APRIL 2005 - Helping Teens Navigate Through Adolescence
 “If the Only Tool You Have is a Hammer, You Tend to See Every Problem as a Nail”

(Abraham Maslow)

It would be easy to become an expert carpenter while living with a teenager!


As new boundaries are created to meet the changing needs of our teens, and compromises are sought, many of the former dynamics of our relationship become outdated. “Given the complex and profound changes occurring in adolescence, parents often need new knowledge and enhanced skills to carry out their role.” (Simpson)


We often continue parenting in the style we’ve been most comfortable and familiar with during childhood, however, early into adolescence, it becomes apparent that some facets of our parenting approach no longer support our teen’s journey towards adulthood. We continue to need to ensure that our children are safe, that they are unconditionally loved; and that limits and boundaries are set with them, so that they have the structure needed to help them to be accountable for their decision-making.  Michael Riera describes in “Uncommon Sense for Parents with Teenagers”, that parents need to be fired from our role as boss or manager of our teens’ life. Instead, we must change our focus, and work to be “re-hired” as their consultant. There is a subtle shift in power, as adolescents take on more responsibility for their choices, and parents become important advisors. Attaining a balance between “holding on” and “letting go” of our teens is a challenging task!


Add into this mix the fact that the areas of the teenage brain responsible for mature thought and decision-making have not yet fully developed. As a result, teens are naturally impulsive. “Until the brain finishes this growth spurt, teenagers’ impulses are way ahead of their abilities to control them.” In other words, it’s not their fault – it’s their brain’s (or lack thereof). 


Clearly then, teens need their parents to be consistent, provide structure and discipline, and act as role models of the maturity that’s currently beyond their teens’ reach. The structure we provide through discipline involves setting limits and providing consequences meant to influence our teens’ behavior and goal choices. In fact, discipline comes from the Latin word, disciplina, meaning “to teach”. Consequences are a vital teaching tool. “Through the negotiation (of consequences), teens learn to have more say and autonomy over their lives, a critical task in adolescence.” (Riera) Our teens are ready and need to be active participants in decision-making. Within every family, the evolving boundaries, limits and structures will be unique and appropriate for them. The role of parents in any family becomes one of enforcing the negotiated terms, being involved with their teen and most importantly - being consistent, consistent, consistent! Research shows that the boundaries and limits we negotiate with our teens, lead to positive school/academic performance, strong social skills and prevention of problem behaviors. (Simpson)


So, what are some important “do’s” of discipline (or teaching) that parents can follow as they navigate through adolescence with their teens?

· Do talk with other parents – they are living your life! They understand what you are experiencing as a parent
· Do be involved in your teen’s life (they need you now more than ever!)

1.  know where they are


2.  know who they’re with


3.  get to know their friends


4.  learn about their teen culture


5.  know what’s important to them


6.  be involved in their school progress and performance

· Do monitor your teen’s activities. You still can, and it still counts

· Do be consistent, fair and reliable – it builds trust between you and your teen
· Do maintain important family rules and values – it strengthens your teenagers sense of responsibility

· Do negotiate appropriate consequences and boundaries with your teen – try not to dictate or “be the Boss”

A final thought:

“Adolescence is really two distinct phases of life merged into one. That is, within each teenager are two different people: the regressed child and the emergent adult. The emergent adult lives at school, on the sports field, in the music room, at work, in community service, and in front of his friends’ parents. The regressed child lives at home, with you.”

[image: image1.wmf] 


