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INTRODUCTION
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Remember when your teen was a baby just learning to walk? What a milestone. You didn’t want to miss any of it, and you were very supportive and encouraging. You would take her little hands in yours and start walking along with her—but you knew you had to let go in order for her to walk by herself. You also knew she might fall when you let go, but you had faith that this was just part of the process.

So, you let go, and she took a few wobbly steps and fell. What did you do? You probably encouraged, “Look what you did! You took a few steps. You can do it. Let’s try again.” You were both having a great time. When she got tired of the game and didn’t want to practice walking anymore, you backed off and waited awhile. You had faith that she would master walking in time.

Meanwhile, you prepared her environment. You childproofed your home. You covered sharp corners and removed breakable objects that could hurt your child. You created a safe space in which she could expand her skills. We call this “bridge building,” and you are the bridge builder. When your children are small and helpless, you build bridges that have sides close together, so your children have safety with room to move about, experiment, learn, and grow. As your children get older and more skilled, you move the “sides of their bridges” farther apart so they have more room to move about freely while continuing to be safe.

Now you have a teen who is learning to be an adult. Where are the sides of the bridge today? Are you closing them in because of your fears? Are you expanding them to support his process? Do you know you have to let go before he can master adulthood? Do you know that when you do let go, he will stumble and fall? When he falls or makes a mistake, do you understand that this is just part of the growing process? (Didn’t you stumble and fall and make mistakes?) Do you encourage and cheer and show your faith in him to make it?

Adolescence is an important part of the growing-up process. During this time, teens try to find out who they are and separate from their parents. Brain research confirms this, explaining that “the adolescent brain … casts the teens less as a rough draft than as an exquisitely sensitive, highly adaptable creature wired almost perfectly for the job of moving from the safety of home into the complicated world outside” (http://​ngm.​national​geographic.​com/​2011/​10/​teenage-​brains/​dobbs-​text).

The problem is that most parents use many parenting tools during this time that make situations worse instead of better, even to the point of impeding and stopping the teen brain from doing its job. This book will help you educate, challenge, and support teens in an atmosphere of mutual respect that affirms your self-worth as well as the self-worth of your children. This book will give you tools to help your teens become the highly functional adaptive adults they can be. An added bonus is that you’ll learn to explore your own unresolved teen issues and move yourself forward too.

Every chapter in this book has such important information that it was difficult to decide which chapters should be at the beginning. We thought all of them warranted at least first or second status. Therefore, read the chapters in any order that appeals to you, because all of them will help you retrain yourself so you can “parent” your teen more effectively.

This book is about kind, firm, and encouraging parenting. We know that going through the teen years can be like going through a war zone for both you and your teens. Kindness and firmness can fall away and be replaced by less encouraging parenting methods. It is easy to lose your sense of awe along with your sense of humor. Remember how cute and adorable you thought your teen was when he stumbled as a baby—and now you may look at your teen and ask yourself, “What have I created? Who is this person? How did this happen? What do I do now?” Many people will tell you that control (through punishment and rewards) is just what your teen needs.

Although control sometimes provides the illusion of success on a short-term basis, children who are raised with choices, responsibility, and accountability are more likely to develop the social and life skills that will serve them well throughout their lives. This book will help you find answers and principles that work instead of throwing in the towel or giving up on your child or yourself. Working with your teenager can become an opportunity to learn or relearn the meaning of mutual respect. When you learn to parent with kindness and firmness instead of control, you’ll discover what a fascinating individual your teen is.

If you have parented your children with an iron fist up to this point, your teens will love you for giving them more room. However, they may misunderstand what having more freedom and choices truly means. In that case it will be up to you to help them learn the responsibility that goes with choices. Giving up control is not about permissiveness. It is about respectfully sharing control. This book will show you many ways to get that message across successfully.

If you have spoiled and overprotected your children, your teens won’t be thrilled to start taking more responsibility. They may be used to you doing everything for them. They may think that responsibility is your job. They may be unskilled and lazy and maybe even a little bit afraid. What if they really can’t do what is needed? What if they look stupid trying? What if it is stressful taking on more? Be prepared when your teens try to convince you that it is your job as the parent to continue doing for them what they could learn to do for themselves. Be ready for anger at you as you hold them accountable for their behavior. Once they finish their “temper tantrums,” you will be pleased at how easily they take to being more responsible, and they will like their new feelings of capability and competence.

Your job is to prepare your teens for life. Perhaps you wish you had started when they were younger. That would have been nice, but if you didn’t, it is time to start now. Remember to take small steps and work on your new skills one at a time until you feel more comfortable with them. You’ll find parenting so much easier when you do this. It is possible to keep the joy in parenting teens.


1
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HOW DO YOU KNOW WHEN YOUR CHILD BECOMES A TEEN?

WHEN YOUR CHILD NO LONGER THINKS YOU HANG THE STARS
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When Sally became a teenager, her mother thought Sally had become a different person. She dressed differently, had different friends, became a rock fan, and started playing the guitar. Underneath, she was still Sally, but now she had taken on a new role: Sally “the rocker.” A friend asked Sally’s mother, “When Sally was little, was she interested in superheroes? Did she ask you to sew a ‘W’ on her leotard so she could pretend to be Wonder Woman? Did you think it was cute?” Mom smiled as she remembered how cute she thought Sally was at this stage of her life. Her friend continued, “Could you think of her that way now? Imagine that she’s put on the suit of a rocker. That’s what is going on; she’s trying on an identity, but the identity is not who Sally really is.”

It may help to remember how different your personality is now from the way you were as a teen. Even though living with your adolescent child may seem to last forever, adolescence is just a brief part of the growing process. It is by no means the final destination.

THE DREAM TEEN AND THE NORMAL TEEN
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In our workshops on parenting teenagers, we challenge preconceived notions about teens through an activity called “Draw a Teen” (from the manual Teaching Parenting the Positive Discipline Way by Lynn Lott and Jane Nelsen, 6th edition, 2008). We form two groups. One group is asked to draw a “normal” teen—how most parents see their teens. We invite them to exaggerate. The composite teen is self-centered, listens to loud music, defies authority, prefers friends to family, has a messy room decorated with posters, values cars and an independent lifestyle, conforms to the clothing styles of peers (no matter how gross), is wearing earphones and is playing video games, smokes, and drinks alcohol. Comments from the group include:


    “Well, this is an exaggeration. All teens aren’t like this.”

    “But it sure does depict the rebelliousness because most of them are a lot like this.”

    “It helps to be reminded that my teen would not be normal if he cleaned his room.”

    “Come to think about it, I was like that once.”
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This last comment was a nice reminder to the group that we all continue to grow and change beyond adolescence.

The other group is asked to draw a “dream” teen, or how most parents think they want their teens to be. This composite teen is voted prom queen or king, keeps agreements (“I promise to be there on time, as always”), volunteers to help, loves to talk to parents (“Let me tell you everything about my life”), eats only healthy food, doesn’t watch television, is very athletic, earns two scholarships (one athletic and one academic), scores high on the SATs, lines up a summer job by January, supplies his or her own money for hair or makeup and saves the rest for college and a car, respects everyone (including siblings), is respectfully assertive, doesn’t waste time on video games, and is an A student. Comments from the group include:


    “A teen like this wouldn’t have any friends. No one could stand him or her.”

    “I have friends who have a teen like this and I can’t stand her.”

    “My teen is like this, although she seems pretty stressed most of the time.”

    “I can see that I expect my teen to be perfect, even though I’m not.”

    “I know a few teens like this and I think they’re terrific.”



Parents often see the dream teen as the “good kid.” You may not have thought about this, but these teens may have sold out to become pleasers and approval junkies. Their parents use them as the standard and say to siblings, “Why can’t you be more like your brother or sister? At least I have one that doesn’t give me any trouble.” The “good kid” may feel significant only if he or she is getting this kind of praise. Many teens like this fall apart when they make their first big mistake. Some cannot handle the competition when they get to college and discover they are not the only special student. Unable to handle this pressure, some even commit suicide because they don’t think they can stay on top. Others start their individuation very late, sometimes wasting their freshman year in college partying instead of studying now that they are not feeling pressured by their parents.

What all teens are trying to figure out is, “Who am I, and am I good enough?” That journey can look very different from the outside, depending on the teen. Don’t be fooled by appearances. It’s pretty tough to go through adolescence without some insecurity. Keep in mind that if you fantasize about having a dream teen, that kid might be struggling with issues of perfectionism.

YOUR FEELINGS LET YOU KNOW WHEN YOUR CHILD HAS BECOME A TEEN
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Most dramatic changes with your kids are accompanied by a feeling response from you. Think how excited you were when your kids were potty trained. Remember how you felt when your kid said “NO” to everything you asked. Flash back to your feelings when your kids started school or had their first overnight at a friend’s house. Now think about some of the feelings you’ve had as your kids have evolved into adolescence. Can you match the shock and/or stress experienced by the following parents?

Herb recalled the day he inadvertently discovered his eleven-year-old daughter, Kim, had sent 210 text messages in less than a day to a boy in her class. Most of the texts referred to how much they liked each other and that they wanted to kiss each other. Herb’s other daughter, fifteen-year-old Macy, had no interest in boys or even texting, so it took him by surprise to realize that his eleven-year-old daughter had become a teen.

Maxine took her stepson shopping for a new winter jacket. When the sales clerk put the jacket in a shopping bag, her stepson walked away and started heading out of the store, leaving the bag on the counter. Maxine grabbed the bag, irritated that her stepson was acting so unappreciative. When she met him at the car, she asked him what was going on. He said, “I wasn’t going to have anyone see me carrying a shopping bag through the mall. That’s lame.” Maxine didn’t know whether she wanted to hug him or shoot him.

Sandi remembered the shock she felt when her nephew, who never noticed if his socks matched or his hair was combed, showed up in pants hanging below his waist, tennis shoes without laces, and a head full of mousse. He had mastered the latest “teen” look.

Pete told his friend, “I don’t know what’s going on with my thirteen-year-old son, Trevor. One minute he’s my best friend and the next he’s yelling at me and treating me like the enemy. I’m starting to come down hard on him so he doesn’t think he can get away with that lousy behavior. I can’t remember when I’ve felt so angry.” Pete’s friend couldn’t help laughing. “Pete,” he said, “welcome to the world of teenagers. You’ve been anointed.”

ANOINTMENT TO TEEN PARENTING CAN BE STRESSFUL
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Stress is the space between your thoughts of how life should be and how life really is. This definition of stress (although different from what you may have heard) can be very helpful. Since stress is created by your thoughts, you can feel less stressed by becoming aware of the thoughts and looking either for ways to change how life is or what you think it should be. This method can be done without deep breathing (though it won’t hurt you to take a few deep breaths) or jogging (though we encourage exercise of all kinds) or taking pills or having a drink (really). In the following activity, we’ll show you how easy it can be to reduce stress.

Grab a sheet of paper. At the top of the paper, start by writing down your view of how you think it should be with your teen. Now write down how it is across the bottom of the paper. Look at the space between the top and the bottom of the paper, and in large letters that fill all the space, write the word “STRESS.” Stress is represented by the space between how life should be (according to you) and how life is.

At this point you can see why you’re feeling so stressed—there’s probably a big gap between the two. Now think about what you do when you’re stressed. Jot it down on your paper somewhere in the middle of the sheet. What you’re writing down are your coping behaviors for dealing with stress. If you look closely, your coping behaviors could be increasing your stress.

Here’s the tricky part. It’s called “paper folding.” Your job is to fold the bottom of the paper to meet the top of the paper so that both lines you wrote are now next to each other. (Parents, you may need to ask your teens to do this for you.) As you look at the two lines close together without the stress in between, what are you thinking, feeling, and deciding?

Aimee tried this activity. At the top she wrote, “It drives me crazy when my son procrastinates and waits until the last minute to get his homework done. I hate nagging him all the time.”

At the bottom she wrote, “No matter what I do, he just gets angry and procrastinates more. The frustrating thing is that he usually gets his assignments done, but he creates so much stress for himself and for me.”

Aimee shared that the big gap between the top of the paper and the bottom was a good representation of her stress. The way she handled the stress was to feel angry and obsess about, “Why can’t he just do what he is supposed to do?” Then she interrupts whatever he is doing and bugs him to get his assignments done. She threatens him with loss of privileges and feels angry when it doesn’t work. Then she thinks of herself as a failure as a mom because she can’t change him.

When she folded the paper so the lines were next to each other without the big gap, she said, “What a waste. All my anger and nagging doesn’t change a thing. I wonder what would happen if I just acknowledged him for pulling his homework out of the hat at the last minute? Would that just reinforce his procrastination? Well, what I’m doing isn’t changing anything. I can at least give up my stress. And it would be fun to watch the look on his face when I compliment him instead of nagging him.”

This stress activity has helped many parents gain awareness that eliminated (or greatly reduced) their stress. You can also reduce your stress when you understand that who your teens are today is not who they will be forever.

WHO THEY ARE TODAY IS NOT WHO THEY WILL BE FOREVER
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When Mary was a teenager, her mother constantly nagged her about leaving her dirty dishes in her room or in the sink. Now Mary nags her husband about leaving his dirty dishes around the house or in the sink. Brian seemed self-centered and selfish as a teen. As an adult he is a social worker who advocates for people in need.

Think of yourself as a teenager. In what ways are you different as an adult than you were then? Are you more responsible? Do you have more purpose and motivation in life? Are you less selfish? Are you more considerate of others? You might find it helpful to make a list of the dramatic ways you have changed since you were a teenager.

Although it may seem otherwise, teens have not grown up yet. Their behavior is only temporary. Teens want to explore how they are different from their families, how they feel and what they think about things, and what their own values are. This process of separation from the family is called “individuation.”

Teenage individuation can start as early as ten or eleven and as late as eighteen or nineteen. Some people never individuate (other than changing physically), or wait until adulthood to make the big steps described in the following characteristics of individuation, which are discussed in more detail after the list.

CHARACTERISTICS OF INDIVIDUATION


    1. Adolescents have a need to find out who they are.

    2. Individuation often looks like rebellion because teens are testing family values.

    3. Adolescents go through huge physical and emotional changes.

    4. Peer relationships take precedence over family relationships.

    5. Teens explore and exercise personal power and autonomy.

    6. Teens have a great need for privacy from their parents.

    7. Parents become an embarrassment to their teens.

    8. Teens see themselves as omnipotent and all knowing.



Keep in mind that these characteristics occur on a continuum from hardly at all to almost all the time. Teenage development can look very different from teen to teen.

ADOLESCENTS HAVE A NEED TO FIND OUT WHO THEY ARE
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You know that your children are individuating when they start keeping secrets from you. Do you remember your own teen secrets? When we ask parents to do an activity called “Teen Secrets” (What did you do as a teen that you didn’t want your parents to know about?), there is a lot of laughter as they share their stories about sneaking out at night, experimenting with drugs and alcohol, sex in the backseats of cars, tipping over cows, and pranks that would warrant jail sentences today. These parents are CEOs of companies, teachers, principals, mechanics, doctors, plumbers, fathers, and mothers who are scared that their children are doing what they did as teens.

INDIVIDUATION OFTEN LOOKS LIKE REBELLION
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Although most parents worry when their teenagers rebel, it would be more appropriate to worry if they didn’t. Teenagers must begin their separation from their families, and rebellion gives them the ability to do this. At first, teens may rebel by challenging what is important to their families (family values) or zeroing in on what their parents want and then doing exactly the opposite. Later, they may rebel in other ways—but at first individuation is primarily a reaction against their parents, and doing the opposite is the simplest, most natural way of being different. If teens are not allowed to rebel, they may do it in their twenties, thirties, or fifties. Teens who don’t rebel (individuate) may become approval junkies—afraid to take risks or to feel comfortable with who they are.

When teens can go through their process of individuation in a supportive atmosphere (see Chapter 9), they are more likely to readopt family values in their twenties. The more they encounter disrespectful judgment, punishment, and control, the more likely they will get “stuck” in their individuation process, and the less likely it is that they will come back to family values.

ADOLESCENTS GO THROUGH HUGE PHYSICAL AND EMOTIONAL CHANGES
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Whether they like it or not, adolescents are maturing physically and sexually, undergoing biological processes that are essentially out of their control. In addition to the tumultuous, contradictory feelings these major changes cause, adolescents may feel anxiety regarding their rate of change—they may think their physical maturation is too quick or too slow in relation to that of their peers. (Most parents would prefer their children to mature slowly, but nature has its own patterns.)
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The physical maturation process, with its sudden and powerful hormonal changes, causes mood swings. Without premeditation, teens are delightful one minute and biting your head off the next. In addition, some teens are in such a rapid rate of physical growth that they experience real “growing pains,” where their bodies actually hurt.

During adolescence, most researchers believe the brain goes through a “second wave” of development. Puberty begins, too, and the combination of hormones and new brain growth can be overwhelming. The prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for many “adult” functions such as impulse control, emotional management and regulation, and problem solving, is still maturing. Teens process emotions and make decisions primarily through the limbic system (the so-called primitive brain). In other words, they react to others, identify their own feelings, and make decisions with their “gut instinct.” This is part of the reason why teens can be impulsive, dramatic, and liable to take risks. They need help identifying their feelings and then connecting with their heads to think things through (covered more thoroughly in Chapter 6 on communication skills).
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Brain development does not excuse poor choices and behavior, but it does help parents and teachers understand why teens need connection, kind and firm discipline that teaches, and good life skills. (And patience—lots of patience!) Understanding brain development can also help adults take teens’ behavior less personally, remaining calm, kind, and firm as they set boundaries and follow through.

PEER RELATIONSHIPS TAKE PRECEDENCE OVER FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS
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This may drive you crazy, but one of the biggest teen indicators is when your kids start worrying whether they are “in” or “out” of cool crowds and the decisions they make about themselves based on their status. They may decide they are “winners” or “losers” and then compound their “rebellion” behavior if they believe they are a “loser.” It can become very confusing and very traumatic. How can they possibly spare time to worry about their family relationships—when deep down they are worried about feeling safe in their place of belonging with their peers?

Although peer relationships help teens in their task of separation, parents often interpret their preoccupation with friends as rejection or rebellion. Don’t take their individuation process personally. Have patience. If you avoid power struggles and criticism, your teen will become one of your best friends in his or her twenties.

TEENS EXPLORE AND EXERCISE PERSONAL POWER AND AUTONOMY
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Have you felt shocked when a friend or neighbor told you how nice and polite your teen is? Did you wonder, “Who are you talking about?”

This can be a sign of good parenting. Your teen feels safe to “test” his or her power around you, but practices what he or she is learning from you while out in public.

Teens have a strong desire to find out what they are capable of—they need to test their power and importance in the world. This means that they want to decide what they can do for themselves without being directed and ordered. Parents often take this as a challenge to their own power, thus creating power struggles. The key is learning to support teen exploration in respectful ways that teach important life skills. The safer teens feel at home, the less traumatic their individuation process.

TEENS HAVE A GREAT NEED FOR PRIVACY
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You may wonder why your teenager needs privacy from you when he or she seems to broadcast every thought and feeling to the whole world via Facebook or other social network sites. Could it be that teens aren’t necessarily rational? Perhaps you could simply quit asking questions and become a friend on their Facebook pages.
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Because their rate of development moves so fast and is out of their control, teens can be embarrassed to have their families watching them. As teens try to figure out what’s important to them, they may engage in activities without parental approval before deciding for themselves that they might not want to do the activities after all. To escape getting in trouble or to avoid disappointing you, teens will figure out how to test activities that you may not approve of without your knowledge, like hiding clothes and makeup in their backpack and changing at school, sneaking cigarettes, checking out the R-rated movies you have told them they can’t see, writing their most private thoughts in a journal, or hanging out with kids they think you wouldn’t approve of. Another way teens protect their privacy is by overt lying.

Teens often lie because they love you and they want to protect you. They want to be able to do what they do without hurting your feelings. Other times, they lie to protect themselves—from your harsh opinions and possibly harsh actions. Here’s what teens say about lying:


    “I lie to go to parties because my mom won’t even negotiate with me if there aren’t some parents there.”

    “I’m pretty honest with my mom because she treats me like I’m older than I am, and she teaches me how to be a responsible drinker.”

    “I lied when I was a freshman and sophomore. Then I decided I didn’t want to lie to them. I told them, ’cuz I don’t want to lie, and now I tell them everything. I’ve been through lots with my mom.”

    “I don’t share things they wouldn’t want to hear. They only want to hear good stuff, so I make up things, like, ‘There was this girl at the party who was so retarded who got drunk.’ (The girl is really me.)”

    “I would feel lower about myself if I told the truth because my mother wouldn’t understand, because of how she was raised.”

    “Telling the truth depends on your parents: some you can tell and others would chain us to our beds.”



When you understand your teen’s motivation for lying, you can be much more effective in creating an atmosphere where your teen feels safe to tell you the truth—most of the time. How many of you would tell the truth if you knew you would receive blame, shame, or pain? How many of you would tell the truth if that would mean you couldn’t do something you really wanted to do?

It is unlikely that you would tell the truth to make sure your parents would protect you from learning from your own mistakes. On the other hand, you might tell the truth if your parents had faith in you to make your own mistakes while helping you explore possibilities. Chances are greater that you would tell the truth if you knew that your parents would be supportive and encouraging even if you made mistakes.

Your teen’s need for privacy can be very scary for you. You may worry that you are not being a responsible parent if you don’t know everything your teen is doing. You may fear that your teen might do drugs (or engage in some other disastrous activity) if you are not vigilant. We have news for you: if teens are going to engage in these activities, they will do it in spite of parents’ vigilance. They will just go underground so they have less chance of getting caught.

The best prevention for possible disaster is to build kind and firm relationships with your teens—let them know that they are unconditionally important to you. Keep your eyes open and be ready to lend a hand when your teen needs your adult wisdom and help to figure out what is important to him or her.

PARENTS BECOME AN EMBARRASSMENT TO THEIR TEENS
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Sometimes teens act embarrassed around their parents and families in public or may even refuse to be seen with them. The affection that may have been a normal part of family life may suddenly become taboo. They may even put down their parents and let them know how stupid they think they are. This is a temporary condition, unless you make an issue of it that builds resentment for the future.

Usually, the way kids act around their parents does not represent how they really feel. When we work with teens, we often ask them for four or five adjectives to describe their parents. Their choices are usually incredibly encouraging. Parents who have been convinced that their teens hate them hear themselves described as nice, friendly, helpful, and fair, even though their teens have been fighting with them morning, noon, and night. One stepparent, upon hearing her stepson list her as part of the family, said, “Oops, I don’t think you’re supposed to put me in.” He said, “Why not? You’re part of the family.” Although she thought of him that way, she had no idea he felt the same about her.

TEENS SEE THEMSELVES AS OMNIPOTENT AND ALL KNOWING
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Parents who try to tell teens how to dress or eat or what they can or can’t do just don’t seem to understand that teens never get sick, don’t get cold, don’t need sleep, and can live forever on junk food or no food at all. Many parents wonder how their children even survive these years, but the facts are that most teens do. To some it may seem that the methods we advocate are permissive and increase the chances of drastic consequences. The opposite is true.

Not Permissiveness

Sometimes we get a strong reaction from parents who read the list of characteristics of individuation. Their comments are very similar, “You can’t just stop being a parent and let kids go off on their own to individuate.” That last word is said with a great deal of sarcasm.

We do not advocate letting kids go off on their own. This would be permissiveness—a kind of parenting that deprives young people of parental support while learning valuable lessons. Teens need guidance, but not external controls, which only increase rebellion.

DON’T FAN THE FLAMES OF REBELLION
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Keep in mind that teenage rebellion is usually temporary (one to five years). However, if you do not understand that rebellion is part of individuation and you instead make it an issue, the rebellion may extend into adulthood. When parents are using kind and firm methods, rebellion is less likely to be extreme. Individuation often becomes all-out rebellion when you invalidate the normal growth process.

If you could simply relax and remember that these are the years when your children are experimenting in an attempt to find out what they think, you could enjoy them more. If you could relax, you could trust that who they are now is in no way a reflection on you or indicative of who they will be when they grow up. With these new attitudes, you could focus on long-term parenting and learn to be a guide and facilitator your teens could trust.

KIND AND FIRM PARENTING TOOLS TO REMEMBER


    1. If you are arguing, scolding, lecturing, and shaming with no success, you might have a child who has just become a teen. Put on your “Isn’t this interesting?” hat and sit back to watch for the signs.

    2. Find out what your teen’s issues are instead of assuming they are the same as the ones you had when you were a teen. Times change.

    3. Remind yourself that your teen is growing up, not a grown-up.

    4. Look at what you might be doing to feed the flames of rebellion instead of honoring the individuation process. Review the characteristics of individuation.

    5. Make an effort to get into your teen’s world and honor the individuality of your teen’s trip through adolescence.

    6. Balance your teen’s need for privacy with special individual time and with kind and firm support.

    7. Practice the tips for “growing” teens instead of resorting to punishment and control.



Practical Application Activity

We suggest that your relationship with your teenager is valuable enough to spend a short amount of time each week writing in a journal the answers to the activity following each chapter. Doing so will help you increase your awareness or practice a new behavior. You may feel encouraged by discovering how much innate wisdom you have, given a little guidance in the right direction. By taking time to write your answers in a journal, you will more easily gain insights, learn from your mistakes, expand your perspective, and tap into that innate wisdom of yours.

When you realize that the things your teens do and say are statements about them and not about you, you can stop blaming yourself for their behavior or taking it personally. Your children are separate people from you, and the mistakes and successes they make are theirs to learn from and to own.


        1. To help you realize that your children are separate from you, pick one of their behaviors that really bugs you or choose from the following list:




            a. Cutting classes

            b. Spending time in room

            c. Refusing to go on family vacation

            d. Trading outfits you gave as gifts

            e. Moodiness

            f. Forgetting to do chores

            g. Not wanting to sit with you at a movie theater

            h. Not wanting to go to college




        2. Read the following two attitudes:




            a. Taking it personally means I tell myself that my child’s behavior has something to do with my failures or successes. For example, I’m a terrible parent; I’m a good parent; What will others think?; How could he do this after all I have done for him?; She must hate me, or she wouldn’t behave this way.

            b. Not taking it personally means I tell myself that my child’s behavior has to do with him or her, not me. For example, This is important to him; She needs to find out for herself; He is exploring what life and values mean to him; This is not important to her; I have faith that he can learn whatever he needs to learn from his mistakes and challenges; I wonder what this means to her.




        3. Return to the behavior that bugs you and write out how you would act with attitude A. Then write how you would act with attitude B.

        4. Talk with your teen about what you have learned by doing this activity.
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WHOSE SIDE ARE YOU ON?

MAKING SURE THE MESSAGE OF LOVE GETS THROUGH
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Teens today want to be pilots of their own life planes. They want their parents to love them, support them, and accept them but leave them alone to pursue their lives—except when they want something. Sometimes teens act as if they want to kick their parents off their planes.

Many parents want to pilot their teens’ life planes. They are scared that if they turn over the controls to their teens, they will get into trouble, get hurt, or fail—maybe even die. With this fear in mind, they often become ineffective parents and invite more rebellion with their overcontrolling ways.

You can remain on the life plane of your teenager as a copilot if you learn the Positive Discipline skills of a kind and firm parent—being available for support and guidance when necessary while encouraging your teen to be a skilled and responsible pilot. And like any copilot, there may be moments when you get to fly the plane, but they are rare.

Connie wanted to learn how to be a skilled copilot in her son Brad’s life so she joined a parent study group to learn more about Positive Discipline. In this group she soon discovered why her efforts to pilot her son’s plane were failing miserably. Through experiential activities she was able to “get into her son’s world” and experience why he rebelled when she was controlling (too firm) and why he took advantage when she flipped to the other extreme and was permissive (too kind). Once she understood the importance of being both kind and firm at the same time, Connie could hardly wait to practice what she had learned.
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However, when Connie learned that Brad had been skipping school, she forgot all her new resolutions, tried to jump back into the pilot’s seat, and began using her old controlling style. She cornered Brad in his room and lectured him about his irresponsible behavior.

Brad responded by telling his mom to get off his back, which hooked Connie into escalating her lecture into a heated scolding about Brad’s disrespect for his elders.

Brad retorted, “I don’t see you being respectful to me.”

Connie was now so angry, she felt like hitting her son for speaking to her that way. Instead, flashing back to her parenting group about making sure the message of love gets through, she realized what was happening and changed her approach. “Son, do you know I’m on your side?”

Brad retorted, “How would I know that?” Then, with tears stinging his eyes, he said, “How can I think you’re on my side when you’re always putting me down?”

Connie was shocked. She honestly did not think she has been putting him down. She thought she had been pointing out his mistakes and was trying to motivate him to do better.

Connie put her arm around her son and, fighting tears of her own, said, “I had no idea I was hurting you instead of helping you. I’m so sorry.”

How could Brad know that his mom was on his side when he was being bombarded with lectures and scolded about his deficiencies? Fortunately, Connie had learned enough to catch herself behaving ineffectively and was able to change her approach. As she left her son’s room, she said, “Why don’t we talk about this later when we’re both in a better mood?”

OLD HABITS ARE HARD TO CHANGE
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Of course, as a parent, you are on your children’s side, but often they won’t perceive you as being on their side. In fact, too often your behavior could fool any astute observer. In the name of their children’s best interests, many parents lose sight of what being on their side means and what will really help their teens develop the character and life skills they need to be successful in life.

The more anxious you are, the less your kids perceive you being on their side. Some teens wonder why you are so hard on them, seemingly all of a sudden. Perhaps as you are bombarded with frightening news about the economy and the job market, and are told over and over that more twentysomething kids are living at home while they struggle to find any job, you figure you better clamp down now. This clamping down can look like fighting over spots in coveted preschools for your younger children all the way up to crushing levels of test prep and résum
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SEVEN TIPS FOR CREATING A CONNECTION WITH YOUR TEEN











GET INTO YOUR TEEN’S SHOES AND EMPATHIZE
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LISTEN AND BE CURIOUS
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STOP WORRYING ABOUT WHAT OTHERS WILL THINK—DO WHAT IS BEST FOR YOUR TEEN












REPLACE HUMILIATION WITH ENCOURAGEMENT











MAKE SURE THE MESSAGE OF LOVE GETS THROUGH
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INVOLVE YOUR TEEN IN FOCUSING ON SOLUTIONS












MAKE RESPECTFUL AGREEMENTS





CHANGE REQUIRES PRACTICE




KIND AND FIRM PARENTING TOOLS TO REMEMBER











Practical Application Activity
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