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Introduction

We live in a drug-crazy world. If you are a parent worried about how to protect your child from drugs, you are not alone. Many parents are deeply concerned about substance abuse in young people and don’t know what they can do to prevent it. Most books about raising drug-free children begin with the preteen or teenage years. But there is much that you can do long before your children reach those notorious teenage years. This book will give you tips from birth to adulthood for raising a drug-free child. You will find useful ideas in it whether your child is an infant, a five-year-old, a fifteen-year-old, or a young adult.

I have assembled the most relevant and current information available on child development and adolescent substance abuse to provide you with concrete advice for inoculating your child against the temptations of drugs. Many of you may be reading this book long after your children’s births and are perhaps wondering how your children will turn out if you have not followed all of these tips when they were younger. Rest assured that failure to follow these tips does not imply that your children will become drug addicts! Furthermore, even if you have not raised your children according to the suggestions for the  early years, it is never too late to begin making changes that will help your children resist drugs.

Even with the best of parenting, there is no guarantee that your child will never smoke a cigarette or try marijuana. If your child has experimented with drugs, don’t despair. Given the resources and information you had when your child was younger, you have done your best. Furthermore, you are not the only influence on your child. Movies, television, popular music, the Internet, sports heroes, and your child’s friends all have a powerful influence on your child, so don’t blame yourself if your child has tried drugs.

If your child is already dependent on drugs, and his or her life is spiraling out of control, you will need expert support and guidance that is beyond the scope of this book. Addiction is an illness that does not go away by itself. Although the suggestions in this book will still be helpful in improving your relationship with your child, it will be very difficult to get your child off drugs without professional treatment. (See Resources for suggestions on where to get help.) After your child has been through treatment, this book can be a parenting resource for you while you help your child build a new life free of drugs.

When I was a graduate student in psychology in the early 1970s, I lived for five years in the upstairs apartment of an old farmhouse in California. There were “hippies” living in the other three apartments in the house, who frequently smoked marijuana. They also occasionally used other illegal drugs, such as LSD and “speed” (amphetamine). I once observed them carefully weighing small plastic bags of white powder, and I knew it wasn’t sugar! One of the young men built a  greenhouse in the backyard where he grew marijuana plants. We shared a large backyard and front patio and interacted frequently. These young people, who came from middle-class and affluent families, felt the need to rebel against the “establishment,” which they saw as violent (this was during the Vietnam War), hypocritical, and overly focused on material wealth.

I had university classes to attend, papers to write, and exams to pass, and I did not want to mess with the chemistry of my brain. So I politely refused whenever a joint was passed around, and to their credit, the other young people respected my choice. When the marijuana smoke drifted up through my living room window in the summer, I would simply close the window. I am telling this story not to brag about my abstinence but to convey my conviction that the availability of drugs is only a small part of the drug problem and that it is possible to resist drugs even when they are readily available.

Efforts to curb the drug problem among youth through law enforcement efforts are like trying to empty water out of a leaky boat. As long as the boat continues to leak, there will be a continuous need to keep it afloat by emptying out the water. The goal should be to fix the boat. Instead of constantly fighting the flow of drugs into our neighborhoods, we should also be focusing on ways to decrease the desire for drugs. Although law enforcement is important, it cannot, by itself, solve the drug problems of our youth.

Furthermore, illegal drugs are only a small part of the problem. There are probably legal psychoactive substances in your bathroom cabinet (such as cough syrup, tranquilizers, or opiate-based painkillers). Your home or office probably also contains some products (such as glue or hair spray) that kids could use  as inhalants. The most dangerous and lethal drugs are tobacco (nicotine) and alcohol, both of which are legal for adults and readily available to young people. These two drugs cause more deaths than all the other drugs combined. Preventive parenting is therefore the only way to curb the drug problem at its source.

The approach described in this book may be quite different from other parenting advice you have heard. Many books suggest that children need more “discipline,” meaning that parents should punish their children for breaking rules. However, strict authoritarian control often backfires by causing children to rebel. Although some children may benefit from more consistency and structure (but not punishment), the root cause of most behavioral problems, including substance abuse, is not a lack of discipline but rather a lack of connection. Children who lack a close relationship with at least one loving parent are at risk for substance abuse, no matter how much “discipline” you impose on them. Likewise, children who have a close relationship with a loving parent are more likely to resist drugs.

The one hundred tips in this book will show you how to establish and maintain a close connection to your child at each stage of your child’s development. It is never too late to improve your relationship with your child. At the root of this approach is spending time with your child, using a nonpunitive approach to discipline, and accepting your child’s emotions. Another important aspect of drug resistance is learning about the various drugs, their effects, and their dangers, so I have also included many tips about how to give drug-related information to children at different ages.

I have organized the chapters according to age so you can easily find the tips that are most relevant to you. However, because  many of the tips for younger children also apply to older ones, I recommend that you also read the tips for younger children, especially the chapter immediately preceding the age of your child.

My three other books describe a complete approach to nonpunitive parenting (called Aware Parenting). I have lectured in eleven countries and done consultations with parents for more than twenty years. My husband and I have raised a son and a daughter using this approach, and I am proud to say that neither of them smokes or abuses alcohol or drugs. They never had any desire to experiment with drugs or alcohol, even though they attended public schools where drugs were easily available and a university where alcohol consumption was rampant.

You will find that keeping your children off drugs is not the only positive outcome of this approach. In addition to becoming drug resistant, your children will grow up to be emotionally healthy, intellectually competent, cooperative, nonviolent, and compassionate and will become autonomous without the need to rebel during adolescence. My wish for you and for all parents is that your children will reach their highest potential and that you will enjoy a close, lifelong relationship with them, unhampered by substance abuse and addiction.






Chapter 1

The Basics




Tip 1 


 Help your child feel connected. 

Research studies have shown that adolescents who feel more connected to their families and schools are emotionally healthier, less violent, and less likely to use drugs. It is therefore vitally important to establish a close, loving relationship with each of your children, beginning in infancy and continuing into adulthood.

The connection between a parent and child is like a rubber bungee cord. Sometimes the cord will be very short, such as when your child is a toddler and wants to climb into your lap. Sometimes the bungee cord will be very long and stretched, such as when your teen leaves home to attend college. Or it will be stretched symbolically, as when one of you is very angry at the other. But your children need to know that the cord will always be there as a symbolic representation of a strong connection to you. They need the reassurance that, no matter how far away they are, and no matter how angry either of you feels, the bond between you will never break.

Children also need to feel connected to their family. You can accomplish this by doing activities together as a family, such as playing, eating, working on projects at home, traveling, singing, dancing, and simply talking together. This feeling of belonging to a family and a home is every child’s birthright, without which a child is like a ship without a rudder. If your family has experienced changes through death, separation, divorce, remarriage, or frequent moves, your children have an even greater need to feel that they belong to a family, no matter how small or diverse it is.

Finally, children benefit from belonging to a community, whether it’s a neighborhood, a religious group, or an extended family of aunts, uncles, and cousins. Communities offer security, companionship, and mutual aid in times of need. If there is a rupture in your bond with your children because of anger, separation, divorce, illness, or death, your children need to know that there are other adults who care about them, adults they can turn to for help and emotional support.

Throughout this book you will find tips for specific ways you can strengthen your child’s bond to you, your family, and a community of other caring families. This network of emotional connections is at the root of drug-resistant parenting. If your relationship with your child is strained, realize that it is never too late to repair it.

With a strong connection to you, your children will be more likely to want to please you and to adopt your value system as their own. With a strong connection to a family and a community of caring adults, your children will have a place to call home and a network of support as they grow in autonomy and venture out into the world.




Tip 2 


 Realize that genetics is not destiny. 

There is evidence that the tendency to crave alcohol and become dependent on it is a genetic trait, and you will probably know if this inherited trait runs in your family. If your child is adopted, it would be useful for you to know if his parents or other relatives were alcoholics. There is also evidence that susceptibility to nicotine addiction (tobacco) is inherited.

In addition to these specific genetic factors, there is a more general inherited trait, which predisposes people to engage in addictive behaviors. This temperament trait involves what psychologists call “externalizing” behaviors. People with this temperament are more likely to be impulsive and oppositional and are more likely to engage in risky behavior. People with “internalizing” behaviors are more likely to be cautious, anxious, and inhibited.

These two opposite traits are similar to another research-based categorization, which distinguishes less sensitive people (the externalizers) from those who are highly sensitive (the internalizers). About 15 to 20 percent of people are highly sensitive, and this appears to be hereditary.

If your child is highly sensitive by nature, he will be less likely to experiment with drugs because he will find them over-stimulating, especially stimulants and hallucinogens. (He will probably also avoid wild parties.) However, the inherited trait of high sensitivity will not entirely protect your child from the dangers of alcohol or drugs, because highly sensitive, shy people are vulnerable to binge drinking in social situations. What seems to happen is that they take a first drink to relax because they feel  awkward and shy. After the first drink they lose some of their inhibitions, including the natural inhibition to use alcohol, and so they continue to drink but don’t know when to stop. Afterward they feel deeply ashamed and remorseful. This is a different pattern of drinking from the steady drinking of typical alcoholics, but it can be just as damaging and dangerous.

Obviously, you cannot change your child’s genes. Rest assured, however, that if your child has inherited a genetic predisposition for alcohol or nicotine, or if he is an impulsive risk taker, he will not automatically grow up to become an alcoholic or a drug addict. If your child is highly sensitive, he will not automatically become a binge drinker in social situations. Although these genetic factors can play a role in later substance abuse, studies have shown that social and environmental factors (including parenting practices) have a much greater influence.


Numerous studies have shown that nonpunitive approaches to discipline reduce the likelihood of substance abuse during adolescence. You can further decrease your child’s risk by providing him with love, attention, stability, information, support, and good role models. The tips in this book will help you raise your child to be drug free, whatever genes he has inherited.




Tip 3 


 Don’t give your child alcohol or drugs. 

If you want your children to be drug free as adults, it makes sense to avoid giving them drugs while they are growing up. This advice may sound obvious. However, some people are unaware of all the ways in which children can be exposed to drugs.

Secondhand smoke can have the same physiological effects as direct inhalation of smoke, so if you and your children are in the presence of a person who smokes tobacco or marijuana, try to protect them from exposure. Open a window, politely ask the person to stop smoking, or leave the room.

It is also important to avoid giving your children sips of alcohol. Although it may be tempting to let them taste your wine or beer, this practice undermines your message that alcohol is dangerous for growing bodies. Most children dislike the taste of alcohol at first, but they can learn to like it. It is especially risky to let your child taste alcohol if she has inherited a genetic predisposition for alcohol addiction.

Also, avoid involving your children in your use of drugs or alcohol. Fetching your own can of beer, instead of asking your child to get it, reinforces your message that alcohol is not for children. (See Tip 89 for the reasons why alcohol and drugs are more dangerous for children than for adults.)

Jokes about people getting drunk or high expose children symbolically to alcohol or drugs. These jokes are not funny, and they make light of a serious problem. They can desensitize children to the danger of alcohol or drug abuse.

Caffeine is not as dangerous as some other drugs, but it is wise to limit your children’s caffeine intake. This stimulant is  in coffee, tea, chocolate, and numerous soft drinks. Frequent consumption of caffeine during childhood may predispose your children to want more stimulants later on. Furthermore, caffeine can cause hyperactivity, insomnia, and constipation.

This tip would be incomplete without mentioning the prescription medications we give children to control their behavior. This practice is common in the United States and is spreading to other countries. When we give children stimulants or other medication with a direct effect on the brain (psychoactive drugs), we teach them that it’s acceptable to consume chemical substances in order to alter behavior or feel better. This contradicts the lesson we want them to learn about drugs. Many medications for children’s behavioral problems are addictive, and they are increasingly being abused by adolescents. (See Tip 40.) If we want to raise drug-free children, we need to question the practice of routinely giving them psychoactive drugs and look for alternative ways to help them with emotional or behavioral problems.

 




A word of caution: If you plan to withdraw your child from psychoactive medication, be sure to do so under close medical supervision.




Tip 4 


 Get treatment if you abuse alcohol or drugs. 

Children with an addicted parent are at increased risk for substance abuse. Although some of this risk is the result of an inherited predisposition, much of it is also environmental. It would be both hypocritical and unrealistic for you to expect your children to avoid drugs if you yourself consume these substances irresponsibly. You owe it to yourself and your children to stop abusing alcohol or drugs.

There are now many treatments and recovery methods to choose from, both medical and nonmedical. Many people have benefited from the spiritual approach advocated by Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) and Narcotics Anonymous (NA), while others prefer the nonspiritual support offered by Secular Organizations for Sobriety (SOS International). Whatever method you choose, it is wise to have close medical supervision and a supportive network of caring people. During the withdrawal process, you may feel painful emotions as well as very uncomfortable, even life-threatening, physical symptoms. It will take time for your brain to function normally after withdrawal. Relapses are common, so don’t be too hard on yourself and don’t give up. Realize that the only workable solution for you may be total abstinence, and try to develop relationships with people who are sober and drug free.

If you have not yet overcome your addiction, be honest with your children, because it will be difficult to hide it from them. Children, especially teens, are quick to spot inconsistent or hypocritical behavior. Tell them that you have a problem and that you are working on it. Explain that you thought you could  stop drinking or using the drug any time but discovered that you couldn’t stop once you had become addicted. Let them know what you are doing to overcome your addiction. Your children will respect you for your honesty. However, you will lose their respect if you do not follow through with your intention to become sober and drug free.

If you are drug free but have a partner who abuses alcohol or drugs, your family situation will be unhealthy for your children. You may be facilitating (enabling) your partner’s addiction without realizing it. Changing your own behavior and your response to your partner may be the trigger that will help him understand that he has a problem and needs help. You will need a lot of support as you work toward a healthier family situation, whatever the outcome. Seek support to understand the nature of addiction, learn what you can do to help your partner give up alcohol or drugs, and find ways to build a healthy, fulfilling life for yourself. (See the Resources section for sources of support.)




Tip 5 


 Get support if you are the child of an alcoholic. 

If one or both of your parents was an alcoholic when you were growing up, then you will face special challenges as a parent. You may feel terrified of damaging your children in the same way that you yourself were harmed. Or you may worry that your children will become alcoholics. Perhaps you are afraid that they have inherited a genetic tendency for alcoholism or addictive behavior in general.

Your childhood experiences may make it difficult for you to be the kind of parent you want to be because you lacked good role models. As a child, you may have witnessed angry outbursts and violence instead of consistent, sensitive attention. Your family life may have been chaotic and unpredictable, and your parent’s addiction may have caused financial problems. Perhaps you were forced to become responsible for yourself or for younger siblings at an early age. Because of various problems in your family of origin, you may be unsure about how or when to set limits, provide consistency and structure, or give your children responsibilities.

Remember that the difficulties you face as a parent are not your fault. Good parenting does not come naturally. What comes naturally is to treat your children the way you yourself were treated. If your alcoholic parent frequently yelled at you, then you will probably have a strong urge to yell at your own children when they irritate you, even if you are not an alcoholic.

Many cities have support groups for adult children of alcoholics. I highly recommend these groups if you grew up with  an alcoholic or drug-addicted parent. It can be deeply healing to share experiences and feelings with other adults who suffered in the same way you did. You can offer each other emotional support as you work through your painful childhood. This kind of therapy will help you be a better parent overall, and you may gain perspective and insights that will help you raise your children to resist drugs and alcohol.

You may also find it useful to supplement a support group with information from parenting books or workshops to learn positive and effective parenting skills. You may have a pretty clear idea of how you do not want to raise your children but feel uncertain about what to do instead. The best way to judge the parenting advice you receive is to ask yourself the following question: “Is this how I would have wanted my parents to treat me?” If you can honestly answer yes to that question, then you have probably found wise advice. If you cannot answer yes, I recommend that you keep searching for an approach that feels right for you and your family.




Tip 6 


 Protect your child from physical and sexual abuse. 

Physical and sexual abuse can lead to many problems later on, including violence, anxiety, depression, eating disorders, illnesses, and addictions. Teens who regularly use drugs are more likely to have been abused as children, either physically or sexually, than teens who do not use drugs.

It is vitally important to protect your child to the best of your ability. Don’t leave your child with any person you cannot totally trust—even family members. If you have a “funny feeling” about Uncle Henry, trust that feeling. If your child suddenly resists being left with a baby sitter or in a daycare center after having been quite happy there, check carefully into the possible causes, and consider the possibility of physical or sexual abuse.

If your child has been abused, it is important to give him extra love and support, as well as professional therapy. Assure your child that the abuse was not his fault, no matter what was said or done. It’s also important to confront the abuser, even if he is a member of your own family, and to take legal action. Otherwise, he will not get the help he needs and will continue to abuse children. Be sure to find support for yourself, especially if you have overwhelming feelings of anger or if the abuse triggers a memory of abuse from your own childhood.

Most abusive adults were abused themselves as children, and the cycle of abuse can pass from one generation to the next. However, not all abused children grow up to be abusive toward their own children; if you were physically or sexually abused as a child, take comfort from the fact that your painful  past will not automatically turn you into an abusive parent. However, unless you find ways to heal from your past trauma, you may struggle to avoid harming your own child in similar ways. If you have strong urges to abuse your child (either physically or sexually), don’t be afraid to ask for professional help and support. Find a therapist or join a support group of people who have experienced similar childhood trauma. You will probably find the experience to be beneficial and healing. There is nothing shameful about asking for the support you need to stop the cycle of abuse. On the contrary, it is an act of courage for yourself and your family.
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