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FOREWORD

SOME SAY WE are born twice: first our mothers do the labor; second we do the labor during our adolescence. The second time is often harder on our mothers and us. The developmental state called adolescence has been noted as a time of great stress and turmoil—for those passing through it and for those who raise and educate adolescents. In terms of human development, individuals are born with no established identity. In the first five years, we accumulate data about ourselves. During the next five years, we refine this data and learn to behave in ways that reflect this sense of self. From ten to twelve years of age, we form beliefs about the world and ourselves. These beliefs govern our actions (morals and ethics). But just when we know who we are and what we believe, along comes puberty and “everything we know about life and ourselves is swept away in a rush of surging hormones, and we have to start over.”

During adolescence, bodies change—or don’t change—dramatically. Either can be quite traumatic. In any group of twelve year olds, there is up to six years’ difference (in either direction) between minds and bodies. Teens are subject to feelings and impulses they don’t understand and have never encountered before. They must separate from their parents and rediscover themselves as people in their own right. What they need most is supportive contact with more mature people who make them feel listened to, understood, and affirmed as unique and significant people. They need room to test and validate themselves as people. They need patience and stability from those around them and opportunities to develop.

Unfortunately, in America, as all these changes begin, we choose this moment in the educational system to take teens out of relationships with primary teachers they know and trust, a stable group where they feel secure, and an educational model they understand. They become part of a constantly rotating group of educational migrants, moving from teacher to teacher on an hourly basis. Today, extended family and long-term family friends, which were once adolescents’ most critical socialization resources, are often unavailable. Similarly, opportunities for practical experience in life and the workplace are no longer provided.

The idea of teenager is a stereotype that says that the most significant thing about a young person between 13 and 19 years of age is the 1 in his or her age. We do not discriminate among the worth, significance, and needs of a prepubescent 13 year old and a 19-year-old man or woman. This is particularly problematic when we realize that the major task of adolescence is to break out of a stereotype (child) and achieve the status of individual. It is essential that we begin to perceive and refer to adolescents as young people to encourage them and allow for the individuation process.

In Positive Discipline for Teenagers, the authors have drawn on their extensive experience as counselors and workshop leaders to create a sensitive and practical resource for understanding and working with young people. The developmental insights are solid and helpful, and the anecdotal material drawn from workshops and case studies gives warmth to the discussion. The emphasis on firmness with dignity and respect highlights essential principles in teaching young people the nature of authority and helping to develop their own capacities of self-discipline, judgment, and responsibility. When coupled with the idea that “mistakes are wonderful opportunities to learn,” we find a rich and powerful set of tools for encouraging self-actualization and building self-esteem in young people.

As a former director of the National Drug Abuse Training Center, I am encouraged by this book’s treatment of drug and alcohol abuse. It is often difficult to recognize patterns of use and abuse and the stages young people go through as they are exposed to drugs and alcohol. Using and developing sound judgment without being judgmental has always been difficult, and the processes outlined here help focus and simplify the task. The intervention guidelines are very sound and reflect our best understanding of the process to date. The emphasis on maintaining the relationship may be troublesome to those of authoritarian orientation. It might be helpful to consider this: What good is a strong parental position if the child is alienated from the parent or is not converted to it?

Overall, Positive Discipline for Teenagers will join the authors’ previous works as an important and useful resource for working with and understanding young people and ourselves.

—H. Stephen Glenn
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INTRODUCTION

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 knew she would master walking in time, and you were having a ball supporting her in the process.

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 we think of you as a 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.

Are You Building Appropriate Bridges for Your Teen?

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 her process? Do you know you have to let go before she can ever master adulthood? Do you know that when you do let go, she will stumble and fall? When she 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 her to make it? Do you offer guidance and teach skills in respectful ways that invite listening and provide practice—whoever said that practice means perfect? Practice is part of the developmental growth process.

Do You Understand the Developmental Growth Process?

ADOLESCENCE IS AN important part of the individuation process. During this time, teens try to find out who they are and separate from their parents. The problem is that most parents tend to do many things during this time that make situations worse instead of better. 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. It is also a time when you can explore your own unresolved teen issues.

Every chapter in this book has such valuable information that it was difficult to decide which chapters should be at the beginning. We thought all of the chapters 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—and with perspective.

Have You Lost Your Perspective and Your Sense of Humor?

WE HOPE THAT you are operating in a kind, firm, and encouraging way. We know that going through the teen years can be like going through a war zone for both you and your teens and that it is easy for kindness and firmness to 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 your loving ways when you look at your teen and ask yourself, “What have I created? Who is this person? How did this happen? What do I do now?”

There are many challenges and difficulties facing you as the parent of a teenager. Do you think that your teenager should be perfect by now, after all the years you have spent raising her? Actually, she is perfect—perfect in her individuation (rebellion) process, although that’s probably not what you had in mind. Maybe you have forgotten about or weren’t aware of the individuation process, so you are panicking. You may be taking her rebellious behavior personally and thinking you are a failure. If everything seems out of control, perhaps you are questioning what you have been doing. Perhaps you are thinking, “Maybe I should be more controlling. Control would keep my teenager from being so obnoxious and will save her from making mistakes that could drastically affect the rest of her life—if she lives!” You may not like to hear this, but control does not work with teens.

Do You Have the Illusion That Control Is Effective with Teens?

ALTHOUGH CONTROL SOMETIMES provides the illusion of success on a short-term basis, children who are raised with both choices and responsibility are more comfortable individuating under their parents’ noses instead of going underground. And you don’t want your children to go underground, because then they lose out on the best support and help they can get during these years—yours! 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 and help you sort out the differences between your issues and hers. When you learn to parent with kindness and firmness instead of control, you’ll truly see what a fascinating individual your teen is.

How Will Your Teen React to Your New Parenting Skills?

IF YOU HAVE parented your child with an iron fist up to this point, your teen will love you for giving her more room, but she may misunderstand what having more freedom and choices truly means. In that case it will be up to you to help her understand the responsibility that goes with choices. This book will show you many ways to get that message across successfully.

If you have spoiled and overprotected your children, your teen won’t be thrilled to start taking more responsibility. She may be used to you doing everything for her. She may think that responsibility is your job. She may be unskilled and lazy and maybe even a little bit afraid. What if she really can’t do what is needed? What if she looks stupid trying? What if it is stressful taking on more? Be prepared for when your teen tries to convince you that it is your job as the parent to continue doing for her what she could learn to do for herself. Be ready for her anger at you as you hold her accountable for her behavior. Once she finishes her “temper tantrum,” you will be amazed at how easily she takes to being more responsible.

Have You Forgotten That You Count, Too?

ONE OF THE biggest changes we hope you will make as you read this book is to put yourself back in the picture. If you are reading this book, we know that you believe kids count, but have you remembered that you count, too? The more you consider your needs along with your teenagers, the quicker you will be able to feel better about both your teen and yourself.

Does Your Teen Have the Same Needs as Other Teens?

WE USE THE word teen loosely in our book to refer to a wide variety of young people. As you read the examples, keep in mind who you are dealing with in your family. Is your teen mature for her age? Is she a late bloomer? Some of our stories, activities, and suggestions are more appropriate for the teen who needs the sides of the bridge to be wider, while others are for the new teen who is beginning to test her wings. Because you are the bridge builder, it is important that you work with your teen to create the right amount of space as it is needed.

Are You Working with Your Teen?

NOTICE THAT WE say work with your teen. It’s perfectly fine to start from wherever you are. However, instead of trying to fix, manage, or control everything yourself, its time to create a dialogue and a method for involving your teen in the process of growing up. Your job is to prepare your teen for life. Perhaps you wish you had started when she was 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. This book will show you how!


1

How Do You Know When Your Child Becomes a Teen?

WHEN SALLY BECAME a teenager, her mother thought Sally had become a different person. But Sally was really the same person she had always been—she just looked different. 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.” I asked Sally’s mother, “When Sally was little, was she interested in superheroes? Did she ask you to sew a ‘W’ on her leotard for when she played Wonder Woman? Did you think it was cute? 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.” How different is your role now from the roles you played as a teen? Remember, 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.

When Did You Realize You Had a Teen?

DID YOU REALIZE you had a teen the day you found out just how “dumb” you were and that you didn’t know anything? Was it when you noticed that one day your child did not want to be seen with you and the next he was cuddling up to you, holding your hand, or asking you to take him somewhere? Was it when she started speaking your name in four syllables if you did something she didn’t like, such as reaching out to give her a hug (even though she had just hugged you)? You’ve heard it, haven’t you? “Maaa-a-ah-mmm” or “Daaa-a-ah-ddd!”
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You know you have a teenager when you hear yourself complaining, “She has no purpose. He won’t help. She only cares about her friends. He is so self-centered. Her room is a mess. I can’t trust him. This is out of control. I can’t stand her hair, clothes, makeup, or music. He wastes his money. She resents me and idolizes rock stars. He is on drugs and treats me like dirt. She is moody and irresponsible.”

Another sign that you have an adolescent is when you hear him complaining, “My parents treat me like a kid. They think I’m having sex all the time. They butt in. They hate my friends. They give advice. They try to live my life for me. They are never satisfied. All they do is ask questions and control my life. Why can’t they just leave me alone?”


THE TRANSFORMATION

The door to the jetway closed as the last passenger arrived and still there was no sign of my fourteen-year-old nephew who had flown out to go snowboarding with me. He had been flying by himself since he was eight to spend winter vacations with us, so I figured everything would be fine, but still, where was he? In a few minutes, the door opened and out came—whom!? The person who emerged no longer looked like a boy. He had turned into a young man, with hair carefully combed in the latest style, standing up perfectly on top of his head instead of extending in twenty different directions. His shirtsleeves covered his hands, and his hip-hugger pants were carefully rolled at the bottom to expose tennis shoes with tongues neatly folded over the laces. This outfit wasn’t the usual hand-me-down from his cousins, but was chosen with care to present a certain image. When I asked where he had been, he rolled his eyes and looked at me like I was the dumbest creature on the planet and said, “I was putting on my mousse.” It was then that I knew my nephew was now a full-fledged adolescent!



The Dream Teen and the Normal Teen

IN OUR WORKSHOP on parenting teenagers, we asked one group to draw a “normal” teen, or how most parents see their teens. The composite teen was messy and self-centered, listened to loud music, defied authority, preferred friends to family, decorated room with posters, valued cars and an independent lifestyle, conformed to the clothing styles of peers (no matter how gross), smoked, and drank alcohol. Comments from the group included:


“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.”



This last comment was a nice reminder to the group that we all continue to grow and change beyond adolescence.
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Another group was asked to draw a “dream” teen, or how most parents think they want their teens to be. The composite teen was voted prom queen or king, kept agreements (“I promise to be there on time, as always.”), volunteered to help, loved to talk to parents (“Let me tell you everything about my life.”), ate only healthy food, didn’t watch television, was very athletic, earned two scholarships (one athletic and one academic), scored high on the SATs, lined up a summer job by January, supplied his or her own money for hair or makeup and saved the rest for college and a car, respected everyone (including siblings), was respectfully assertive, and was an A student. Comments from the group included:


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




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

“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.”



This exercise reveals that although you may fantasize about having an ideal teen, you instinctively know that such a creature is rarely found. Even though the reality of living with a “normal” teen can be quite painful, it will be easier if you can come to a deeper understanding of what is happening during adolescence.

Parents often see “the good kid” as the standard. You may not have thought about this, but these teens need help, too. They’ve often 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 of these teens fall apart when they make their first big mistake. Some cannot handle the competition of finding that they are not the only special student in college. Unable to handle this pressure, some even commit suicide because they don’t think they can stay on top.

Someone once said that the teen years were created so parents would find it easier to let go when their children turned twenty. At times this statement seems like an understatement. Some teens can be very hard to love. They make promises that they forget to keep. They think they know everything and continually tell you how stupid you are. They hate to clean their rooms, they listen to music you can’t stand, and they exaggerate everything. They even talk funny. Sometimes they talk so fast, only another teenager can understand what they’re saying. Other teens seem to withdraw into a shell. They don’t put you down, they just clam up or revert to one-word sentences such as, “Yeah” or “Nah.” Occasionally you may hear three words, “I don’t know.”

Often, parents look at their teens and feel a sense of failure. You may wonder how you could have created such a monster. You may wonder if there is any hope for one last chance to teach them lessons and to mold them into decent human beings. You may feel desperate and hopeless, angry and aggravated.

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 gave up trying to teach them and instead learned to be curious and amazed, you could appreciate their struggle. 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-range parenting and learn to be a guide and facilitator who your teen could trust.

Take a Trip Down Memory Lane

THINK BACK TO your teen years. Do you remember what your world was like? What were your issues? What did you think about all day? Take time to make a list of what was important to you. You might even want to talk to people who were teens during different decades (the 1990s, 1980s, 1970s, and so forth). Ask them what was important to them as teens, what they were like, and how they were parented. Compare your information with the following issues, mentioned by teens today:


TEEN ISSUES

Am I going to get invited to the dance?

What should I wear?

How can I find time for studying?

How can I be popular, or at least included?

How can I get a car?

What should I do about drinking, drugs, and sex?

What is happening to my body? Will my breasts/penis be as big as the other kids’?

Will other kids think I’m cool?

How can I get my parents off my back?

Should I go to college?

What is there to do? (I’m bored!)

What are other kids saying about me behind my back?

How can I ever please my parents? (All they care about is grades and chores.)



Notice that these issues do not include anything about clean rooms, a clean house, doing chores, spending time with family, being considerate, or being nice to brothers and sisters. Parents often think that their teens are doing or not doing certain things because they want to hurt their parents or that their teens are being disrespectful of their wishes. As you can see from your list and the list above, teenagers usually aren’t thinking much about their parents. Parents will be much happier if they accept and respect the fact that, for instance, chores are not a priority for teens. That doesn’t mean they shouldn’t do them. It does mean you’ll have better results if you acknowledge to your children, “I can understand that chores aren’t a priority for you, but they need to be done anyway. Let’s work on a plan to make chores as easy as possible.”

What Is Happening During Adolescence?

IF YOU THINK that how your children behave as teenagers is who they will be for the rest of their lives, you probably feel a fair amount of anxiety. Although it may seem otherwise, your teens have not grown up to be terrible people, because they are not grown up yet. They are individuating; their behavior is only temporary. It will last for as long as it takes for them to find out who they are and how they can move from childhood to adulthood.


Although it may seem otherwise, your teens have not grown up to be terrible people, because they are not grown up yet. They are individuating; their behavior is only temporary.



Many life tasks are inherent in child growth and development. These tasks may be physical, intellectual, emotional, social, psychological, or spiritual. As young people move through adolescence, from childhood to adulthood, their primary task is individuation.


CHARACTERISTICS OF INDIVIDUATION


	Adolescents have a need to find out who they are.


	Individuation usually looks like rebellion to parents.


	Adolescents go through huge physical and emotional changes.


	Peer relationships take precedence over family relationships.


	Teens explore and exercise personal power and autonomy.


	Teens have a great need for privacy.


	Parents become an embarrassment to their teens.


	Teens see themselves as omnipotent and all knowing.






Adolescents Have a Need to Find Out Who They Are

Teens want to know 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 in preparation for an independent adulthood is called individuation.

Individuation Usually Looks Like Rebellion to Parents

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. Even worse, they may become approval junkies—afraid to take risks or to feel comfortable with who they are.

Adolescents Go Through Huge Physical and Emotional Changes

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 feel 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.

Peer Relationships Take Precedence Over Family Relationships

Teens need to work out their relationships with peers to find out if and how they fit in. Friendships take the place of time spent with family. Although peer relationships help teens in their task of separation, parents often interpret it as rejection or rebellion. 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

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. Some teens find personal power so intimidating that they want others, usually their peers, to tell them what to do, which can be a dangerous consequence of overly controlling parents. This is not a very easy choice—rebellion or compliance—but it’s often the only choice teens see when they don’t have the opportunity to exercise their own personal power and autonomy. For parents, the key is learning to support teen rebellion in respectful ways that teach important life skills, which is the focus of this book.

Teens Have a Great Need for Privacy

Because their rate of development moves so fast and is out of their control, it can be embarrassing for teens to have their families watching and knowing. 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.

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 build bombs (or engage in some other disastrous activity) if you are not vigilant. We have news for you: If your teens are going to engage in these activities, they will do it in spite of your 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 and provide opportunities for them to learn important life skills. They will then be able to think for themselves and figure out what is important to them. Accomplishing this goal is the aim of this book.
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Parents Become an Embarrassment to Their Teens

During the teenage years, teens tend to put their parents down and try to show parents how “stupid” they are. 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. We will remind you many times that this is a temporary condition, unless you make an issue of it that builds resentment for the future.

Teens See Themselves as Omnipotent and All Knowing

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.


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 and provide opportunities for them to learn important life skills.



Not Permissiveness

OFTEN, WE GET a very strong reaction from parents who read this list of teenage characteristics. The comments of these parents 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 permissiveness, because that kind of parenting deprives young people of the opportunities to learn life skills, to develop their own potential, to be self-reliant and responsible, and to learn from their mistakes. To do all of this, they need guidance (kind and firm parenting as described in chapter 3), but not external controls, which only increase rebellion. Throughout this book, we show you how to help guide your teens in new, positive ways.

The Many Faces of Individuation

BY APPRECIATING THE individual nature of each child and providing the nurturing that helps that child become the best of who he or she is, you raise the self-worth of everyone involved. You can learn acceptance from nature: It is clear that a cactus needs nurturing different from an orchid, and a rose cannot be a petunia, no matter what you might do to change it. Imagine someone giving you a cactus to take care of for the rest of your life. How would you feel about the plant you received? Would it be your favorite plant? If you received a cactus but wanted a rose, could you do anything to turn your cactus into a rose? What would it take to nurture the plant you had received?

Similarly, parenting teens is an acceptance process. Instead of trying to mold your teen to fit your perception of how he or she should be, focus on who your teen is. Let go. By doing so, your teens will be more able to discover their uniqueness and potential. And, as with the plants, when you nurture your teens instead of trying to change them, parenting becomes less difficult.

All Individuation (or Rebellion) Does Not Look the Same

Individuation may take as many different forms of behavior as there are different teens. But there are some general behaviors that most teenagers exhibit, such as not wanting to be with their families, not wanting to clean their rooms, and listening to music parents hate. Some rebel mildly or passively; some, severely and aggressively.

The most difficult type of rebellion for parents to deal with—and the most typical—is the kind directed against what parents value most. If you’re a math teacher, it is possible that your teenager will fail in math. If piano lessons are important to you, prepare for a fight when your teen decides to quit the piano and take up the guitar. If being active in your church is what you value, your teen will probably stop going to church. For us as therapists, it is difficult to watch other teenagers flock to our doors, while our own children think “shrinks are stupid” and refuse to share anything important with us. It can be especially hard when your child who once told you “everything” now sneaks off to concerts or other “forbidden” (by you, of course) places rather than face your disapproval or disappointment.

Don’t Fan the Flames of Rebellion

Keep in mind that the types of teenage rebellion are usually temporary (one to five years). However, if you do not understand that rebellion is part of adolescence and you instead make it an issue, the rebellion may extend into adulthood. Individuation often becomes all-out rebellion when you invalidate the normal growth process in any of the following ways:


YOU FAN THE FLAMES OF REBELLION WHEN YOU …


	Don’t understand, respect, or support the individuation process.


	Take the individuation process personally: “How could she do this to me?”


	Feel guilty: “This wouldn’t be happening if I had been a better parent.”


	Get scared about the mistakes your teen makes as he or she tries different behaviors and different values.


	Try to stunt your teen’s individuation through shaming, control punishment, overprotection, or neglect.


	Think that what your teen is doing is what he or she has become and who he or she will be, forever.


	Don’t respect that your teen is different from you and may choose a lifestyle you would not enjoy or approve of.






In other words, if you could eliminate all of the above behaviors, individuation might not escalate into open rebellion—but we don’t know many parents who can do this. It’s also true that teenagers sometimes think they have to rebel to individuate, even when parents are supportive of teen individuation.

Don’t Take Your Teen’s Behavior Personally

We find that of all the ways parents fan the flames of rebellion, this is the most common. When you believe your children are against you and treating you badly for some personal reason, you feel a need to show them that they can’t get away with that kind of behavior. You end up escalating problems so that you are in a war of hurt feelings. Your teenagers don’t do what they do simply to hurt you. The truth is that teenagers usually aren’t even thinking about parents when they do things. When you take your teen’s behavior personally, you are reacting to your children as if you were a child. You can save yourself much grief when you see that, rather than doing something to you or against you, your teen is an individual who is going through a process of individuation that is unique to him or her.

Remember that teen concerns are very different from yours. Teenagers think things like, “How will I get enough money to party? How am I going to get my studying done? What will I do if my friend won’t talk to me after school? What am I going to do about drugs, drinking, and sex?” You are thinking things like, “She is getting even with me by not doing her chores. How can he be so irresponsible and inconsiderate? How can I motivate her to get better grades? Why won’t my fourteen-year-old son take a shower without me nagging him to do so?” We suggest thinking about whether you are understanding the world of your teenager, respecting his or her individuation process, and having faith in your teens ultimate goodness. We hope you will step back and focus on knowing your teen better.

Get Into Your Teen’s World

To be on your teenagers side, you have to know who your teenager is. You can’t be supportive unless you get into your teen’s world and understand what is important to him or her, which will be hard, if not impossible, to do if you spend too much time focusing on your own perceptions and remembering a world that is long past. Times change. Norms and values are different today from when you were a teenager.


You can save yourself much grief when you see that, rather than doing something to you or against you, your teen is an individual who is going through a process of individuation that is unique to him or her.



Things that were unacceptable when you were young may be perfectly acceptable for teenagers today. A good example is pierced ears. When some of you were growing up, if a boy had his ears pierced, it meant he was a punk, a hippie, or even gay. Unless a boy wanted to be perceived that way, he wouldn’t get his ears pierced—it was only acceptable for girls or women. Now it’s different. Body piercing is popular and pierced or multipierced ears, for both men and women, are respectable fashion statements. The difference between what you find acceptable and what your teen feels is acceptable can create stressful issues for both of you. We found an extreme example of changing times when we read a book written on adolescence in 1890. One of the greatest concerns for teens of that day was to avoid being seen eating in public! Imagine how the author of the book written in 1890 would feel after reading the following scenarios. Notice how different each teen is. Try to figure out how you could be supportive of each.

When Tammi was fourteen, she couldn’t understand why she did some of the things she did. She loved her parents and didn’t want to hurt their feelings, yet she went to the beach with her friends even though she knew her parents didn’t want her to. Tammi felt guilty—in addition to disobeying her parents, she lied by telling them she was going to a friend’s house. She knew her parents wouldn’t mind that. Tammi’s behavior wasn’t easy for her parents either, because they feared that she was making potentially life-threatening decisions.

Macey’s parents met in junior high school, went steady in high school, got engaged in college, and married upon graduation. When their thirteen-year-old, well-developed daughter announced that it was time for her to start having sex, they were considerably shocked. Macey explained, with great sincerity, that sex is different from making love. She told her parents that sex was merely an activity, like bowling, and she was ready for the experience. She wanted to get some practice and learn how to do it properly. That way she would be prepared whenever she met Mr. Right and she wouldn’t make love without bungling.

Thirteen-year-old Philippe was trying to figure out how to make friends after transferring from his private elementary school to the public junior high. His favorite activities were playing computer games, practicing the drums, skateboarding in the summer, and snowboarding in the winter. Philippe looked like a ten year old and was as naive as Macey was precocious. His parents were worried because when they were his age they had been extremely social. They thought he might be suffering from some kind of personality disorder.

Fifteen-year-old Max had discovered pot, partying, and girls. His idea of a good time was cutting school and going to his friend’s house to get loaded, listen to music, and then hang out in front of the local coffeehouse. His parents knew nothing about his activities, as he had a friend in the school’s attendance office who covered for Max. His parents were completely baffled by his slipping grades. Max explained that the teachers didn’t like him and were picking on him.

Sixteen-year-old Chrissy handled her own checkbook, worked part time, was in the school orchestra, ran errands for her parents using the family car, and spent most of her spare time doing homework, practicing her flute, and volunteering at the local hospital in the candy striper program. Her parents were proud of her, but they were also afraid she was growing up too fast and not enjoying her youth.

Eighteen-year-old Marcus refused to leave his room. He had dropped out of school at seventeen because it had been “a waste of time.” He spent every minute he could at his computer. He had friends around the world with whom he communicated regularly, and he was seen as the local computer genius, always available to help someone with any computer problem. Because Marcus’ dad had quit school early to join the service and had never gone back to graduate, he blamed himself for Marcus’ lack of interest in school.

How would you figure out what each of these teens needs? If Tammi, Macey, Philippe, Max, Chrissy, or Marcus were your teen, would you feel that you were a failure because he or she didn’t conform to society’s norms? Would you compare him or her with your other children or with the neighbors’ kids? Do you think there is one right way to do things—how it was done when you were a kid or how it should be done according to the current pop psychology? Understanding that all teens individuate differently and on their own schedule could help you and your teens live through this stage with more ease—and even some enjoyment. The following tips will help, too.

Tips for “Growing” a Teen

LET’S REVIEW WHAT is important to your teen and how you can deal with your teen’s issues while being firm and kind, and respecting your teen and yourself. Four of your teen’s most important needs are the need for privacy, the need for social connectedness, the need for freedom to examine a new point of view, and the need for space to make choices that may end up as mistakes.

Your Teen’s Need for Privacy

As mentioned above, teens have a tremendous need for privacy, which parents often don’t recognize. An important part of teenagers’ maturation is finding out where they stand in relation to the various issues and values that life presents. They need privacy in which to experiment so that they won’t make you or themselves feel as if they are bad for experimenting.

If your teenagers want to do something that runs counter to your attitudes and values, they try to do it so you won’t find out. This protects them from experiencing your disapproval and protects you from feeling disappointment. Usually, teens return to the values they were taught at home, but they must be able to do this on their own—not because you want them to but because they have adopted the value for themselves. In reality, values are formed by age five and are the last thing to change. Thus your adolescent is experimenting, not going off the deep end. Whatever your family values are, they are a very deep part of your child, and you’ll most likely see those values re-emerge once your teen works his or her way through adolescence.

If you have a hard time allowing your teen to have privacy and if you demand that your teen tells all, you may end up with a teen who excels at lying to you. 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.


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. Their idea of doing something bad was that they snuck out and tipped the cow over. They just wouldn’t understand what we do.”



When you understand your teens motivation for lying, you can be much more effective in creating an atmosphere in which 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 from your confidant? How many of you would tell the truth if that would mean you couldn’t do something you really wanted to do—that your confidant would “rain on your parade”? Would you tell the truth to be sure your confidant would protect you from learning from your own mistakes?

On the other hand, would you tell the truth if your confidant had faith in you to make your own mistakes while helping you explore possibilities? Would you tell the truth if you knew that your confidant would be supportive and encouraging even if you made mistakes? Doesn’t it make sense to stop doing to your teens what wouldn’t work for you, and start doing things with your teens what would work for you? One definition of mutual respect is to encourage others as we would like to be encouraged.


HOW TO RESPECT TEENS’ NEEDS FOR PRIVACY


	Schedule special time to be with your teens to strengthen the relationship and really get to know who they are (see chapter 7).


	Make it clear that when your teens do come to you, they won’t get criticism, judgment, or disapproval, but instead will get a friendly, supportive ear.


	When your teens do get into trouble from the choices they make, use friendly curiosity questions, instead of lectures, to help them explore the consequences of behavior.


	Kindly and firmly allow teens to be accountable for their choices without adding more punishment.






Respecting privacy doesn’t mean abandonment. If your teen makes mistakes, you can still help out and work with your teen to correct those mistakes. We have worked with many families who have spent special time helping their teens figure out how to budget to pay for their own traffic tickets or insurance deductibles on accidents rather than rescuing their children or adding more unrelated punishment. When a teen earns minimum wage and is suddenly faced with a $500 deductible payment over time, reality is the best teacher. On a smaller scale, when your teen forgets to throw his favorite shirt in the laundry or spends all her money on a pair of designer jeans and has nothing left for other necessities, stand back and let him or her figure out what to do. This is the kind and firm way to teach your children about life.

Your Teen’s Need for Social Connectedness

There are times when teens need something different from what is important to you. This often occurs when the issues of friendships and connecting with other teens arise—whether it centers on use of the telephone, e-mail, the Internet, the mall, the local hangout spot, or teen parties. Your teens will want to connect with people who they feel comfortable with and who they perceive to be like them or like they want to be.

Most parents try to be good parents by following the conventional wisdom that says they should always know who their teens’ friends are, where they are, and whether a parent is around. Some teens will have no problem with parents meeting their friends, knowing their friends’ parents, making sure an adult is around when kids get together, and telling parents where they are going and who they are going to be with. This information sharing could seem acceptable when your teens are younger, but then it might change as they get older.

Even if parents are extremely accepting and open minded about their teen’s choices, teens find attempts to question where they are going, who is going to be there, and whether there is a parent at home a real pain and will even feel insulted as parents pry, question, lecture, or dig. Teens don’t want adults choosing their friends or judging the ones they have. They don’t want parents telling them that certain people or situations are dangerous for them, because often their experience of the situation doesn’t seem dangerous at all.

[image: ]

Teens resent having parents tell them who they can hang out with and who they can’t. They hate it when they are told that their friends are a bad influence, even if it is true. Teens usually go underground when parents try to control where they spend their time. If you don’t believe this, ask your teen. However, this isn’t to say that you shouldn’t have opinions and policies. But you need to understand your teen’s needs as well as your own. You also need to make sure that you participate in dialogues instead of monologues.

Consider the example of using the phone and computer. It can be very scary for many adolescents to interact with their peers face to face, so the telephone and email provide comfortable ways for them to get to know each other. During their conversations, they can check out various ideas, attitudes, and feelings—and because they are in the process of maturing, they have a lot to check out! Teenagers need a great deal of telephone or computer time, which you may find difficult to accept. Trying to control how long they talk or with whom they talk while they are on the phone usually results in ugly battles. On the other hand, when you respect their needs, they are more likely to negotiate phone time that is respectful to everyone.

It is sad when parents live their lives based on fears of the dangerous exceptions. It is much better to help children prepare for dangerous situations rather than fear them.

We have all heard the horror stories about what is happening on the Internet. Yes, there are spooky adults out there who are pretending to be teenagers communicating with real teens. We heard about one adult who offered to buy an airplane ticket for a teen (who thought the adult was a teen) to come for a visit. The parents found out and somehow caught the adult, who was turned over to the police. However, it is sad when parents live their lives based on fears of the dangerous exceptions. It is much better to help children prepare for dangerous situations rather than fear them. We recommend conversations that allow for all involved to state their needs and opinions without being put down or told they are wrong or stupid. (Chapter 8 provides more information about how to do this at family meetings or one-on-one with your teen.) Having conversations with teens in which they tell you how they would handle potentially dangerous situations and how they would research to learn what is dangerous and what is not can be very helpful—much more helpful than telling them what is dangerous and what is not.


It is sad when parents live their lives based on fears of the dangerous exceptions. It is much better to help children prepare for dangerous situations rather than fear them.



As you work out an agreement with your teen, consider the following solutions to teen communications: regulate the use of the family line, put in a second phone line, let your teens earn money to pay for a private line, set up a dedicated line for the computer, or use separate voice mails for your phone line. Although it is not your responsibility to pay for your teens long-distance charges, it is up to you to communicate that information respectfully and to help your teen find a way to stay in contact with long-distance friends within his or her budget.

If your teens balk about you meeting their friends, you will gain more ground by asking curiosity questions instead of giving orders. Examples of such questions include, “Tell me more,” “How is it a problem for you if I know where you are going or who you will be with?” and “How will you protect yourself if you get into trouble?”

Your Teen’s Need for Freedom to Examine a New Point of View

Raymond got a call from juvenile hall telling him that his son James had been picked up for vandalism. In his parenting group, Raymond shared how he had panicked, gone crazy, and then catastrophized (made a huge mountain out of a molehill): “‘I’m a failure as a father. My son is amoral, will end up a criminal, and will spend the rest of his life in prison.’ I was so angry. I told James he could stay in juvenile hall and rot for all I cared. Then I went to the other extreme and bailed him out—but not without a price. The price






	

	

	

	

	

	










Your Teens Need for Space to Make Mistakes




We Are Not Advocating Permissiveness!


Know Your Teen
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