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I DEDICATE THIS BOOK to my mother, whose strength taught me resilience and whose tenderness revealed the beauty of love. And to every teenager who longs to be seen, heard, and understood—may you find comfort in knowing you are never alone.
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PARENTING A TEENAGER is like being a secret agent on a surveillance mission: you know everything, but you have to pretend you know nothing. Yet, all mothers with a rational mind wish their children the best of life. If they were born in poor environments, they would not wish their children to suffer as they did. But how far must mothers go to make teenagers happy without harming them? How do their actions aimed at helping teenagers better affect them? How do children interpret their mothers’ efforts towards them? 

Some mothers go overboard in their attempt to make teenagers happy and better. They become cruel, beat them as if they are striking snakes, make them spend nights in dogs’ kennels, starve and abandon them. There are echoes in many homes where love and discipline are constantly misread. There is increasing tension between wanting our children to smile and daring to say “no.” In our time, that tension has grown sharper. 

We also know mothers who do not care about their teenagers. They pay no attention to whatever their teenagers eat or wear, or with whom they relate. They never give proper instructions nor offer guidance to them.

You might wonder why this book focuses on mothers. Where are the fathers? Has the author deliberately excluded fathers because he is one of them? The writer is a father of two teenage sons and four girls, one of whom is also a teenager (at the time of writing this book). But this is not the reason I have focussed on mothers. I understand that fathers and mothers play complementary roles in raising better children. Yet, mothering stories are complete without even thinking of, or involving fathers. You will appreciate this after reading the next section on what led to the creation of this book. However, to be fair, I will tackle fathers in my next book and then conclude the series with a third book focusing on both parents. 

Welcome to the teenage years, where a two-minute conversation with your child can contain more dramatic twists and turns than an entire season of a prestige streaming show.

What led to the creation of this book?

Many people ask, “ Why so many families produce entitled teenagers on one hand, and abandoned ones on the other? Why does society praise mothers for wonderful children but blame them when things go wrong? What do good mothers do that bad mothers don’t? How do you differentiate between teenagers raised by good mothers and those raised by bad mothers?” These questions cut into the heart of parenting today. This book seeks to wrestle with them, to search for answers, and to point mothers and teenagers toward a love that guides and builds the next generation.

Have you heard of some mothers who regret having children? Some of them say they produced three children but had intended to have only one? They claim out of three children, two were produced by accident? Globally, about 15% of mothers regret having children and, if given the chance, would have chosen a different path. This does not mean that these mothers dislike their children. It reflects the demands, sacrifices, and emotional toll that come with raising young people in an increasingly complex world. Such regret usually stems from feeling unprepared for the realities of motherhood. When these feelings remain unspoken, they can silently shape the way a mother relates to her children—sometimes leading to neglect, frustration, or controlling behaviour. This book seeks to bring those hidden emotions to light compassionately, so that mothers do not feel condemned. They need to find room to reflect, heal, and adjust to the realities of raising teenagers.

A second reason this book is necessary lies in this fact; 66% of mothers think parenting is harder than they imagined. Many mothers step into motherhood with a hopeful vision—warm hugs, happy children, and a sense of purpose. Yet, the day-to-day reality involves sleepless nights, endless chores, financial worries, and the pressure to balance work with home. Even well-meaning mothers sometimes feel like they are failing. This feeling can lead to guilt and defensiveness. In acknowledging that motherhood is harder than expected, this book creates space for honesty. It reassures mothers that they are not alone in their struggles and that feeling overwhelmed does not make them negligent parents. 

It is also well known that how a mother feels affects children. A mother’s mental health has strong links to teenage suicide trends. Teenagers can absorb any kind of atmosphere mothers face more than anyone realises. This book underlines how crucial it is to care for maternal wellbeing for the betterment of the next generation.

The close attachment between children and mothers has further implications beyond health. Did you know that a mother can actually influence academic achievement of her children? Mothers who regularly check their children’s homework, who guide their children have seen excellent results. It is also a known fact that when a mother makes poor choices, whether in behaviour, relationships, or lifestyle, her children often mirror those actions either immediately or later in life. Children learn first and most powerfully by watching their mothers. A mother who handles conflict with anger, neglects responsibilities, or relies on unhealthy coping mechanisms shows her teenagers that such patterns are normal and acceptable. As a result, the cycle repeats itself. This book explores such realities to spark awareness that every action becomes a lesson absorbed by the next generation.
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Chapter One
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Spare the Rod

IN THE PAST, A MOTHER’S word to a teenager was law. The major difference between a 1985 mother and a 2025 mother is that the former grounded her child; the latter threatens to change the Wi-Fi password. Children obeyed first and asked questions later. I remember a story from a neighbour: her mother once caught her stealing mangoes from the market stall. The punishment was immediate—lashes with a thick stick, and a warning that the entire street would hear if she ever misbehaved again. There was no debate, no negotiation. Discipline was harsh but clear, and children grew up knowing the line between right and wrong. Fear and respect were inseparable. The community watched, approved, and sometimes even enforced the mother’s authority. Teenagers understood that rules were not personal attacks but were survival guides in a world that valued order and obedience.

Today, parenting tells a very different story. The modern teenager has replaced “Yes, Mother” with “Wait,” turning every dining table discussion into a tiny, highly emotional parliamentary debate. Democracy has infiltrated homes, especially homes in the global south. In the global north parenting is both a responsibility of parents and government. In the Scandinavian countries, teenagers aged below eighteen years cannot be permitted to buy alcohol. In most African countries in Africa, mothers drink with their babies in bars, clubs, and they attend discos together. The laws for the protection of children are either inadequate or never enforced. In East Africa, some mothers even kneel beside their teenage daughters, explaining why they cannot attend a party late at night, only to be met with rolling eyes, “You just don’t trust me!” The weight of boundaries has shifted from fear and respect to opposition, and that is a fragile balance to maintain. Boundaries are the clear limits, rules, or expectations that guide a teenager’s behaviour and decision-making within family and social settings. They help teenagers understand what is acceptable and what is not, teaching responsibility, self-control, and respect for others. For example, a mother might set a boundary that her teenager cannot use their phone during dinner to help him learn to prioritise family time over distractions. When a mother shifts from the ‘My word is law’ to the ‘Let’s discuss this’, she is not being democratic; she’s simply too tired to fight anymore.

Teenagers now roam wider emotional and social landscapes, making choices that sometimes hurt them, or those around them. Even teenagers who seem agreeable are either the rare ‘Early Riser’, as discussed in the next section, or have already figured out your Wi-Fi password. A teenage boy might post a risky video online, and it’s okay for the mother because she believes in letting him “learn for himself.” A teenage girl might walk alone late at night, confident in her autonomy, while the mother waits, imagining every danger that she might face. 

Categories of Teenagers

In the previous discussion, I referred to teenage boys and girls in general terms. Yet, teenagers are not the same in character and upbringing. They are raised differently, have unique genes, and do not behave in the same way. In this section, I discuss categories of these teenagers to enable you to appreciate that while trying to understand or judge them, we should be aware that they differ.

Teenagers can be grouped into three types: Early Risers, Balancers, and Late Sleepers. Each of these categories reflects different levels of maturity, responsibility, and readiness to handle boundaries. Recognising these differences helps society and mothers to navigate the delicate balance between care and discipline. It provides a lens through which to view the impact of their choices without assuming all teenagers respond in the same way.

––––––––
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EARLY RISER TEENAGERS

The Early Risers exhibit a sense of maturity. Their minds weigh decisions carefully, considering consequences that many adults might overlook. They are thoughtful, reflective, and often capable of offering sound advice to their mothers when something seems off. They do not rush into choices or act on impulse; instead, they pause, analyse, and measure the impact of their actions. Even in ordinary moments, their foresight is evident. Take back-to-school shopping, for instance. An Early Riser might look at a pile of stationery or clothes and gently advise, “Mum, we don’t need all these. This item is expensive, so let’s take the cheaper one; it serves the same purpose. This pocket money will carry me through the term, and any excess of it will only be a distraction.” Their words carry both logic and self-awareness, and the tone is never arrogant or dismissive. It is the kind of reasoning that surprises onlookers and instils pride in mothers, who see the early signs of independence and responsibility. In these teenagers, maturity is not a performance but a habit. It is a way of interacting with the world that honours both their own growth and the guidance their parents offer. They are living proof that adolescence need not be chaos, but can instead be a measured, thoughtful preparation for adulthood.

The Balancers 

The Balancers are another category of teenagers caught between childhood and adulthood. Their lives are shaped by impulses clashing frequently with reason. Their behaviour swings like a pendulum, at times insisting on attention and indulgence, at others showing glimpses of responsibility and insight. They may test boundaries, negotiate rules, and even challenge authority, yet beneath the occasional defiance lies the capacity to understand guidance when it is explained clearly.

Everyday situations reveal their dual nature. During a family outing or household task, a Balancer teenager might demand more than reasonable, only to surprise their parents later with a sensible suggestion or a thoughtful compromise. They can argue with persistence, yet they also listen with reason. Mothers of Balancers experience both frustration and delight. One moment, the teenager resists limits with stubbornness; the next, they reveal an unexpected understanding that hints at the adult they are slowly becoming. Their growth is uneven, their maturity partial, but it is present.

Most Balancers are continuously learning the delicate art of desire and duty, independence and dependence. Their behaviour is a reminder that adolescence is a transition into reasoned self-control.

The Late Sleepers 

Having understood who the balancers are, let me turn to the Late Sleepers. These teenagers seem to linger in immaturity far longer than their peers. Their growth is slow, their sense of responsibility delayed, and their ability to reason with foresight limited. Late Sleepers resist boundaries and struggle to accept guidance, often expecting their needs and desires to be met without compromise. Even when rules are explained, their understanding is shallow, and they may interpret limits as unfair restrictions rather than protective measures.

In everyday life, their behaviour can be strikingly resistant. A late sleeper may balk at completing chores such as fetching water, washing clothes, or cleaning the compound, ignore warnings about schoolwork, or push insistently for privileges beyond their maturity. Even at nineteen or twenty, they may behave no differently than a thirteen-year-old, clinging to dependence on their mothers for decisions, finances, and emotional support. For some, this pattern persists into adulthood, with thirty-year-olds still seeking constant validation and maternal provision, showing little sign of independent thought.

Mothers of Late Sleepers face the sharpest tension between indulgence and affection. Every instinct to protect collides with repeated entitlement and defiance. Their patience is tested, their guidance challenged, and their authority often undermined. Yet, the presence of the Late Sleeper also underscores the importance of consistency, firmness, and clarity. Without deliberate intervention, indulgence only entrenches immaturity, leaving these teenagers unprepared for the realities of adult life. In their struggle to awaken, the lessons of accountability and self-control remain painfully essential.

While teenagers vary in maturity, almost everyone is shaped by a mother whose style aligns with their own tendencies. Children observe, absorb, and often mirror the attitudes, habits, and choices of the women who raise them. A teenager who shows thoughtfulness and responsibility is frequently guided by a mother who models care with consistency. A more resistant or indulgent teenager often reflects a mother’s uncertainty or denial. In the chapters that follow, I will use the term “teenager” without constantly specifying the category. It is left to you, the reader, to discern whether the example reflects an Early Riser, a Balancer, or a Late Sleeper. I deliberately give this freedom because the act of reading and interpreting is part of learning, inviting reflection and personal insight.

Can Balancers and Late Sleepers Change?

Balancers and Late Sleepers are not beyond hope; they too can change. Among these teenage categories, there are some who constantly rebuke their mothers for even the smallest omission or commission. Such teenagers often expect no excuses, only instant fulfilment of whatever they demand. Yet, change sometimes comes when they are exposed to the experiences of others, and suddenly they realise that what they once considered harsh is, in fact, care.

The Story of Nomvula and Thembeka

Nomvula, a young girl from KwaZulu-Natal, had a Guiding mother, Thembeka, who often spoke to her in a firm and commanding tone. Nomvula felt constantly misunderstood and was convinced that her mother mistreated her. But everything shifted during a school break when she chatted with her close friend, Thabisa. One afternoon, as the two shared stories, Thabisa opened up about her life with a cruel stepmother. She spoke of nights when she was locked in the kennel with the family dogs, punished as though she were less than human. She described being slapped simply for greeting her stepmother without smiling, or beaten whenever something beyond her control—like a delayed phone call—annoyed the woman. At just eleven years old, Thabisa had been forced into humiliating routines, like washing her stepmother’s feet every evening while singing songs to please her.

Nomvula listened in stunned silence, her heart heavy with the weight of her friend’s suffering. In that moment, she realised that her mother’s tough tone was not cruelty but guidance. Compared to what Thabisa endured, Thembeka’s firmness was love wrapped in discipline. When she returned home in the evening, Nomvula hugged her mother and thanked her for being a good parent. She confessed earlier complaints and promised never to deliberately annoy her again. From then on, she saw her mother not as an oppressor but as a protector, and a quiet transformation began in her own heart. This confirms that some Balancers and Late Sleepers can change. They just need a trigger, internal or external to transform them.
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Categories of Mothers

MOTHERS ARE NOT ALIKE and should not be painted with the same brush. Each one raises her children in her own way, shaped by her values, experiences, and daily choices. In this chapter, we look at three kinds of mothers: the Guiding, the Drifting, and the Blindfolded. Guiding mothers lead with purpose. The Drifting mother struggles to stay focused. The Blindfolded mother raises her children without seeing the full impact of her actions. By understanding these types, we can see motherhood more clearly and learn what kind of mother we wish to become or support.

The Guiding Mothers

Guiding mothers are the planners of stability in the lives of their teenagers. They do not claim perfection, yet their consistency in dealing with teenagers sets them apart. Their love does not rush to pamper or silence every complaint; rather, it teaches their sons and daughters to face life with courage. Such mothers understand that affection without direction weakens a child, while rules without warmth harden the heart. They therefore walk a delicate line with steady hands that hold, yet gradually loosen their grip to allow independence to grow.

A Guiding mother will sit at the dining table at night, not because she wishes to control every decision, but because she knows teenagers need safe spaces to test their thoughts. She will listen to the teenager, nod, ask, and when necessary, refuse. Her “no” carries reason and is followed by explanation. The teenager may frown, or even protest, but learns that this kind of love is protection in its most genuine form. These mothers invest in character. They see beyond immediate comfort and insist on principles that will outlast their presence. They refuse to buy respect with gifts, or trade authority for fragile peace. In their world, affection is not measured by how much they give in, but by how far they prepare their teenagers to stand tall when life inevitably demands maturity.
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