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Praise for

RAISING GLOBAL TEENS:

A Practical Handbook for Parenting in the 21st Century

I highly, highly recommend this book to not only parents, but to all educators, social service professionals, medically related personnel, and anyone else who loves and works with this population. You will be glad you took the time to read it, I promise you! 

Ruth E Van Reken, Hon DLitt
Co-author, Third Culture Kids, 3rd ed.
Co-founder, Families in Global Transition, figt.org
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An empowering book underscoring critical elements of effective parenting while addressing how to effectively guide your children through that inherently adolescent question  Who am I? Global teens grapple with this question of identity along with added layers that come with navigating different cultures. Thanks to Dr. Abraham, however, youll be better prepared to help your teen reap the many benefits of being raised in multiple cultures. This masterful work will enable you to build the resilience in your children that will prepare them to thrive in both good and challenging times.

Ken Ginsburg, MD, MS Ed
Author of Building Resilience in Children and Teens, and
Raising Kids to Thrive, parentandteen.com
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Raising Global Teens has the essential information any parent needs who is raising children in todays increasingly complex international world. Dr. Abrahams extensive experience working with Global Teens and Third Culture Kids gives the reader common sense advice for raising children in the context of the unique circumstances many multicultural families face raising children away from their home countries. Many families can feel adrift as they seek advice and counsel under these circumstances and Dr. Abraham has written a guidebook that will provide comfort, knowledge, and sage advice.

Rosalind Wiseman

Co-founder of Cultures of Dignity and author of
Queen Bees and Wannabes, culturesofdignity.com

[image: ]

The wisdom and expertise Dr. Abraham gained from her professional training and from being a cross-cultural teenager herself, will benefit many other parents and teenagers who are faced with a similar challenge.

Geeta Rao Gupta

Executive Director, 3D Program for Girls and Women,
Former Deputy Executive Director, UNICEF
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Raising Global Teens will enlighten all parents, regardless of their geography. Anisha uses her own international and multicultural life journey, plus her work as a pediatrician and educator, to shine a bright light on what its like to grow up cross-culturally. Its the kind of book that you dont realize you need until you start reading it... and then it becomes suddenly indispensable.

Cara Natterson, MD

Author of Decoding Boys and
The Care and Keeping of You series, worryproofmd.com
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If you want to learn how to navigate the unique challenges of raising a global teen, this book is for you. Dr. Anisha Abraham, a pediatrician and adolescent medicine specialist, engagingly discusses issues like sex, drugs, social media, and depression in a cross-cultural context and explains how to maintain your (and your teens) sanity in these difficult years.

Sandeep Jauhar

New York Times bestselling author of Heart: A History,
sandeepjauhar.com
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At the heart of this warm, insightful and practical book on parenting adolescents in the 21st century is the reminder that adolescence is a time of grappling with identity. Deftly weaving her cross-cultural background with decades of experience as an adolescent doctor, Dr. Abraham packages the universal challenges of adolescence into bite-sized pieces of parenting wisdom. While particularly focusing on the identity challenges for global citizens, this book is highly recommended for any parent, anywhere!

Susan Sawyer, MD

Chair of Adolescent Health, Department of Paediatrics,
The University of Melbourne,
President, International Association for Adolescent Health,
IAAH.org
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Outstanding insight, advice and hope for global teens and their parents! This book addresses the missing cross-cultural perspective on raising adolescents that is needed in todays world. Dr. Abraham has harnessed her personal and professional experience, capturing the essence and challenges faced by global families and she has given us a road map to acceptance and success.

Leslie R. Walker-Harding, MD

Chief Academic Officer, Seattle Childrens Hospital,

Former President, Society for Adolescent Health and
Medicine, adolescenthealth.org
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Dr. Abraham writes not only from first-hand but also clinical experience, which she uses to provide incredible insight into what it takes to help raise global teens who will thrive in an ever-globalizing world  all with a compassionate and easy to follow approach. I am so excited that this book has been written; its going to help so many people!

Christopher OShaughnessy

International Speaker and author of Arrivals,
Departures and the Adventures In-Between,
chris-o.com

[image: ]

What an inspired book! Full of professional insights and first-hand experiences, it is sure to engage anyone dedicated to empowering soon-to-be adults with the valuable skills theyll need to succeed. At first glance, you might think this book is only for teens living outside their home country or whose parents have different cultural backgrounds. But in todays globally complex and highly connected world, Dr. Abrahams informed approach to parenting has much broader relevance. I believe that all teens, no matter who they are or where they live, will benefit from being raised as global teens!

Laura Jana, MD
Pediatrician and author of The Toddler Brain: Nurture
the Skills Today that Will Shape Your Childs Tomorrow,

drlaurajana.com
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A thorough understanding of the growth and development of teens combined with practical tips for parents to help them nurture young people and help them achieve their dreams and potential. As a pediatrician working for adolescents, I would highly recommend this book to anyone with an interest in caring for teens. Educational, entertaining, and inspiring.

Lilian Wong, MD

Pediatrician and Past President of the
Hong Kong Pediatric Society
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Anisha Abrahams engaging Raising Global Teens: A Practical Handbook for Parenting in the 21st Century is a welcome addition to the small cadre of books geared to raising teenagers in this increasingly interconnected world. Abraham identifies key challenges faced, then drills down to reveal the nuances of how they specifically impact teens raised across cultures. Full of illuminating stories, strategies, and resources, she has written a must-have resource for cross-cultural families and educators alike to help our children build resilience and develop the skills necessary for life in this globalized century.

Linda A. Janssen

Author of The Emotionally Resilient Expat: Engage,
Adapt and Thrive Across Cultures
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To all the teens I have worked with
over the years and who have provided
the foundation for this book.

May the future be yours.
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FOREWORDS

Its happened at last! Now I find a book that should have been in my hands 40 years ago! My wife and I raised our own global teens while moving 16 times in 19 years during my pediatric residency, US Navy days, living in Liberia for nine of those years.

In this wonderful book, Dr. Abraham not only explains the many aspects of teen development that all young people go through, but how the normal challenges of adolescence can be intensified by global mobility in ways I wish I knew back then. She has made it easy to see how to apply important principles in practical ways through the use of a series of case studies and with key points summarized in her Big Answers section at the end of each unit.

But it is not only for the sake of our children that I wish I had read this book years earlier. I think back to the hundreds of adolescents growing up globally who came through the doors of my clinic and recognize how I could have nurtured them better had this book been available then. Medical school taught me about the normal physical and emotional changes adolescents experience. Professional education continues to remind me why I need to consider the impact of various psycho-social realities such as the death of a parent, abuse, divorce, or even bullying when those I see in my clinic have symptoms such as depression, eating disorders, suicidal ideation, or recent changes in behavior at school. Although written for parents, Dr. Abraham makes clear why global, and even local, cross-cultural mobility needs to be considered by all professionals when encountering these types of symptoms in their clientele.

But its not too late! Ruth and I have 13 grandchildren who travel, including one attending university in Europe. I continue to see patients from around the world in my clinic almost daily. I plan to apply the tools and perspectives from this parents guide as I interact with all of these global teens.

David Van Reken, MD
Professor of Clinical Pediatrics,
Indiana University School of Medicine, Indianapolis, IN



This is an amazing book whose time has come. Although written for parents of global teens, the information presented is useful for any parent raising children in our 21st-century world. I love how Anisha recognizes that children raised cross-culturally for any reason are, first and foremost, simply kids. They have all the usual developmental matters to deal with as others who never move. But Anisha is also clear on how the impact of a culturally changing landscape can intensify common adolescent characteristics, which adds extra challenges for both parents and teens. As you continue reading, you will be masterfully drawn into each topic through a vignette of her story. Before you know it, you will be learning about the larger principles that particular anecdote exemplifies in clear but concise ways. Then, before you are overwhelmed, you will come to the grand finale of each chapter: specific, concrete steps you can take to deal positively with the situation.

I highly, highly recommend this book to not only parents, but to all educators, social service professionals, medically related personnel, and anyone else who loves and works with this population. You will be glad you took the time to read it, I promise you!

Ruth E Van Reken, Hon DLitt
Co-author, Third Culture Kids: Growing Up
Among Worlds, 3rd ed.

Co-founder, Families in Global Transition, www.figt.org





PREFACE

Do you remember the triumphs and challenges that shaped you as a teen? Looking back at your own teenage years will likely bring back memories of life-defining accomplishments, but also embarrassing, angst-filled moments. Adolescence is a fascinating time of change, exploration, and growth first and foremost for teenagers but also for everyone living and working with them. The teen years are that critical time in our lives where soon-tobe adults develop their unique identity and independence. Going through this all-important process is challenging as it is. However, it is even more daunting when teens live outside of their home country, have parents from different cultural backgrounds, or must regularly adjust to new environments.

To be sure, a cross-cultural background is a wonderful gift, equipping teens with unique skills that will serve them well later in life. As they go through puberty, however, teenagers need to develop their identity while confronted by the fluid, multicultural world around them. Not only do they need to answer the question Who am I? but also Who am I when I was born in one country but live in another, or when my parents come from another community, or my parents have two very different backgrounds?

There is a strong link between adolescent and adult health. Thats why empowering global teens (kids ages 10-21 years) and maximizing their health and well-being is so important. You, as a family member, mentor, or educator are critical to your teens success in the future. Raising Global Teens: A Practical Handbook for Parenting in the 21st Century is written to help you, the parent or caregiver, to navigate this unique time of change and growth in a cross-cultural context in partnership with your teen. This is particularly important at times of heightened stress and uncertainty, such as during viral pandemics with social distancing and online schooling, and other global crises.

As an educator, researcher, and pediatrician specializing in teen health, I have had the privilege of working across continents, including the United States, the Netherlands, and China over the last 25 years. I am also the daughter of South Asian immigrants to the United States, have a German husband, and have moved five times across the world in the last decade with two sons in tow. Having worked and experienced multiple cultures as a teen, parent, and physician, I have a personal mission to help improve the lives of global teens and their families.

Adults often have questions about how to raise global teens, provide guidance, answer tough questions, and ensure their children are off to a good start. There are books about global kids on the move, in transition, and in different environments. However, few have a focus on understanding the many changes that happen during the cross-cultural adolescent years from a medical perspective.

My book combines real-world questions and practical examples with answers grounded in research and experience from a physician and teen specialist who has worked with young people around the globe. Raising Global Teens: A Practical Handbook for Parenting in the 21st Century is an easy-to-read book for the busy, modern-day parent, family member, or educator of a global teen. I hope you enjoy reading it.

Anisha Abraham, MD, MPH
Amsterdam, the Netherlands
May 2020





HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Raising Global Teens: A Practical Handbook for Parenting in the 21st Century begins with an introduction to the concept of the global teen followed by discussions on communication, puberty, the teen brain, identity, belonging, and media use. Core teen health topics such as sexuality, substance use, stress, depression, and special educational needs are also explored. It ends on a practical note, outlining tools to build resilience and develop skills to live in a highly interconnected, globalized world.

This book presents a series of conversations on key issues. Chapters may be read in order and in their entirety or can be chosen by topic of interest and read individually. To make navigation easy, each chapter is laid out in the same way, and includes the following sections:


	Overview: What to expect in the chapter

	Big Questions: Common parent and teen queries drawn from my work in clinics, hospitals, schools, and universities

	Strategies: Key adolescent health issues and ways to tackle them

	Lightbulbs: Interesting side notes

	Bottom Line: Summary of the chapter discussion

	Big Answers: Responses to the Big Questions

	Resources: Compilation of the chapter sources in addition to recommended books, articles, and websites to access further information



In preparation for this book, I conducted an informal survey in 2019 among cross-cultural or global teens and their parents in several countries through the schools and community networks I worked with. In this survey I asked whether they had ever received information about what it meant to grow up cross-culturally, the strengths and challenges of leading a cross-cultural life, and their top concerns in a variety of areas. I have used this information in the book to provide background and context. Although the findings of my book are not representative of all socioeconomic, ethnic, or cultural groups, many of the core issues I describe are often experienced by Cross-Cultural Kids of diverse backgrounds.

Throughout the chapters, research, facts, and advice are interwoven with personal stories, case studies, vignettes, and interviews with both experts and adolescents. Names (and occasionally locations) have been changed to protect the identity of teens and their parents. Note: you can go to the end of each chapter if you are short on time and want a quick summary of the content plus the answers to common questions.

Raising Global Teens: A Practical Handbook for Parenting in the 21st Century will enable you to have important conversations on challenging topics with your global teens and equip you with powerful tools that will help them to thrive.

Lets get the conversation started!





INTRODUCTION
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A global soul is a person who has grown up in
many cultures all at once  and so lived in the cracks
between them.

Pico Iyer

I was born in Delaware, a tiny state on the East Coast of the United States. My parents are immigrants from Kerala, also a small coastal state, in the southern part of India, some 13,000 kilometers away. They came to the US for graduate studies, but also to pursue the American dream. Like in many immigrant homes, when I was growing up, we had aunts, uncles, and cousins coming in and out all day long. The kitchen was the pulsating epicenter of our house. My mother or father would cook while regaling guests with the latest family adventures, politics, or scandals in rapid-fire Malayalam, their native language. Someone would be assigned to cut mounds of onions till their eyes welled with tears. The chatting and stirring continued as the air filled with the smell of hot, fragrant spices, putting our stove exhaust into overdrive. Typical Kerala dishes, like shrimp curry flecked with whole red chilis, would emerge to be devoured with rice, chutney, yogurt, and an endless parade of side dishes.

But it wasnt just all fun, food, and family. There was a strong emphasis on academics. I was encouraged to work hard, stay out of trouble, and to pursue one of the two quintessential Indian choices for a teenagers future: engineering or medicine  safe and stable vocations in my parents view. I soon learned that an intercultural adolescence is anything but easy. I attended a private school on an academic scholarship, which was wonderful but also difficult. The American rituals of growing up  driving, high school parties, dating, proms  were foreign concepts to my parents and quite distinct from their own experience of having had an arranged marriage in India. To make matters even more complicated, I was the only South Asian-American in my high school class. As a brown-skinned teenager with long frizzy black hair, I badly wanted to be part of the mainstream suburban world around me into which I didnt quite seem to fit. I did my best to navigate between my Indian and American worlds, sometimes with confidence, mostly with bewilderment. Solving a teenagers most momentous task of figuring out who they are and where they belong was a real challenge. There just werent many others like me.

Adolescence can be an exciting but also challenging time, especially for cross-cultural teens. Looking back, there were a lot of wonderful gifts I received as a result of my dual cultural upbringing, such as family connections and a vibrant community. Yet, compared to my classmates, I also had distinct challenges to contend with, particularly about race, appearance, and belonging. In many ways, I was confused, and it wasnt till my early 20s, when I met more fellow Indian Americans, that I developed a clearer sense of my own identity. I sometimes wonder what those teen years would have been like had I had some awareness of the cross-cultural challenges much earlier on.

WHO ARE CROSS-CULTURAL KIDS AND GLOBAL TEENS?

You may not think of your child or teen as a Cross-Cultural Kid. However, an increasing number of young people around the world are one.

Here are a few questions to consider:


	Has your child or teen been raised outside of your or your partners home country?

	Are you and your partner from different backgrounds, religions, ethnicities, or communities?

	Did you move from one country to another with your child or teen?

	Did you move from one part of your country to another with your kid?

	Is your child or teen a refugee or immigrant?

	Is your kid an adoptee?



If you answered yes to any of these questions, you have a Cross-Cultural Kid. Cross-Cultural Kids (CCKs) are children or teens who have lived in, or interacted with, two or more cultural environments. The concept focuses not just on mobility and location but also on the many layers of cultural environments that can impact a child or teen.1 They include multicultural kids, immigrants, migrants, expatriates, and kids with a cross-cultural lifestyle both physically and virtually.

Some of you may be more familiar with the traditional concept of Third Culture Kids (TCKs). Third Culture Kids are a subgroup of Cross-Cultural Kids. The term was first coined by sociologist Dr. Ruth Hill Useem while studying American families working in India in the 1950s. This term is based on the concept that kids who move to another country with their parents may develop their own third culture between their parents culture and the host country culture. Examples of TCKs are military, missionary, and diplomatic families.2 

However, the number of children and teens experiencing different cultures as bi-cultural kids, migrants, immigrants, or adoptees is growing exponentially. Therefore, in this book I will focus on the broader and more modern concept of Cross-Cultural Kids (which includes TCKs) over Third Culture Kids alone.

Raising Global Teens is all about teenagers. In this book, I define global teens as Cross-Cultural Kids that are ages 10 to 21 years as puberty can start by 10 years and brain maturation can continue till the mid-20s.

UNDERSTANDING GLOBAL TEENS

When I was about six months old, I took a road trip in our enormous Oldsmobile with my parents and grandparents to the Midwest to visit family friends. This was at a time when there were so few fellow Indian immigrants in the area that when we did see one, we would stop everything to introduce ourselves. It was also 1969. Astronaut Neil Armstrong had just walked on the moon and was a huge celebrity with almost everyone around the globe, and my family was no exception.

En route on the highway in Ohio, we saw a large sign announcing Wapakoneta, home of Neil Armstrong. In one of our zanier family moments, my mom and grandmother decided that since they were near his hometown, they must meet Mr. Armstrong. When we stopped to eat at a local diner, they asked for directions to the Armstrong home. In an amazing turn of events they soon ended up knocking on his front door in their bright billowy silk saris. Neils parents were probably shocked to see two petite, determined South Asian women turn up on their doorstep. To them, my folks must have seemed to have landed from outer space. Still, they had the grace and presence to invite my folks in for tea. As it turns out, Neil Armstrong was indeed home, visiting his parents, and joined us all for an animated discussion about his historic trip to the moon and a more recent visit to India as part of his Giant Step Apollo Tour. This is one of the many wonderful cross-cultural experiences that I heard about growing up. To me it is also emblematic of what can be gained by mobility and globalization.

This is my tribe

There is no doubt that globalization has changed our world view. Ruth Van Reken is a world-renowned expert on Cross-Cultural Kids. She grew up in Nigeria and is the author of several popular books including Third Culture Kids: Growing up Among Worlds. According to Van Reken, prior to World War II, many people around the world grew up and lived in monocultural communities with little mobility, often living in the same neighborhood near family for much or all of their lives.

People had a strong sense of cultural balance due to a deep, intuitive understanding of how things operated in the place they called home. Teens growing up in such environments had a clear concept of personal identity and community. They were raised knowing this is my tribe. Its where and to whom I belong. For example, my own parents families have been in the same part of Kerala for over five hundred years. I remember visits as a child where we could walk and visit one extended Sankarmangalam (my maternal grandfathers family) member after another, all living within a one-kilometer radius of the same South Indian village.

With increased mobility and trade, many families now live in places where these cultural boundaries have become porous. Today, there are fewer and fewer truly monocultural communities left. While they still exist, of course (and some may hope for them to re-emerge), the traditional way a community defines itself as us versus them is breaking down.3 

With globalization, places that were once impossible to reach are now easier to access both physically and virtually. Resources like Google Maps make it much faster to find your way around a new city, and apps like Duolingo make foreign-language communication less challenging. Whats more, the Internet allows todays youth near instant access to international news and norms. Teens can follow emerging geopolitics on Twitter, fashion trends on WeChat, and cutting-edge videos on global platforms like TikTok.

Overall, this is a positive development, but it also poses practical challenges. The distance a teen needs to travel to experience a switch in culture has become short, leaving little time for adjustment and adaptation. For some of our teens, diversity comes with a walk down the street. Others make the cross-cultural switch when they interact with their parents of different backgrounds or when they enter their schools, where different languages and norms exist. Cultural norms can also change within the space of a short flight.

The challenges of being a global teen

In a perfect world, family, community, and place are anchors of stability for adolescents. They act as mirrors, reflecting images or concepts to teens of who they are or where they belong. In cross-cultural teens, these anchors and mirrors are less stable or clear.4 For example, I found my adolescent years more difficult as I didnt have many others around that looked or acted like my own family. Being cross-cultural can exaggerate the normal adolescent challenge of finding a clear sense of identity.5 These challenges may include:


	Developing a personal identity and sense of belonging

	Uneven and possibly delayed maturity during adolescence

	Loss of friends

	Difficulties with conflict resolution

	Unresolved grief and loss



With each of the moves I experienced as an adult, I felt tremendous loss. It took me months (if not years) to accept what I had left behind personally and professionally and to embrace the new community that I was now part of. Often this feeling is magnified during childhood and adolescence, especially with the loss of connection to friends, family members, school, or home. It can also be traumatic to move suddenly without enough time to say goodbye or maintain connections.

Identity and belonging, loss and grief, missing friends and family, are all part of the challenges of being a global teen. Whats more, cross-cultural teens who are part of a minority or surrounded by many different norms or expectations, may test, experiment, or push boundaries in a different way than youths in a more homogenous environment. Global teens may face stricter expectations to conform with the community around them or to avoid calling attention to themselves, particularly if they live in a tight-knit immigrant, expat, or military community. As a result, cross-cultural teens may rebel later in life, sometimes as a young or middle-aged adult. Because they are not testing and rebelling as other teens would, it can also lead to an uneven maturity or delayed adolescence.

The upsides of being a global teen

Of course, being a global teen comes with tremendous strengths and advantages.6 For example, Cross-Cultural Kids are more geographically and socially aware. They are more likely to demonstrate qualities such as:


	Tolerance

	Cultural sensitivity

	Empathy

	Adaptability

	Openness to change

	Ability to speak different languages



Not too long ago, we invited our neighbors in Amsterdam to dinner. Femke, our neighbors 16-year-old daughter, was born in Vietnam, adopted as a toddler, and has grown up in the Netherlands. Her mom is Dutch and her father French. Femke is an avid field hockey player, has babysat our own boys, and is full of life. As a global teen with parents from different backgrounds, it was a joy to watch her speak multiple languages with ease. At dinner, she would switch from English with me, to Dutch with her mom, and French with her dad. Speaking more than one language can be one of the many gifts of a cross-cultural upbringing.

Helping global teens to thrive

Why is the teenage phase of life so important? Issues that first surface during the teen years often continue well into adulthood. For example, half of all mental health disorders arise before the age of 14.7 If left untreated, these can affect education, employment, and even parenting. So much of my work as a teen health specialist is trying to address teen health issues before they become chronic and persist through adulthood. Whats more, young people today face challenges that did not exist in previous generations. The intense use of social media can affect self-esteem, personal interactions, and sleep  issues that many of us as parents and caregivers arent fully equipped to address. The teen years are a turbo-charged transition. Important opportunities for growth occur, mostly related to a teens move towards building their identity and establishing independence. The pulling away from family is also a key process, allowing teens to leave home.

Teens usually learn who they should become from having stable family, peers, and community. Cross-cultural teens may not have the same anchors of stability and mirrors of reflection as others. This adds to the complexity of defining themselves. Global Teens experience unique challenges and acquire strengths at a crucial time  just as they are establishing their own identity and independence. Parents and caregivers have an important role in understanding these unique issues.

Todays global teens have a bright future ahead of them. The more parents, mentors, and teachers understand their unique issues and support their care, the more likely they will have a successful, happy, and rewarding adulthood.
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The most important thing in communication
is hearing what isnt said.
Peter Drucker


IN THIS CHAPTER:


	Communicating with teens, including having

	quality conversations and handling conflicts.

	Dealing with lying, navigating independence,

	handling experimentation, finding the right crowd.

	Setting boundaries and finding your optimal parenting styles.





It was a pleasant, sunny Friday afternoon in Amsterdam, when our normally cheerful 12-year-old son, Nick, arrived back from school angry and annoyed. Flinging his backpack violently against our entry hallway wall, he exclaimed loudly, I dont want to go on this stupid, idiotic father-son camping trip with Pappi tonight. Id much rather be at my school soccer game with my teammates this weekend.

He continued, My friends will all be playing and traveling together, and Ill be stuck in a tent in the middle of nowhere. Thats it. I absolutely refuse to go!

My crestfallen husband sighed loudly. He had been patiently gathering camping equipment, sleeping bags, and food over the last few days and was now preparing to pack it all into the car for a timely departure. Eyebrows raised quizzically, we both gazed at each other, unsure what to say next

As our family story reveals, adolescence is a time of rapid change and emotional growth for teens (and parents). To be fair, teens may have different perspectives or experiment with things that we as adults may not always understand. As with my sons case, it is important to realize that teens are testing boundaries with their behavior and communication style as they are learning to be their own people. Teens are neither children nor mini adults. Whats key is that we value each teens budding individuality, show unconditional love, but also provide clear expectations and limits.


BIG QUESTIONS

Common parent questions on communication and boundaries


	My son will not talk to me anymore, and it is hard to know whats happening at school. How can I get him to open up to me?

	Every discussion I have with my teen ends in a fight. How can we have a peaceful conversation again?

	How do I handle a teenager who isnt always honest?

	My 16-year-old daughter wants to get a tattoo. I wont let her do it. She says shes old enough to make her own choices. How should I address this calmly with her?



Common teen questions on communication and boundaries


	My parents are way too strict, and Im not allowed to do anything my friends are doing. What can I say to them?

	My parents are totally unfair with their rules. My brother gets away with everything. They are much more strict with me. What should I do?

	I am almost 20 years old and my parents cant relate to anything I do or tell them. How can I talk to them?

	All my mom does is constantly nag me about my homework, friends, going to bed too late, and using my phone. Its so annoying! What can I do to get her to back off?





HAVING QUALITY CONVERSATIONS

Lets face it: communicating effectively can be tough. As a parent, I encounter this regularly. Sometimes, we feel that preteens and teens arent talking to us or we are talking past each other. However, kids equally tell me they dont feel their parents understand them and instead nag constantly.

Talking past each other

To learn more about how to maximize effective communication, I chatted with New York Times best-selling author and educator Rosalind Wiseman after attending her talk at an international school in Amsterdam. Rosalind wrote two important books: Queen Bees and Wannabes about helping girls to survive cliques and conflicts (which was the inspiration for the hit movie Mean Girls) and Masterminds and Wingmen about boys social hierarchies and the effect on their well-being. Rosalinds advice to the diverse parent and educator audience on communicating with teens was simple: We talk too much, and we all need to go on a verbal diet! Wisemans remarks made me think of some of the chats with my own boys after school. So, how was math class? What homework do you have tonight? Did you eat a snack? Where is your coat? With each new question, my boys response rate steadily diminishes. Sound familiar?

As parents, we often ask preteens and teens a lot of questions. Ironically, our constant barrage of questions (and demands) may lead kids to say less instead of more. Young people often want to decompress after a long day. Wiseman says that the times we are on fact-finding missions such as the ride home after school, the dinner meal, or the trip to the store, are all just moments, not a lifetime, and hence we dont need to overload them with too much import. Here are some strategies for improving our discussion with teens.

Strategies for having quality conversations

Apply the 50% rule

Wisemans advice is to keep conversations to a minimum. Apply the 50% rule and say half of what you intend to say.

Stick to three points

In addition to shortening the discussion, Wiseman suggests keeping conversations to three main issues, especially if your kids are distracted easily.

Duct tape it

One of the premises of the book Duct Tape Parenting by Vicki Hoefle is that if you spend more than ten minutes nagging your child every day, its time for a change. The author suggests that we apply virtual duct tape and refrain from talking and nagging. I love the visual of putting duct tape on my mouth and saying less, not more. On some challenging days at home with my kids, I wonder if I should use some real tape to keep from talking on and on

Ask curious questions

If we do ask questions, they should be curious ones instead of focusing on the minute details of the day. In this way we are more likely to make connections and have meaningful conversations. For example, ask preteens and teens: Who makes you laugh? What are you most worried about when it comes to leaving home for university? Who do you follow on Instagram? Can you tell me how you play this video game?

Be attuned to body language

In clinic, if my teen patients are not looking me in the eye, are focused on their phone or book, are tapping their toes, or are rolling their eyes, I know I havent engaged them. According to the book Captivate: The Science of Succeeding with People by Vanessa Van Edwards, an author whose initial work with adolescents developed into exploring the science of facial expressions, we need to be aware of our own body language and how we interact with others, but also how they respond to us.

HANDLING ARGUMENTS AND CONFLICTS

Conflict happens when people with different views live and work together. As uncomfortable as they are, occasional arguments are a normal part of teen development and boundary testing. However, daily conflicts and arguments will negatively affect a relationship, particularly if a teen (or parent) is constantly on the defensive or feels accused.

In my clinical experience, disagreement often occurs when a teen and an adult view the same issue very differently.

For example, a parent may see a teen not taking prescribed medications, doing their chores, or completing a school assignment as essential issues whereas a teen may simply see them as a matter of personal choice. According to the Positive

























































































	My son will not talk to me anymore and it is hard to know whats happening at school. How can I get him to open up to me? Communicating effectively can be tough. Try using everyday moments such as commuting to an event where potentially you cant see his face and you have uninterrupted time together. Alternatively, schedule time for regular family events such as dinner time to have conversations. Ask open-ended questions about what his friends or peers are doing. Be prepared to listen and be attuned to your teens body language. Finally, check for subtle signs of depression such as withdrawal from friends or activities, or changes in sleep and school performance.

	Every discussion I have with my teen ends in a fight. How can we have a peaceful conversation again? As uncomfortable as they are, occasional arguments are a normal part of teen development and boundary testing. However, daily conflicts and arguments will negatively affect a relationship, particularly if a teen (or parent) is constantly on the defensive or feels accused. Trying to understand the other perspective is key. Pick your battles and choose which issues you feel are important and which are less critical. Consider the power of pausing when things get heated to prevent overreacting. Finally, remember to provide positive feedback for things that your teen is doing right as too often adults focus on whats going wrong.

	How do I handle a teenager who isnt always honest? Many teens lie because it seems to them like the best decision at that time. For parents, an occasional lie by their offspring is nothing to get too worried about, while regular lying should be addressed. Try to determine the root cause. If a teen is making a habit of lying, ask what they may be trying to solve. Clearly state the rules and consequences for breaking them. Also, remember that being over-zealous with controls and monitoring can lead to lies. There is a middle ground.

	My 16-year-old daughter wants to get a tattoo. I wont let her do it. She says shes old enough to make her own choices. How should I address this calmly with her?
Teens are trying to learn how to navigate the world on their own. For adults, it can feel like a tricky balance between giving them too much independence and exerting too much control. It is important to understand why teens are making the choices that they are. Allow your daughter to express her feelings fully, but also explain your core values and concerns. In this case, you may want to explain that a tattoo is hard to remove later. What seems like a great decision as a teen may be a choice she regrets or questions as an adult. If she insists on getting a tattoo, try to get her to defer till she is a little older. Review the risks of getting hepatitis and HIV from less than hygienic tattoo parlors and discuss what she plans to get tattooed and where on her body. Hopefully, with a discussion of the pros and cons, you can get her to make a more informed choice or even reconsider her decision for now.





	My parents are way too strict, and Im not allowed to do anything my friends are doing. What can I say to them? Your parents are trying to create boundaries and rules that they think are important. Having said that, they may not be aware of what you value as important. Try to have a calm discussion with them on the things you prioritize and why they should trust you with your choices. Decide what the mutually agreed consequences are if you violate their trust or agreement.

	My parents are totally unfair with their rules. My brother gets away with everything. They are much more strict with me. What should I do? It is important to discuss what the rules are and what you would like to be able to do. Also, tell them that you feel that there is a difference in how the rules are enforced. It is possible that your parents consciously or unconsciously have different expectations or levels of trust for you and your sibling. Having an open discussion about what you would like to see different and why may be the first steps in improving the situation.

	I am almost 20 years old and my parents cant relate to anything I do or tell them. How can I talk to them?
Believe it or not, parents often tell me the same thing about communicating with their kids, so it is possible that you are both equally ineffective in discussing issues. How are you expressing your concerns with each other? Is it done in an angry or hostile way? Do you avoid talking about anything at all? Do you feel that they are listening to you or understand your needs? Consider writing out your thoughts for them to read instead if discussing issues is not working. Better yet, consider getting a trusted adult or objective family member to be involved. Finally, if these routes fail, consider speaking to a counselor or health provider who can provide some positive strategies for improving the situation.

	All my mom does is constantly nag me about my homework, friends, going to bed too late, and using my phone. Its so annoying! What can I do to get her to back off?
Often, adults dont recognize that they are engaging in negative communication such as nagging. For example, a well-intentioned parent may suggest or give a reminder over and over simply because they want their kid to try harder or do better at something. However, nagging makes people feel upset, frustrated, or rejected and rarely resolves the issue. Try to understand what the reason for the nagging is. Remind your mom that constant nagging usually backfires, and it is better to say less than more. Come up with an agreed code word when you feel that she is nagging. Also, discuss better ways for your mom to help you achieve a specific goal or task.
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