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Parents and adults often express frustration and confusion about raising or working with teenagers.  They frequently say things like, “I get no respect”, “She never listens to me and makes up her mind no matter what I say”, “I give her everything and she ignores me”, “I feel [sadness, loss, anger, grief].  My kid doesn’t want to be around me”, “How do I know if my child is at risk for danger?” If this sounds like you, you are not alone.  Most parents feel this way about raising teenagers.     The key to surviving adolescence is to gain insight into the reasons why teens do the things they do and practice communication and discipline techniques which encompass adult and child emotions and behaviors.

“Adolescence is intense for both teens and parents.”
Adolescence is intense for both teens and parents. Interestingly, parents often feel frustrated, powerless, confused, invalidated, disconnected, and mistrusted – similar feelings to those of teenagers. Although most adults feel miles apart from their teens, the emotions and thoughts of adolescence are trying for all involved. Parents are challenged with the dilemma of recognizing that their teen, even though she is the same child they have raised all these years, is like a stranger in many ways. Sometimes, it feels like being new parents all over again.  Parents have to get used to new physical looks, new personalities, new tantrums, new friends, and new needs.  With all of this change and “newness,” many emotions arise and behaviors flourish.

Because adolescence is a time of confusion between childhood and adulthood, not only is the teen perplexed, parents are too.  Parents observe many adult-like behaviors in their teen and begin to expect adult behavior on a consistent basis. The challenge is that parents sometimes forget that their child still feels and acts like a child, and thus, unreasonable and unrealistic expectations occur.  Accept each teen as an individual. Have realistic expectations.   Know that your adolescent is a person who is sometimes an adult and sometimes a child – a teenager.
“Understanding why your teen does what she does will help you to practice positive discipline and build a healthy relationship…”

Adolescence is a transition from childhood to adulthood.  Teens are challenged with incorporating child like wants and needs with parental and societal values and rules as they develop their identities.  Although adolescence is an identity developing stage, much of who your teen becomes is built upon experiences encountered from birth. As your teen grew from an infant to an adolescent, she developed some level of trust, autonomy, initiative, and self-confidence. The more trust within positive relationships, the more autonomy/independence, the more self-starting, the more self-confidence, the more secure your teen will be with her identity.  Conversely, the more mistrusting, the more clingy or dependent, the more influenced by peer pressure, the more insecure, the more your teen will experience confusion with her identity.  When teens are confused, they have a sense of not knowing who they are, not knowing where they belong, and not knowing whom they belong to.  The more confused a teen is the more likely she is to develop and display: an opposite identity to the one prescribed by family or friends; defiance; isolation/lack of friends; academic regression or failure; ditching classes/school; sexual promiscuity; gang involvement; tagging; drugs; running away; depression; and/or, suicide. There may be isolated occasions where your teen exhibits identity confusion or there may be more regular occurrences. Although these behaviors in and of themselves do not necessarily mean that your teen is experiencing identity confusion, they are however, warning signs that your teen is at risk for danger and in need of help. No matter where your teen is in terms of her identity, being aware of what is going on behind the behavior is crucial.  Understanding why your teen does what she does will help you to practice positive discipline and build a healthy relationship with your teen.

“How do I survive my child’s adolescence?”  First of all, have empathy (compassion, tolerance, understanding).  In developing empathy, remember how you felt as a teenager, and then support yourself and your teen. Remember that since feelings of parents and teens are alike, yet behaviors and expectations differ, power struggles can occur  (please note that power struggles often last the longest when a teen’s behaviors trigger feelings in parents of their own adolescence).  Since empathy allows you to accept your teen for who she is, practicing empathy increases success while diffusing power struggles.  

Another important tip is to practice honest and open communication.  LISTEN.  Speak, using “I” statements such as, “I felt so helpless when I heard that you tried drugs.  Even though you are rolling your eyes and probably don’t want to hear about it, I love you and am concerned about you.  Can we talk about what happened?” Share your thoughts and feelings as an attempt to display openness.  Ask open-ended questions (“How was school?”, “What was your favorite thing about basketball practice?”, “What do you think about the new outfit at…?”) in order to increase the lines of communication and learn more about your teen.  As difficult as it may be, don’t lecture.  

“Validating and accepting your teen does not automatically mean you accept or agree with your teen’s behaviors.”

Whether or not you are able to talk with your teen, try to educate her by providing pamphlets or articles on issues such as gangs, drugs, sex, relationships, education, driving, etc.  Do not force them on your teen.  Offer the information or leave it in their room or near the phone or TV.   You may also want to offer to take your teen to a movie that covers the subjects you are concerned about. But, make sure you pre screen the movie in order to approve of the materials.
Validate your teen’s feelings and perceptions by prefacing your comments with statements such as, “I know that you believe…”,“I hear you saying that you hate me…”,“Wow, you really are angry…”,“You did great at… Now let’s look at….”  This allows her to be who she is and to have her own feelings and/or opinions.  Validating also allows you to accept her.  Often, parents and adults believe that “validate” and/or  “accept” means that they agree with what the teen is doing or saying.  Validating and accepting your teen does not automatically mean you accept or agree with your teen’s behaviors.    In order to ensure that validating does not mean that you are giving-in, validate while being firm and consistent with logical consequences (“I know you’re saying you couldn’t get a ride earlier, however, curfew is 10pm.  Tomorrow you will need to be home 1 hour early [or not go out]”,“Yes it was an important phone call to you, however because the rule is no phone past 9pm, no phone tomorrow”). Validation, as silly as it feels to practice, is one of the most successful tools in helping people feel like they belong, building self-esteem, creating effective discipline, and having open communication. 

“Model responsibility and respect.”

Model responsibility and respect.  The old adage “do as I say, not as I do” doesn’t work.  If you want your teen to go to school on time, go to work on time.  If you want your teen to learn to be responsible when driving, don’t have a beer and then drive your car.  It may be legal and safe, but your teen sees the action of drinking and driving and thinks it is okay.  This may sound a little harsh, however, it is true that children, adolescents, and adults learn most by following the example of people in authority.  In order to earn respect, it is also important to follow through when practicing discipline.  When you tell your teen that she may not use the phone or is grounded, make sure that it occurs.  And, when disciplining, provide healthy options and let teens choose.  This, not only provides structure and safety while allowing teens to be in charge of their lives (even if they don’t like the options), it also helps them learn the reality of logical consequences in life.  Some examples are, “You can drive with a seat belt and be home by 10:00pm or you can walk.  The choice is yours”, “It is up to you, you can attend all of your classes and complete all of your homework and earn your allowance and go out with friends.  If you do not complete your homework, you will not earn your allowance and will stay in daily until homework is completed.”

Be respectful of your teen.  This is often a challenge due to the disrespect that is so common among teens.  However, it is crucial for you, as the parent, to model appropriate behavior.  Speak calmly and use positive terms (“energetic”, “enthusiastic”, “persistent,” “diligent”, “considerate”, “hard worker”, “special”, “remarkable”, “outstanding”, “interesting”, “creative”, “nice”) even if the situation seems pretty bleak.  Remember to use praise and be supportive. High-light your teen’s strengths. If you are having a challenge in this area, find pieces of your teen’s life and praise, praise, praise.  You don’t have to approve of everything in her life, but find something. Use phrases like: “Good job”, “Way to go”, “I knew you could do it”, “You’re on target”, “You’re unique”, “Good for you”, “I’m proud of you.  Are you proud of you?”
“High-light your teen’s strengths.”
Part of surviving includes your ability to take care of yourself.  If you are married or raising your teen with a partner, spend some time with your spouse. Go out to a movie, dinner, walk, picnic, or take a vacation.  Support each other by being positive, recognizing each other’s strengths, communicating and presenting a united front with your children. If you are single, spend some time with friends.   Go out to a movie, dinner, walk, picnic, or take a vacation.  Seek out support by talking to other single parents of teens.  By taking care and finding support, parents are able to practice empathy, communication, education, validation, respect and responsibility with more effectiveness.

The reality exists that no matter what you do to help your teen; your teen may need additional help.  If your teenager’s behaviors interfere with the ability to function in a healthy and positive manner, parents will want to examine their teen’s sense of security and family’s situation.  Parents will also want to consider seeking help.  Initially, it is recommended that physical problems be ruled out by a visit to the family physician.  Beyond a physical cause, parents will want to consider therapy for their adolescents, themselves, and/or family.  Parents need to recognize that seeking therapy is a means of helping the family, not necessarily admitting that they are to blame.  Therapy can provide support and reassurance for parents while enduring adolescence.

On a positive note, because teens are on the road to becoming independent adults, their views and opinions can be refreshing.  It can be fun to spend time with your “new” family member.  Find any thread of common ground and enjoy each other’s company.  Remember that all parents have also been adolescents.  Despite your teen’s individual experiences with developing their own identity, pull upon your knowledge about their development, empathize, communicate, support, validate, set limits and structure and respect them in the same manner that you would like to be respected. Take an interest in your teen’s interests, support her, and be positive. Remember to provide a warm, safe, secure, nurturing environment to the best of your abilities and have fun! You’ll be surprised at the positive results in your relationship.

