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OCTOBER 2004 – Parenting and Adolescence


Being parents of teenagers can be an intimidating task. Adolescence enters most homes during the junior high school years, as puberty arrives, and life as we knew it, may never be the same again.  (Sometimes life is not the same even from one minute to the next!!). As our teens enter their high school years, the journey through adolescence continues, and we as parents are hopefully making parental adjustments alongside our developing teens.


Teenagers must work through a number of developmental skills and tasks on their way to becoming an adult. This can create scary and difficult times for adolescents, as the world they know is left behind, and they look ahead to that overwhelming place called "my future". The evidence within most of the literature and research today is that the role of parents in a teen's life is pivotal! However, it is a role that requires change and growth on behalf of parents, as well as teens. As Anthony Wolf states in his insightful book, Get Out of My Life, But First Could You Drive Me And Cheryl To The Mall?, "Adolescence is unlike any other period in life. Above all, it is a time of transformation. It is not a single event, but a number of major changes coming within a relatively short period." As parents, learning about these changes can help us understand what's happening to our teens, and how we can best support them, and ourselves, through this time. The following is a "tip of the iceberg" sketch of two key aspects of normal adolescent development, meant to give parents a small insight into the life of their teenager.


Probably the most significant goals of adolescence are those of autonomy and the formation of a personal sense of identity. In order to meet these goal objectives, a change in the relationship that previously existed between teens and their parents is necessary. "This turn toward independence, toward a world separate from family and home, has always been at the core of adolescence, today and 1,000 years ago. It is an inevitable process. More than anything else, it is responsible for most of the behaviour that constitutes adolescence." (Kaufman) This process of separation can often lead to conflict within families, as the independence battle is waged between parent and teen. Ironically, as uncomfortable and unpleasant as this can be for families, this conflict is an essential part of our teens' quest to discover and create their own uniqueness. In other words, this conflict in life with your teenager is part of their growth to independence - it's a healthy thing, a necessary one, even though it doesn't feel that way at the time!  

Teenage autonomy is also sought through "risk-taking" behaviors (Not necessarily personal risks to their safety, but rather risks to relationships and limits set for them eg. breaking minor family rules, wearing unacceptable clothing, speaking disrespectfully, etc.). Once again, the teen is using these behaviors as a way of testing choices and decisions, and experiencing their consequences, which ultimately shape their personal identity. When these teenagers were toddlers, they used testing behaviors in seeking their autonomy. Their flawless use of temper tantrums and use of the "No!" word left us exhausted and frustrated.  Power struggles were a minute-by-minute event, and sidestepping them was our mandate. Though unpleasant, these clashes were considered normal and expected. Today, our teens' risk-taking, testing behaviors imitate the stubbornness of that toddler. As parents, we can once again expect these behaviors from our teenagers. Our role is to recognize their need for autonomy and self-exploration, yet maintain limits and boundaries we've established with them, and provide appropriate consequences when necessary.




Our teenagers are clearly going through significant changes in all aspects of their lives as they prepare for the independence of adulthood. Most parents experience challenges that go along with living with a teenager. Both parents and teens have the opportunity to move together toward a relationship that will be closer in some ways, while being more distant in others. They must "renegotiate their relationship" - compromising, communicating, respecting and honoring the needs of one another, within the family. 


At the end of the day, as parents, it is reassuring to know that decades of adolescent-based research shows that most teens progress through their developmental tasks of adolescence remarkably well!

(Watch for future articles on this subject!)
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