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PART I

Our Jobs
Redefined


INTRODUCTION

THE ESSENCE OF ADOLESCENCE HASN’T CHANGED SINCE THIS book was first published in 2005. Their brains haven’t skipped a growth spurt; their search for identity hasn’t been called off, or even detoured; they haven’t forgotten how to speak with the ease of attitude.

And yet, fingers fly across keys to a host of new adolescent domains—from texting to iTunes, from chats to anything-on-demand. Within a few short years, instant messaging and search engines metastisized into billions of stampeding text cells, emasculated the benefits of delayed gratification, shrank the globe, harnessed time, redefined the word social, and ushered in a host of adolescent torments—from cyberbullying to new forms of sexual exploitation or worse, harassment. We compete for mindshare, boats against increasingly strong currents of stimuli that are constantly grabbing for our adolescent’s attention as we pursue our own form of parenting manifest destiny.

The enemy of focused thinking is distraction. And the dashboard of the adolescent cockpit is a veritable arcade of them. Homework wedges in between chats or other online adventures. The ping of a new text message or a change of song on a playlist yanks any brief foray into deeper thought back to the surface. A must-see YouTube movie demands immediate commentary, while unwatched episodes of favorite TV shows stack up, beckon.

As parents, we know things instinctively: the benefits of sleep, reading, a carefully negotiated treat. We know things deep down where no one else can get to or feel. That place that awakens us before our adolescents do, alerts us before a blow, sorts cares from worries, truth from fiction. We parent to its churn, its hum, wallow in its triumphs, absorb its disappointments. Yet, revelations about the teenage brain continue to shed new light on learning, addiction, the importance of sleep, the ability to cope, the impact of endless hours of wireless pleasure. New studies reveal strongholds of stress eating away at already fragile adolescent equlibria, begetting a new genre of anxiety disorders. Or brains rewiring themselves beneath our, their teachers’ and even admissions officers’, noses. The result of days’ worth of hours fixated on a screen. New data about teen drinking, pregnancy, even how they think about us, help us keep them in perspective and keep them drawn to us like whirling planets to the sun.

Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose. The more things change, the more they stay the same.


THEM: You wanted me?

US: Yes, I wanted to know how it went.

THEM: Fine.

US: Fine?

THEM: Yes, fine. Can I go now?

US: Wait. You haven’t told me anything.

THEM: What? What do you want to know?

US: Well … what did they say?

THEM: Look, I’m in the middle of something. Can we talk about this later?

US: What are you in the middle of? What’s so important?

Why can’t you just answer one question?

THEM: Why are you freaking out? I’m trying to tell you!



Sometimes, the conversations with our adolescents sound soothingly familiar, like verses of an oldie but goodie. Sometimes they sound like a foreign language that we speak but don’t comprehend, like venom we swore to ourselves we would never spew.

Inexorably, these conversations guide us as we guide them, pushing each other up the child-rearing mountain—two steps forward and three back, sometimes the other way around—toward a summit where we hope to at least glimpse their adulthood. Breathless from the changes, both internal and external, theirs and ours, we pause, sometimes reluctantly, to acknowledge our parents’ voices in our own.

Meanwhile, our job remains to bear the brunt, dodge aimless shards of frustration, redirect intentions, while they, to paraphrase Aristotle, learn how to be angry/happy/sad at the right person to the right degree at the right time for the right purpose and in the right way.

To our adolescents, conversations with us are often embellished requests or rationalizations. To us, these conversations are less a utilitarian transfer of information than our best opportunity to understand and monitor that temperamental and mysterious organism called the adolescent. So often, conversations with our adolescents feel as strong as a three-run lead—and as easily shattered by one bad play. Often, we don’t stop to analyze the many aborted conversations with them; there are just too many, and we are too busy hauling our adolescents (and often their siblings) up that incline. Of course, the dangerous precipices we know, like driver’s licenses and steady relationships, appear tame compared to those we don’t, like the magnetic attraction of the online world. Suddenly, the adolescent slope appears a lot slipperier than we realized, the brinks a lot closer.

Should we let her go to the party? How much is too much time on the computer? Do they really need to send hundreds of texts a day? Can they really do three things at once and do a good job on homework? We fire dilemmas into our inner sanctums with no real aim, in hopeful search of a sign. The gut is a sieve of values and emotion through which we sort millions of bits of information, memory, experience. Yet we let the conscious mind do our bidding.

In the end, a lot of parenting is pretty ad hoc, driven by fantasy or fear, reaction rather than proaction. Regardless of their origin, for words to stick, they have to sound right when we utter them and land where our adolescents can receive them. Even then, there are no guarantees. We struggle to interpret, keep up, filter, unclutter. As their language changes, so must ours.

This book presents a new way of thinking about conversations as the gateway into our teenagers’ worlds. Through conversation, we are as easily barred as granted access to their often secretive but rarely impenetrable thoughts. We just need the right passwords for entry—and the right techniques to keep the communication lines open and constructive.

We base our ideas about how to keep the adolescent conversation going on more than sixty (combined adult) years of listening to—and in some cases eavesdropping on—the everyday realities of family life, classroom interactions, juvenile court proceedings, therapy sessions, focus groups, dinner party conversations, and soccer sideline chats. This anecdotal evidence can be sorted into two different types of conversations: the ones between our adolescents and us, and the ones between us and other adults about our adolescents. Both sets of sources confirm that certain subjects, or themes, seem to scuttle even the best-intentioned conversation en route to a logical explanation. These themes, and all they entail—honesty, drugs and alcohol, sex, self-image, media technology, friends, and power struggles—are also the subjects that try a parent’s soul.

This book revolves around these seven things that we believe govern adolescents’ lives. Listen in on the conversations between the parents of adolescents, and likely as not one of these themes will surface.


US: I know he’s getting high a lot, but if his father [or teachers, or coach] knew, he’d kill him. Of course, when I confront him, he just denies it. After all we’ve done for him, I can’t believe he would do this to us.



So what are the passwords that will secure conversational access to our adolescents? They are seven simple statements that reveal the very things our adolescents don’t necessarily want us to know, but we need to anyway—in order to keep the conversation going.



SEVEN THINGS YOUR TEENAGER WON’T TELL YOU

(And How to Talk About Them Anyway)



1. Their brains are to blame.

2. Truth is as malleable as their Friday night plans.

3. Controlling them is not the point.

4. The adolescent mirror distorts.

5. Friends don’t matter as much as we may think.

6. When we say no, they hear maybe.

7. Taking risks gives them power.









So why these seven statements? Because they represent the often discordant, sometimes unpalatable, internal struggles of teenagers between the ages of eleven and eighteen. And because they support a large body of work by adolescent theorists who maintain that until adolescents can make reasonable judgments about these issues consistently on their own, they cannot divine a truly independent identity, an essential prerequisite for entry into adulthood.

Each of these seven statements may stick in our throats like an oversized pill until absorbed into whatever level of consciousness we can handle. Many of them may sound familiar. Others may ring false. Some may not be relevant—yet. Some may never be. But whether we like them or not, whether they are ready or not, our adolescents confront these truths daily. As adults, we can choose one of two perspectives: We can try to participate in their worlds, or we can pretend that they are living in ours.

This is a book that tells the truth about what to expect of our children’s adolescence. It is a book about what is real, not what we want to be real about the world they live in. Whether these truths represent new insights or old ones, good or bad news, the question is: What can we do about them? And the answer is simple: Accept them. Like acne and attitude, they are part of the changing terrain of the adolescent landscape. Not every one of them for every adolescent. But the sooner we accept them as reality, the sooner we can get on with our real jobs as parents.

And what is a parent’s real job during our children’s adolescence? What it has always been: to keep them safe, nourished, and sheltered. Here’s how we need to redefine these jobs.

JOB DESCRIPTIONS

THOUGH STILL RESPONSIBLE, WE ARE NO LONGER IN CHARGE of our adolescents. At least not entirely. Our window into their world is only as open as they want it to be. Sure, we sometimes catch glimpses without them noticing; we can even prop open the windows from time to time. We also have levers, both tangible and intangible, such as money, privileges, transportation, gadgetry, guilt—and, most important, their continuing need for our approval—that can promote or curtail actions and behaviors. But these are merely job aids: temporary, timesensitive, often adversarial solutions to be used judiciously and sparingly lest they lose their potency or enable duplicity. To perform our real jobs effectively requires our adolescents’ complicity. They’re either on board or they’re not. They’re either part of the resistance or our accomplices. It all depends on how we want to play it.


• Keep them safe. Safe still means to keep them out of harm’s way, though the dangers are no longer hot stoves and household poisons. Rather, physical, psychological, cyber, and social trip wires lie in their paths, each one threatening to impede, if not seriously delay, their progress toward maturity. And notice that they don’t look back at us very often. On the contrary, they don’t for a minute believe that they need our assistance anymore (though they may willingly, on occasion, accept a helping hand).

• Nourish them. Though we will probably always remain their chief cooks and bottle washers, nourishment no longer applies only to food. There’s a hunger now that runs deeper than the one that gnaws their empty stomachs. The adolescent appetite craves independence, power, experience, and—yes—pleasure. As always, however, our nourishment remains a primary source of their strength fed by an endless supply of comfort and acceptance. And from that strength comes the ability to make decisions, good or bad. This is the ability that we must nourish—while we still can. Like any new muscle, the decision-making ones require regular exercise with additional weight added incrementally as strength builds. Weak at first and easily tired, the decision-making muscles eventually develop their own unconscious competence.

• Shelter them. Whether they’re physically under our roofs or someone else’s, we are and need to remain our adolescents’ home base—always there, always ready to help, bail, respond. Just as each teenager is constructed differently, so we must construct his or her shelter. And just as our homes contain spaces to host specific activities, so must the shelters we provide them. There must be room for privacy, space belonging to them alone. There must also be room for contributing—or giving back. And, perhaps most important, there must be room to find and achieve success—the opportunity to strike that one pose that showcases their strengths, not their flaws. We may not always appreciate the extra piercing or visible underwear label or type of music … or back talk. Nevertheless, our job is to provide a place where our adolescents can always find shelter. The one place where they always know they are welcome.



If we are updating our job descriptions, what about theirs? We don’t need a psychology degree to see the molting process that’s going on, literally before our eyes. And part of the resulting reconditioning requires that our adolescents prove to themselves—and to us—that they can make their own decisions, and that we, or at least our directions, are often wrong. In other words, their job is pretty much diametrically opposed to ours. And how exactly are we supposed to defy nature by convincing them that they are better off joining forces with us? The answer: Keep it simple and shoot straight. This is our best chance at keeping the conversations with our teenagers constructive and focused on a desired outcome.

Think of the things that our adolescents don’t want us to know not as obstacles to overcome or threats to expose. They merely form the uneven, often unforgiving playing fields on which our adolescents stumble their way through conflicts and unfair calls and advantages. Our challenge is to teach them three basic plays—the golden rules of adolescence. We can coach from the sidelines, even call fouls and inflict penalties. What we can’t do is play for them. We just convince them that if they stick to the three Rules of Play, they’ll be headed toward the right goal.


THE RULES OF PLAY

IS IT POSSIBLE TO ACHIEVE LASTING PEACE DURING OUR CHILDREN’S adolescence under the guidance of only three commandments: stay safe; show respect; keep in touch? While these three simple rules may not guarantee a smooth ride through adolescence, they can ease some of the stresses that tend to ambush our teens—and us—as we all struggle toward (their) adulthood.

OUR OWN ADOLESCENCE—A LOOK BACK

THOUGH WE’VE ALL SEARCHED, FEW OF US HAVE FOUND A RELIABLE way to hold a conversation with our adolescents that consistently evades conflict, or at least contention. Why is it so easy to forget that we’re the grown-ups? Too often, the moment we detect static in the communication lines with our adolescents, we tend to rush to the defensive, either for protection or to rack up another parenting victory.


US: Don’t you speak to me in that tone of voice! Keep it up and you can forget your plans for the weekend.



Meant as harmless pinpricks aimed at our adolescents’ psyches, these types of ultimatums tend to choke off most conversations, leaving tempers smoldering.


THEM: You can’t do that! You know I already have plans. Why do you always have to spoil everything?



This kind of conversational tack rarely heads in a positive direction.

Frazzled by these types of savaged conversations, we wonder why we are not entitled to wear the same cloak of respect as that of our parents. While theirs fit squarely upon shoulders that flaunted an air of unassailable power, that same cloak hangs awkwardly on us, out of style and ill fitting. Lest we forget, our parents ruled in a different kingdom, and many of us, as their subjects, were not always the loyal followers that they believed us to be.

Why aren’t we able to engender the same obsequiousness in our adolescents as many of us conveyed to our parents? As products of a different era, we came of age in a time when the fruits of our parents’ labors bought us, their offspring, the ultimate luxury—free time. Unleashed from the burden of contributing to family survival, we never questioned the leisurely pace with which we were allowed to saunter through our pre-adult years, urged to learn and explore to our heart’s content, rewarded for any glory that showcased our parents’ successes (however modest by today’s standards).

Our parents, whether participants or direct descendants of a victorious postwar generation, led the charge to create a better one, decorated with opportunity, cushioned by heightened levels of comfort. Conceived in glory, we, as the lucky benefactors, were liberated from societal debts or struggle for anything but our own causes. And so we became the early adapters, the birthright members of a whole new era of adolescence. With a mandate to go forth and excel, we were fearless in our pursuit of our parents’ promises.

Wanting for little, we searched for more and in doing so created loftier goals and even higher aspirations than a comfortable home, a car or two in the driveway, and the promise of a good education. Time and opportunity allowed us to both experiment and question. Through experimentation, we proved that boundaries confined only the meek. Better jobs, more money, higher pinnacles of success were all achievable. Through questioning, we discovered that nothing was sacrosanct, not our parents’ authority, not the government, not even the law. Regardless of the degree of difficulty of our personal journeys through adolescence, we proved it to be a profitable investment for our parents, thereby entrenching it as a necessary and essential gateway to adulthood.

Why the history lesson? Perhaps to shed new light on why our adolescents think, act, and speak differently than we did. Perhaps because to change the future requires a fresh look at the past.

TODAY’S ADOLESCENT—WHAT’S CHANGED?

RAISED FROM BIRTH ON A NUTRITIOUS DIET OF ACTIVITIES, lessons, and above all encouragement, our teenagers seem to thrive as we escort them from one expectation to the next. Whether in school, on sports teams, via music lessons, or through countless other releases from tolls of responsibility except to excel, we strive, because we can, to eradicate any hindrances that could divert their focus from our intended outcomes. By heaping on copious praise for any effort or positive intention, rather than for jobs actually well done—by encouraging and engaging them to “use their words,” to discuss, negotiate, and query, rather than practice and demonstrate—we may have entrenched our adolescents even further in an accountability abyss where their sole purpose is to do us proud. By removing a sense of usefulness at a time when they are struggling the hardest to define themselves, have we inadvertently cut off one of their natural sources of self-worth? What does it say about us that frequent articles in major newspapers cite incidents of parents employing “aggressive,” “devious,” even “fraudulent” tactics, all in the name of getting their kids into desired schools ranging from preschool to college? Desired by whom? we might ask. Where are the data connecting higher grades to success or, more important, contentment in life? What does it say about our adolescents when a recent study on the ethics of American youth finds that despite significant increases over the past ten years in lying, stealing, and cheating, 77 percent believe that they are “better than most people” they know when it comes to doing the right thing? (although 26 percent admitted to lying on at least one question on the survey.)1 Perhaps we have done a better job of inflating their egos than bolstering their consciences or self-efficacy.

What do you want from me? we often hear them plead. We want you to succeed, we implore. We want you to do your best, to feel good about yourself. We want them to have had a happy childhood, we rationalize.

So we pledge anew to do whatever we can to enable their success. Too often, though, in our eagerness to pass on a legacy of parental generosity, we overlook the critical proteins of sacrifice and responsibility.


THEM: Mom, c’mon, I’m late for school. I’ll clean up my room when I get home.

US: That’s what you said yesterday. You know our agreement is that you at least make your bed—before school. You also know that it’s one of your responsibilities as a family member.

THEM: I know, I know. But do you want me to be late for school? I just didn’t have time this morning. Cut me a break, why don’t you?



And so the dilemma goes:


• No, we don’t want them to be late for school (or miss out on any fun or opportunity that presents itself, especially if it could reflect badly on them or, worse, on us).

• Yes, we are frustrated because this isn’t the first or the fifth time or even the twenty-fifth time they’ve neglected a responsibility.

• Yes, we are annoyed that they don’t seem to understand that, in the grand scheme of things, straightening one’s room is a very small task, and one of the few that’s asked of them, but … (see next bullet).

• Though this may not be a skirmish worth escalating into a full-on battle, any mutually agreed-upon responsibility should be accounted for. (As a matter of fact, a survey of 639 adolescents regarding their practices related to a host of adolescent issues, such as drinking, smoking marijuana, sex, eating, school performance, and more, found that one of the common denominators among the 12.5 percent who were “too good to be true” was a requirement that they keep their rooms clean. Other common denominators were frequent family dinners, intact family units, no phones in rooms, and some type of community service.)2



How do we deal with the plight of the long-term investment versus the short-term gain when it comes to raising our teenagers? What rules do we put in place that acknowledge the same loopholes we discovered, indeed created, in our parents’ parenting, yet allow our adolescents to discover the benefit to their own self-image of even the smallest contribution?

The good news is that it is never too late to change our parenting practices. The better news is that it’s simpler than we think.

THE CASE FOR THE RULES OF PLAY

TO UNDERSTAND, LET ALONE EMBRACE, THE RULES OF PLAY may require a shift in parental focus. We are all familiar with the many unenforceable restrictions designed to make us feel better—say, by letting us know where they are and what they’re up to. The Rules of Play offer a different approach—and a very simple promise: to keep the conversation going.


THEM: I’ll do it later! I promise. If I do it now, I’ll be late for school, and it will be your fault!

US: I don’t want you to be late for school, or to get into trouble. But I do want you to live up to the responsibilities you’ve agreed to. Go to school. We’ll continue the conversation when you get back. Bye, sweetie, enjoy your day!



To enforce the Rules of Play, we neither fume nor forget; we just move on, grateful to avoid another no-win confrontation. We tuck away a possible consequence or two (for ideas, see chapter 3, Controlling Them Is Not the Point), and wait for the right time to resume the conversation (preferably before the incident fades entirely from our already overburdened brains).


US: You know, I’ve given our conversation this morning [or whenever] some thought and here’s the deal …



There is nothing like a cool head to calm a heated discussion.

We position the Rules of Play (stay safe, show respect, keep in touch), not us, as the arbiter of many a dispute or potential dispute. Used effectively, these three strategies can spare a multitude of wasted words, arguments, and bad feelings. Their success depends on both parties (parent and teenager) recognizing the simplicity, validity, and practicality of only three guiding principles: Stay safe. Show respect. Keep in touch. Our conversations need only reinforce them.

As we well know, a hallmark of adolescence is resistance. Just as crying exercises a baby’s lungs, resistance exercises adolescents’ abstract reasoning skills—and apparently their jawbones. No longer able to physically contain or comfort them, our only hope is to stay in touch. Will we encounter the usual crackling and interference and even disconnections? Absolutely. But rather than trying to prevail or curtail, we need only strive for the connection itself. To be connected is to have a relationship; what takes two to begin, takes only one to end.

To demonstrate quickly the flexibility of the Rules of Play, let’s apply them to a variety of typical adolescent issues (further explanation of how each rule works continues throughout this chapter):




	ISSUE
	RULE(S) OF PLAY



	A sibling altercation, an avoided chore
	Show respect



	Lying, cheating, stealing
	Stay safe, show respect



	Drinking, smoking, taking drugs
	Stay safe, show respect



	Broken curfew, driving with an inappropriate person(s), wrong place at the wrong time
	Keep in touch, stay safe






When our adolescents uphold the three rules responsibly, we reward them with more freedom. With freedom comes responsibility. More responsibility earns more freedom. How do we know whether they are abiding by the Rules of Play? The only way we can: through conversation.

SELLING THE RULES OF PLAY TO OUR ADOLESCENTS

GETTING OUR TEENAGERS TO BUY INTO THE RULES OF PLAY requires the best sales pitch we may ever make. Some will sign on right away; others, for a host of mostly developmental reasons (see chapter 1, Their Brains Are to Blame), will force us to trudge up and over (and back up and over) a mountain of objections. Undaunted, we persist, convinced that we are laying the groundwork for a vital communication system: that’s right, the Rules of Play. The pitch boils down to this:


US: There are only three rules we ask you to abide by, and their sole purpose is simply to enable us (as your parents) to sleep at night. That’s it! Stay safe, show respect, and keep in touch.



So how do we get our adolescents to play by these three rules? Start by making sure that they understand the whys (and be prepared to explain them multiple times in multiple ways). We might have succeeded with the command-and-control method at a younger age, but no longer. During adolescence, our only hope for achieving peaceful settlements is by engendering respect and cooperation. Like most things we value highly, respect and cooperation must be earned, and there is only one way to do that: through actions, theirs and ours.

So what keeps you up at night? our adolescents might ask.

In a word, we confess, worry. Parents, by their nature, worry. (Admittedly a wretched affliction that invades the body upon the birth of the first child and torments us forever.)

Ridiculous! they say.

Yes, we admit. But true.

Well, that’s your problem, not mine, they remind us.

Actually not, we cajole, because the more I worry about you, the more my worry will affect you. So it’s in your best interest to help minimize my concerns. That way I will sleep better and you’ll have a better chance of getting what you want!

How’s that? they say, rolling their eyes.

Three simple ways, we repeat (and repeat and repeat and repeat): Stay safe, show respect, and keep in touch.

And how do we do that again? they intone. (Aha! They may even be listening …)

It’s simple, we impress (again and again and again). You need only abide by three simple rules, we repeat (and repeat and repeat and repeat …)

Most adolescents will get the correlation fairly quickly between sleep deprivation and crankiness—and crankiness and a decreased willingness on our parts to go along with desired plans. For the more recalcitrant ones, a few detours placed on their critical paths should help nudge them along. An important key to rule adherence: enlightened self-interest.

In the end, there really aren’t any consistently measurable criteria or prerequisites that guarantee a good adult–adolescent relationship. There is only the respect we demonstrate for the process and the connections that form as a result.

RULE #1: STAY SAFE

KEEP IN MIND THAT SINCE MOST ADOLESCENTS FEEL PRETTY invulnerable and not at all risk-averse, they will not necessarily share our concerns about safety. Safety—the single biggest source of worry for a parent—occupies its own hierarchy, with each level bleeding into the next:

I. Physical Safety

Physical safety, of course, means avoiding anything that could lead to or cause physical harm. Most of us can admit to being taken hostage by an endless string of threats to our children, real or imagined. Charged with enforcing their safety, but powerless to ensure it, we obsess about what could go wrong. Memories of our own pasts magnify the nightmarish possibilities confronting our adolescents, and yet we now face the same inability to control them that our parents faced. And while our parents often opted to look the other way, we often know too much to do so. Can we really expect our adolescents to bypass the bad decisions and forbidden fruits that we could not?

Perhaps the only way to teach our adolescents how to stay safe is to assume that they will inevitably find themselves in unsafe territory. So we constantly point out the dangerous curves and warn them to beware of a slippery choice. We methodically reiterate the many possible consequences of bad decisions as a reminder to us—and them—that complacency can never replace caution. This leads us to the next level in the Stay Safe hierarchy.

II. Staying Out of Trouble

There are plenty of opportunities for trouble to enter a teenager’s life, whether at school, online, with friends, or even at home. Although many successfully avoid large doses of trouble, adolescence itself seems to breed it. In fact, some would argue that the adolescent brain’s heightened need for stimulation acts as a kind of magnet for troubling behaviors, if not trouble itself. There to feed their already increased appetites for arousal are a complement of media-based agents offering a delectable array of models and examples specifically designed to seduce the adolescent, including but not limited to movies, the Internet, and even much of the unrated but no less provocative prime-time TV.

So how do we help our adolescents stay out of trouble? First of all, we recognize that we can no longer be their protectors. To succeed in that role requires total surrender to our control—which may make us feel better but is proven to stunt the growth of one of their most essential survival mechanisms, decision-making skills.

In fact, exceeding the recommended control limits for an adolescent often induces the opposite reaction from the one we seek: It can drive them into trouble. In adolescence at least, trouble often, but not always, begins at home and then quickly travels outward to other aspects of their lives. Just as we would never dream of offering them a cigarette, we shouldn’t dream of inducing the fight-or-flight syndrome: We command; they resist; fight ensues; we overwhelm through force of threat; they retreat, often into the always welcoming clutches of trouble, or peers, or both. Each time we sever the connection, it’s harder to get it back.

Alternatively, we use the Rules of Play as the starting (and ending) point for an ongoing conversation about trouble, its changing faces, its potential harms, how to avoid it, and what to do if they can’t. We calmly point out how no can be their friend, and bad decisions their enemy. We set limits that our adolescents can understand and respect (thus accept), and establish that there will be consequences if or when they knowingly cross into unsafe territory.

III. Emotional and/or Psychological Safety

The intangibility of this third tier of the safety hierarchy makes it perhaps the most difficult to describe or prepare our adolescents for. It is also the trickiest because those whom our adolescents most trust can often cause the most damage. Whether through harassment or victimization by peers, subtle threats by other authority figures, or the pressures (both internal and external) to achieve and perform roles outside their normal ranges, adolescents are at heightened emotional and psychological risk. Already fearful of loneliness, adolescents often construct the very barriers that isolate them from their peers and loved ones. Then, once alone, they don’t know how to make themselves heard and instead seek company in harmful thoughts that can lead to even more harmful actions. As our teenagers struggle under a tsunami of brain and body growth and development, our job is to talk them through it as best we can. We keep a careful watch for any abnormal patterns of behaviors or troubling conversations (see chapter 4, The Adolescent Mirror Distorts). Should we detect any, we must work quickly to restore any connections we might have severed with them. If the irregularities continue, we seek outside help.

So what do you mean by “Stay Safe”? they challenge.

Sensing a teachable moment, we reply, First of all, stay clear of things that could get you hurt. The list is short (emphasize this even if they think it’s actually interminable—and don’t forget the whys). And although adolescents often feel invulnerable in the face of other people’s scary stories or statistics, it never hurts to reinforce a few key, albeit obvious, points:

1. Drunk Driving

Driving or riding with a driver who is under the influence, regardless of who it is, demonstrates a careless disregard not only for yourself but also for everyone else on the road. It is the worst kind of irresponsibility. In 2008, 12 percent of the 50,186 fatal car accidents involved drivers 15–20 years old. Every day, four teenagers die in car accidents involving alcohol.3

2. Drugs Can Cause Major and Undetected (Until Later) Damage to Your Brain and Body

For example, marijuana is a form of smoking, which we know damages lungs over time. Although not technically physically addictive, marijuana can be psychologically addictive by creating a dependency on its effects. As a matter of fact, marijuana is shown to affect alertness, concentration, and reaction time, among other skills. For example, a 2006 study reported that adolescents are more likely to drink and to smoke marijuana once they can drive. The same study found similar accident rates (38 percent versus 39 percent) among those who drove after drinking and after smoking marijuana.4

Solvents (such as glue) are highly toxic and addictive, and can actually lead to death by suffocation, heart failure, or choking on vomit. Solvents can also lead to headaches, nosebleeds, and loss of smell or hearing.

Since 2008, use of harder drugs such as Ecstasy among adolescents has increased 67 percent. Marijuana use by teens has increased 22 percent. Perhaps the most alarming aspect of these findings is that the more normal drug and alcohol use becomes at younger ages, the less capable parents feel to cope with this new reality.5

According to a 2009 national survey, prescription drugs constitute the new kid on the adolescent-risk block, with close to 20 percent (4.7 million) able to access them for recreational purposes within an hour, one third (8.7 million) within a day.6

3. Drugs and the Law

Drugs and alcohol are illegal. (Remember number II, Staying Out of Trouble, on the Stay Safe hierarchy.) In most states, it is a crime for anyone under the legal drinking age of twenty-one to drink, possess, transport, buy, or even try to buy alcohol. Further, detecting liquor on an underage person’s breath can lead to a charge of underage drinking. For minors in some states, police can and do use a preliminary breath test (PBT), which is different from a regular Breathalyzer test and can lead to a conviction. It’s also often illegal to carry a false ID, let alone use it to try to buy alcohol. If caught, in addition to a fine, teenagers can lose their right to drive for anywhere from ninety days to two years.

Be aware that many states are also cracking down on a social host law, which allows for a host to be sued by an injured party for furnishing alcohol to anyone under age twenty-one.

4. Sexually Transmitted Diseases

STDs can stay with you for life—as well as kill you (including HIV/AIDS). New estimates on the number of newly diagnosed cases of STDs reveal that almost half of the 19 million cases diagnosed each year occur in fifteen- to twenty-four-year-olds, even though this age group represents only 25 percent of the overall population. In 2008, the two most common STDs were chlamydia and gonorrhea. Girls aged fifteen to nineteen reported the most cases.7 Given these statistics, perhaps the most urgent conversations with our adolescents need to be about sex, particularly because fifteen- to seventeen-year-olds engage in oral sex and even intercourse as frequently in casual relationships as they do in more serious, committed ones.8 (A different study found adolescents feel that



5. Pregnancy


















































RULE #2: SHOW RESPECT
































RULE #3: KEEP IN TOUCH
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