your
                        son a pair of shoes when his are falling apart?”

                “Liam, your sneakers are not falling
                        apart.”

                “You don’t understand what
                        it’s like to have to wear these stupid sneakers to school every day,
                        and they are falling apart! It’s really
                        embarrassing! The truth is that you’re too cheap, and you’re
                        being unreasonable!”

                “I’m not being unreasonable. You
                        don’t need new sneakers.”

                “You are being unreasonable. You don’t understand. I can’t wear these
                        sneakers to school. They are too dorky. I’m embarrassed to let my
                        friends see them.”

                “Your sneakers look
                    fine.”

                “No, they don’t! You think they
                        do because you don’t know anything. You don’t even remember
                        what it was like when you were a kid!”

                “Liam, what I remember or not has
                        nothing to do with getting you ninety-two-dollar
                    sneakers.”

                “Yeah, it does, because you don’t
                        know anything!”

                “Liam, don’t you talk to me that
                        way.”

                “I will if you’re being a jerk,
                        which you are!”

            

            Why Saying
                    “No” Is So Difficult

            The difficulty with “no” is that, with
                today’s teenagers, the conversation never ends with an easy
                “okay” the way it might have years ago. Instead, your
                “no” unleashes a flood of words and emotions that is so unpleasant and
                continues over such an extended period that it completely drains your time and
                energy. Saying “no” is definitely the most difficult and taxing part
                of being the parent of a teenager. But it is one of the
                most important parts, despite what your kid tells you.

            “Saying ‘no’ is so difficult
                    for my parents because it means they have to be difficult with me, which they
                    wouldn’t have to be if they were just reasonable sometimes, which
                    they’re not. And if they didn’t treat me like a six-year-old,
                    which they do, and which they wish I still was but—excuse me for living,
                    I hate to disappoint them—I’m not.”

            Teens Argue

            Once you have said “no” to a teenager, whatever
                you may say subsequent to that “no” really doesn’t matter all
                that much. The only thing your teenager hears is whether or not the
                “no” still stands. As long as you continue the conversation, all of
                their words following your “no” are going to be about trying to change
                your “no” to a “yes.”

            
                “No. I’m sorry, Liam, we just got
                        you a new pair two months ago, and those look fine to me. And, besides,
                        ninety-two dollars is a lot to spend on a pair of
                    sneakers.”

                Hmm, thinks Liam, Dad has given three different reasons for his “no.” Let me
                        think: Which reason is the best one to start with? Or maybe I should use a
                        completely different strategy of attack. Hmm. Let me think.

            

            Of course, this all happens within a split second.

            Don’t be fooled; they are not interested in weighing the pros and
                cons from your perspective in order to come to the most reasonable conclusion. They
                are not interested in understanding your reasons for the “no” other
                than as starting points for their arguments. Nor do they care whether a particular
                “no” is fair or not. To them, all “nos” are unfair.
                Period.

            “What’s your point? If my dad was
                    ever fair I would be the first to admit it. But since he never is fair, not
                    once, I don’t understand what it is that you are trying to
                    say.”

            What this means is that you cannot expect to deliver a
                “no” and then get them to understand. You cannot say
                “no” and then say words that are somehow going to make your
                “no” palatable to them. It’s not going to happen.

            As I said, you’re not likely to hear your kid reply, “I hate to admit it, Dad, but now that you’ve
                    really explained it to me, I see where you’re coming from. I wish I could
                    get cooler sneakers, but I know money is tight. I’m really disappointed,
                    but I understand that I’ll have to accept it. Actually, my current
                    sneakers are perfectly comfortable. I lied about that.”

            After delivering a “no,” never expect that your words are
                going to convince your teen or are going to produce a reasonable, amicable
                resolution.

            Once Liam’s dad says, “No,” Liam proceeds to do
                what any good future lawyer would do—he begins looking for only the points in
                his father’s case that he can best refute with a good counterargument.

            I know what I’ll do: I think maybe my best
                    strategy is to follow up on my first point about my sneakers not fitting. None
                    of the reasons that Dad gave can really refute that. Yes, that’s where
                    I’ll start.

            Teens are superb litigators. Their brains are very good, very fast,
                often swifter than our own; what gives them an immediate advantage over us in any
                argument is that they are not bound whatsoever by the truth. “You don’t notice it, Dad, but the truth (which it totally is
                    not) is that the sneaker for my right foot hurts all along the outside when I
                    wear it. I actually limp sometimes, but I compensate so you don’t see it
                    too much.”

            A basic adolescent arguing tactic, well known to the parent of any teen,
                is the way that, in a remarkably short period of time following a
                “no,” you find yourself caught up in a quagmire of side issues,
                defending a full range of points that hadn’t been part of the original
                discussion at all. Now you’re on the defensive, confronting one new argument
                after another as to why your “no” is thoroughly
                unacceptable—and criminal as well.

            
                “Dad, you say I can’t go to the
                        concert. Let me ask you a serious question. Why is it that you literally
                        seem to want to ruin my life? It’s not my fault that you were
                        unpopular as a teenager and can’t stand it that I might actually have
                        a nice time occasionally. You always say how you weren’t so lucky?
                        But I think you’re jealous. That’s why you say
                        ‘no’ so much. You don’t like that I should have a
                        really good time. It’s not right that I should have to pay for your
                        bad memories about your adolescence.”

                “What are you talking
                        about?”

                “I’m talking about how I’m
                        paying for your crappy adolescence.”

            

            Teens Never Give Up

            But it is not a teen’s skill or “sliminess”
                in arguing (and by sliminess I mean they don’t
                have to believe at all what they are saying) that presents the number one challenge
                with saying “no.”

            Let’s say that, for all of Liam’s arguments and
                counterarguments, for all of his clever ploys, his father does not change his mind.
                He stands firm and says, “No, I am sorry, Liam. I’m not going to give
                you the money for the sneakers,” Liam will very likely fall back on what kids
                always fall back on when confronted with a “no”—the most
                powerful weapon in their arsenal: sheer, unrelenting, mind-numbing persistence.

            “But why not? Why not? Why not? You
                    haven’t given a reason. Why not? Why not? You’ve only given sucky
                    reasons. You have to give a reason. Dad! Dad! Why not? Why not? Dad,
                    you’re being a dick. Why not? Dad! Why not?”

            Obviously this is an exaggeration, but it is not really that much of an
                exaggeration. Actually it’s not an exaggeration at all. It’s an
                abbreviation. Liam would go on far longer than what I described above. Suffice it to
                say, teens on the losing end of an argument can go on for a very long time.

            As I said before, teens in an argument never quit. Let me give you a
                different example. This one involves Olivia and her mother.

            It’s Tuesday night at around 7:22 p.m.:

            
                “Mom, can I go over to Lydia’s
                        for a sleepover Friday night?”

                “No, I’m sorry, dear, I’m
                        just not comfortable with you and your friends and a
                        sleepover.”

                “But why not?”

                “I know you guys mean well, but
                        sometimes when all of you get together, what happens is that the whole gets
                        to be more than the sum of the parts.”

                “What the hell is that supposed to mean?
                        That’s the stupidest thing I have ever heard. The sum of the
                        parts?”

                “Don’t get fresh with me,
                        Olivia.”

                “Well, what am I supposed to do if you
                        are being completely unreasonable and treating me like a six-year-old? You
                        don’t trust me. You always think we’re going to end up doing
                        something. That somehow I’m going to end up having sex with some boy,
                        even if there aren’t going to be any boys there.”

                “That’s not true,
                        Olivia.”

                “Yeah, it is true! I have a crazy person for a mother. My life is a wreck ever since you
                        married Randall! It wasn’t my idea for you to marry
                        him.”

                “No, Olivia, you cannot go to the
                        sleepover. That is it.”

            

            Later that night, at 8:14 p.m.:

            Olivia’s mother has just gotten off the phone with a friend.
                Enter Olivia.

            
                “But, Mom, that is so unfair! Nothing
                        bad is going to happen. It’s not my fault you have sex on the brain!
                        Nothing is going to happen! I promise nothing bad will happen. Nothing bad
                        will happen!”

                “No, Olivia. And I mean
                        it.”

            

            At 9:08 p.m. that same night:

            Olivia’s mother is brushing her teeth. Enter Olivia.

            
                “Mom, I just talked to Lydia, and she
                        said that her mother said that she was really comfortable with the
                        sleepover. She didn’t understand what you were worried about. What
                        are you afraid we’re going to do? Mom, it is so
                        unfair!”

                “Olivia, no! No, and I’m not
                        going to change my mind. No, and that settles it. No. I do not want to hear
                        any more about it. The answer is NO! Got that? NO!”

            

            But since the sleepover is not until Friday night, Olivia continues the
                debate well into the next day.

            Wednesday at 5:15 p.m.:

            Olivia’s mother is coming home from work. As she enters the
                house, she is greeted by her daughter.

            
                “But, Mom, our whole group is going. I
                        just can’t not go, Mom!”

                “Olivia, what do I have to say to make
                        you understand?”

                “You could say yes.”

            

            My point in relaying this story, of course, is that even if your answer
                is a “no” whose prohibition extends into the future, and even if your
                initial “no” was incredibly firm and clear, you will hear more about
                it from your child as long as the “no” is still relevant to them.

            Teens Rage

            We’ve already covered the subject of most
                teenagers’ great debating skills and their extraordinary persistence. But
                there are two last major weapons—sheer passion and energy—that will be
                easily recognized by most parents as part of the teen armory. In fact, outrage,
                pulled up from the very center of their being, accessible at the drop of a hat and
                able to accelerate from zero to 60 mph in just under a second, is among their
                favorite tools.

            
                “No, Tanya, I’m
                        sorry.”

                “But what do you mean,
                        ‘no’? You can’t! You can’t say
                        ‘no’! You can’t!”

                “That’s what I just did,
                        Tanya.”

                “But you can’t! You don’t
                        understand! You can’t! You are so mean! I can’t believe
                        you’re saying this! You are such a bitch! I can’t believe you!
                        You are such a bitch! You’re a bitch! That’s what you are!
                        You’re a bitch! You can’t do this!”

            

            All of which Tanya is screaming at her mother.

            When not getting their way, teenagers can bring forth a vast reservoir
                of emotional intensity with amazing speed and force. Being on the receiving end of
                this deluge can be extremely overwhelming and draining, to say the least.

            What can make all of the above even more maddening is that, shortly
                after such a huge outburst—one that leaves you shaking and exhausted for the
                rest of the day—many teenagers seem to be fine. They go on about their
                business, oblivious to what had just taken place between you and them only a
                disconcertingly short time later.

            
                “What’s for
                        supper?”

                “What do you mean, ‘what’s
                        for supper?’ ”

                “Just what I said, ‘What are we
                        having for supper?’ I really hope it has nothing to do with ground
                        beef.”

                “How can you be asking me what’s
                        for supper?”

                “Because I’m hungry. Is there a
                        problem with that?”

            

            They really don’t get it. Were someone to mention, “You just had a major fit at your mother. You were really
                    mad and upset. You were screaming at her. Don’t you
                    remember?” The reply would be, “Yeah,
                    I remember. She was being a bitch then. I was mad at her, which I should have
                    been because she was being a bitch. But I’m not mad now, I’m
                    hungry. Is that a problem?”

            Why You
                    Shouldn’t Cave In

            When dealing with your teenage child, you want to be able to say
                “no” and have it hold up. You want to be able to say
                “no” without always getting into a huge battle. But to do so is not
                easy. Kids bring a stockpile of weapons to the discussion. Perfecting a strong
                “no” is essential. You need to develop one with some real force behind
                it. The number one mistake in parenting a teenager—a mistake that you will
                keep paying for—is allowing them to wear you down too often. Sometimes,
                despite your greatest efforts, it will happen. You’re human. It is not a big
                problem if it is the exception rather than the rule. But if their persistence bears
                fruit too regularly, if you do cave in and your “no” becomes a
                “yes” too frequently, it will truly become a disaster. Because under
                those circumstances your child will learn the following terrible lesson: If I’m fussing and I’m not getting my way, and I
                    keep on fussing and I’m still not getting my way, what that means is that
                    I haven’t been fussing long or hard enough—so I better redouble my
                    efforts at fussing.

            If they learn that they can wear you down, they will keep doing it. And
                they won’t see anything wrong with their behavior either.

            “Well, duh, what am I supposed to do if my
                    mom isn’t giving in and it’s so completely unfair and she
                    absolutely never listens to me? You tell me I shouldn’t stand up for
                    myself?”

            If they learn that they can wear you down, you are guaranteed huge
                quantities of fussing from now until the end of adolescence and perhaps longer. The
                biggest danger in relenting is that they will be the ones running the show from now
                on, not you. They will control where the lines are drawn. And that simply is not
                acceptable.

            “How can you let her ...
                    ?” We can hear the voices of others already. They are shocked at
                what is going on.

            “Well, I didn’t exactly let her. You
                    sort of have to go through it to understand.”

            Fortunately, it is not a lost cause. There are rules that can
                significantly help with this most difficult of all teenage parenting tasks. But be
                forewarned, there is nothing I can advise—especially if you are possessed of
                a particularly willful teenager—that guarantees saying “no”
                will always be easy.

            Stating Your
                    Case

            Although your kids may not always act maturely, you still want
                to deal with them in as adult a fashion as possible. This is not always easy, but
                remaining respectful of each other is always the goal.

            To start, say “no” and state your reason. They will always
                want to know why, and they deserve an explanation, which should be as short and as
                honest as possible.

            
                “Mom, can I get a new quilt for my
                        bed?”

                “No, I’m sorry, Molly. I think
                        the one you have is perfectly good and quilts are not cheap. I’m
                        sorry, no.”

                Of course, do not expect that with your “no” and your
                    reason, that will be the end of it.

                “But, Mom, my old one is all ratty and
                        falling apart. It’s the same one I’ve had since fourth
                        grade.”

                “No, I’m sorry, Molly,
                        you’re just going to have to make do with the one you have. Besides,
                        it’s not that bad.”

            

            It is very important that you then listen to what they have to say. You
                should always give them that respect. It is their right. They experience not
                listening as a put-down, and that immediately places a great barrier between the two
                of you. Listening—at least initially—to what they have to say is
                important. The next step, of course, is to try to determine whether their argument
                is reasonable.

            
                “But I have a really bad headache today!
                        I can’t be expected to have to deal with this kind of disappointment
                        on top of my really bad headache. It’s so unfair!”

                However one-sided, emotional, or illogical their argument may be,
                    you still want to give them the respect of letting them know that you did hear
                    them. But then you want to move on.

                “I’m sorry you have a headache.
                        But, no, we’re not getting a new quilt.”

                “But I have a headache. It’s
                        really bad! You can’t say no about the quilt! I can feel my headache
                        getting worse!”

                “No, I’m sorry,
                        Molly.”

                But let’s say, in this case, Molly presents arguments that do
                    have some merit.

                “Mom, you’re wrong; the quilt is
                        that bad. Wait a minute. Stay right where you are.”

                “What? Where are you
                        going?”

                “Just stay. I’ll be back in a
                        second.”

                And Molly runs to her room, grabs her quilt off her bed, and returns
                    to her mother.

                “Look at it! Look!”

                Molly points to a number of holes in the quilt where the stuffing is
                    coming out, and indeed the whole of the quilt’s outer fabric has worn
                    down and is now quite thin.

                “Mom, Mom. Listen to me. I saw this
                        really nice quilt at For Bed and Bath that was on sale, and was really
                        affordable. I’m not just saying I need a new quilt because I’m
                        a spoiled brat. I really do need a new quilt!”

                And let’s say in this particular instance Molly’s
                    mother, looking at the quilt, is no longer so certain. She thinks, Molly’s right. It does look pretty ratty. I
                        don’t know how long it will be before it just falls apart.

                “How much was the quilt at For Bed and
                        Bath?”

                “Sixty-nine dollars.”

                “I guess we can afford it. We could go
                        over there maybe this weekend.”

                “Thank you, Mom. Thank you.
                        You’re the best mom!”

            

            Is it okay that Molly was able to argue with her mother and ultimately
                change her mother’s mind? Absolutely yes. It is excellent to sometimes change
                your mind in response to what your teenager has to say. It sends two very good
                messages. First, it says that not only do you listen to your kids, but that you also
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