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Introduction




‘OMG this book is hardcore sick and like bare dope all about being tight with your fam and tings. LOL.’



If you understood that, then as parents go you are pretty cool. Most of you, though, are probably thinking, ‘What on earth are you saying? Have you gone mad?’ When living with a teen, these thoughts most likely cross your mind regularly and we bet you struggle to understand what’s going on in our brains. Teenagers can actually seem like a whole different species sometimes and, as much as you want to understand them, you can’t.

However, that’s where we step in!

Our names are Megan and Louise; we’re both 16 and go to the same school in South London. We’ve been friends for about four years but became a lot closer in the past two, when we were put in the same English class. This is actually how we found out about the competition to write this book, which we won due to our incredible wit and maturity (which will soon become obvious). Our personalities are very different: Louise is more outgoing, whereas Megan is slightly quieter. Our families differ as well; Megan has a brother and is so (sometimes creepily) close to her parents that they are occasionally even compared to the Brady Bunch. Louise, on the other hand, is an only child and, while still close to her mum, is a lot more independent than Megan. We’re both ambitious (future vet and journalist, we hope!) and confident we’ll be able to tell you exactly what you really need to know when dealing with a teenage son or daughter.

The aim of this book is to give you an insight into how to get along with your teen, how to help them, how not to annoy them and how to communicate with them – basically, how to make your relationship the best it can be.

We all know how life with a teenager can be erratic and emotionally hard, but sometimes this can lead to teenagers no longer having a happy relationship with their parents, which we think is really sad. Also, we reckon parents find it hard to distinguish between the normal headaches, expected when living with teenagers, and something more serious. It’s hard to acknowledge that you don’t have a brilliant relationship with your child (for whatever reason) but it is something that needs investigating and we think we have some handy tips for you.

One of the best things about this book is that it’s applicable to everyone; we didn’t simply draw on our own very different life experiences but also asked our friends’ opinions and listened to their experiences, too. We sent out a questionnaire to loads of our friends (and friends’ friends) and told them to be brutally honest. So in here you’ll find the opinions of boys and girls aged 13 to 19 and their advice on what you, as parents, need to know.

We’ve mainly focused on the early and mid-teenage years because we think that’s when you’ll need our help the most. Once your teen’s 18 and a proper, responsible adult, hopefully, you won’t need our help any more . . . or at least that’s the theory!



‘I don’t talk to my parents, but I wouldn’t mind if I did. They just seem to have no idea of how to start a conversation or talk without being really annoying.’

Steve, 14



Sounds like something your teen might say? We’ve solved that problem for you.

Both of us, along with all of our friends, are fed up of being prejudged according to the typical teenage stereotypes, such as lazy and moody, and wish parents were not so clueless about how best to deal with teenagers. It’s our absolute pet hate that we are not given enough freedom and trust.



‘It’s offensive that young people are given such a bad rep. Old people are the ones destroying our countries.’

Callum, 16



We believe this book will help you deal with these issues and other questions that must be constantly puzzling you.



• Ever wondered how to stop your two children killing each other? It’s in here.

• Ever wondered about how to deal with a crazy hormonal teenager? It’s in here.

• Ever wondered if your teen is telling the truth when they say everyone goes to massive house parties every other night? It’s in here. But we might as well tell you now: they’re lying.

• Ever wondered about how to help your child with part-time jobs, academic pressure and careers? Where could the answers be? That’s right, it’s all in here.



Not only will we be answering your questions, we will also be reassuring you about what really is normal for teens and what isn’t. For example, our friend’s mum thought it was normal to spend one hour on the computer once every couple of days. She also thought that for her daughter’s 16th birthday party, when she went out we sat and ate pizza and watched TV from 7pm to 12pm. Oh dear. She definitely needs to read this.

This book really is full of helpful advice that won’t be available in any other parenting book, and we hope you’ll learn a lot from it. Think about it: the authors of other teen parenting books are all probably over 40. That’s practically ANCIENT. Even Louise’s 28-year-old cousin has to ask her what sort of things teenagers do these days.

Although many adults like to think that they are young at heart, a lot has changed since their generation were teenagers. You may also be reading this and thinking, ‘A couple of teens writing a book giving us adults advice. . . sure, that’s a great idea!’ Well, you are the parents who need our help the most.

After all, who is better qualified to tell you about how teenagers think than two teenagers themselves?



Authors’ note

This book contains the opinions of teenagers so you may not agree with all of the advice inside. (If you did agree with everything said, it would be weird!)

The publisher cannot be held responsible for any outlandish views expressed by the authors and we hope you can accept that a book written by teenagers will of course be opinionated.

After all, teenagers can be downright disagreeable – isn’t that why you bought this book?
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That’s just SO typical

‘Why haven’t you done your homework?’; ‘Clean your room’; ‘If you don’t work hard you will never get anywhere in life’; ‘In my day exams were hard’; ‘Stop behaving like a child!’ Teenagers are constantly bombarded with questions and statements like these from absolutely everyone older than them, particularly their parents. Now, we know this is because you think you know best (and maybe you do), but it’s sooooo boring and annoying being told these things over and over again.

You have no idea how many times a day we have teachers telling us how important every exam is – and then you say we are the dramatic ones. Everything we do will impact on our future in some way or another, and normally not in a good way.



• Parents yell at us for talking too much on the phone, being glued to our laptops and going out too much.

• Teachers yell at us to do our homework, pass tests with no less than full marks and remember that the future will be here sooner than we think.

• Friends love us one day and hate us the next, which leaves our laptops as the only sane thing in our lives; at least they can’t talk back.



OK, so we admit it’s not always as bad as all that, but life as a teenager can sometimes feel like you are always under attack, and the pressure to please everyone can gradually wear you down. What we want more than anything is to be given some more freedom and trust so that we can learn from our own mistakes (rather than constantly being told the things we’re doing wrong and the way we should behave).

We think – and you can disagree if you want – that parents are responsible for part of the problem, as they don’t really understand their teenagers (not properly, anyway) and so find it hard to trust them or to be less harsh when they don’t always get things right. It’s been a long, long time since you were teens yourself so we can understand that you’ve forgotten what it’s like!

So, first of all, we want to give parents an insight into what life is like as a teen. Hopefully, after you’ve read this our behaviour won’t seem so weird and we can all get along perfectly (OK, maybe not, but with understanding comes happiness – or something like that, anyway. . .).

Here’s our brief guide into the traits of typical teenagers and, more important, how best to handle them as parents – we hope you find it useful.

Dramatic

We’re guessing you’ve noticed that us teens have a slight tendency to get rather overdramatic. ‘OMG I cannot be seen out in those jeans; it’s like social suicide and then my life really wouldn’t be worth living. I mean it – you may as well kill me now and get it over and done with. Why prolong the suffering?’ As ridiculous as this may seem to you, this is how your teenager thinks every day. To a teenager everything is sooo important, even things which to you may seem trivial and really stupid.

Even when you think we are being ridiculous, don’t ever laugh at them while they talk about trivial things as if they were the end of the world (because to us it really does feel like it!). You’ll probably need to take our extreme behaviour with a pinch of salt and get used to the unpleasant side effect of being dramatic: mood swings.

Moody

We know, we know . . . Having a moody, moping teenager roaming the house does not create a nice atmosphere. You might as well paint the whole house black and play the funeral march at full volume. Sorry, OK?!

A teenager’s mood can switch suddenly and without warning, as every emotion feels 10 times stronger for us than it is for you (or that’s how it feels, anyway). When your teen hits puberty they get an overload of hormones all whizzing around the body busy changing things, both physically and mentally. This, as you can imagine (and remember, if you look back far enough), is incredibly confusing for your teen – we feel as powerless when faced with these emotions as you do.



‘When I was younger, I used to get bad mood swings and would hit my brother – he was asking for it, though.’

Carl, 18



‘My emotions can change in a drop of a penny and I may start feeling grumpy and angry but not understand why. I can recognise that there is no reason for my attitude but I cannot change the way I feel and this often leads to me upsetting my family even though this is the last thing I want to do.’

Megan



It would really help us if you could recognise this fact of nature and not get angry with us; we may be trying to stay cheerful despite our sudden switch in mood but are fighting a losing battle.

Unfortunately, this is an unavoidable part of growing up, so all you can do as a parent is accept that your teen won’t always be happy and allow the occasional temper tantrum, down day and grump.

Me, me, me, me, me, me, me

As well as being drama queens (and kings), you’ve probably also noticed that we tend to be rather self-absorbed. ‘I want’ – a phrase commonly associated with toddlers – is also very popular with teenagers. In some ways, teenagers seem to have the same mindset as toddlers: they are focused only on what they want and need, and often throw a strop when they can’t get it. But don’t worry, parents, you don’t have to go through it all again; this time we can use a toilet . . .

‘Self-centred’, when applied to teenagers, really just means that we are always focused on our own lives, like to talk constantly about ourselves and don’t seem to care less about the lives of others around us; in other words, we become incredibly ‘selfish’ (or may appear to be to our parents).



‘My mum just started crying one day because she felt like I just didn’t care at all about her feelings. I felt awful as that’s not the case at all. Guess I was just a bit preoccupied with other stuff . . .’

Carly, 14



We don’t actually think the word selfish is right to describe teens because it’s too harsh. Your teen probably isn’t being self-centred on purpose; they simply have so much going on in their head that it feels like there’s no capacity for anything else. We (probably) do care about other family members, but our priorities are a bit skewed (can we blame hormones again?). Thus, we appear ‘selfish’.

This doesn’t mean that teens can’t do wonderful and selfless things as well: many teenagers we know do voluntary work of some sort and we do care, really; we just need reminding sometimes to divert the topic of conversation away from ‘me, me, me’.



‘I volunteer every Saturday for three hours at Sports Coach, where I help teach kids aged 3–6 how to play sports and I love every minute of it.’

James, 15



Many other teens do similar work. One of our friends does voluntary work at Guides every Friday, where she helps to run sessions for the younger kids, and many others work in charity shops (even though some only do so to improve their CV!).

Being self-centred is quite a bad trait for us to admit to, but we do know it’s true. It’s one of the worst things about teenagers and it must be difficult for parents to live with it. But remember: you would have been the same when you were a teen too – honest!


Tip

Some teenagers find empathy difficult, so perhaps try dragging some out of them. Ask how a friend felt when something bad happened or tell them something that’s making you feel really rubbish. You might be surprised at the sympathy they can muster up!




Self-critical

As well as being rather focused on numero uno we also tend to be very hard on ourselves. Being a teenager seems to go hand in hand with feeling awkward and sometimes uncomfortable in your own skin.

What you may perceive to be sheer vanity is probably actually us staring endlessly at every imperfection.



‘I absolutely hate my nose; it’s massive and it makes me cringe in photos. My mum says I’m being silly but she’s got to say that, hasn’t she? She’s my mum.’

Rachel, 16



We’re honestly not just trying to muster up sympathy from you; the reality is that most teens will suffer from problems with their self-esteem at some point, which may make us moody and down at times. (Wow, we’ve definitely established that teens are moody!)



‘I hate being so skinny. If I ever try and say anything people are just like, “Oh shut up! At least you’re not fat!” But skinny on a guy just makes you look really weak. I’ve been going to the gym a lot to try and bulk up and want to try some of those protein shakes.’

Ben, 15



Parents can help raise their teen’s self-esteem just by being really positive and upbeat (and obviously also telling them how wonderful they are as often as possible).


Tip

Try not to fuss too much over your own appearance in front of your teen, as this can rub off on us. Instead, create an atmosphere of confidence (even if you have to fake it a bit sometimes, too).



As horrible as your teen’s self-centred and moody behaviours must be for you, feeling down about yourself is one of the worst things about being a teenager, so never dismiss their insecurities as ‘silly’.

We know everything . . .

. . . or at least we think we do. Despite our (at times) low self-esteem, a teen will argue to the end that they are right. Forget your 40 years’ life experience and just listen to your nearest teen with their full 15 years of wisdom; obviously they know way more than you.

A teen would never admit not knowing something; they will instead say what they think is right and hope that either you won’t investigate any further or that they are, in fact, correct. So take what they say (as well as their behaviour) with a pinch of salt and if their advice is related to something important, make sure that you research it afterwards because, no matter the topic, teens will claim to know all about it – whether it’s DIY, architecture or medicine. Humour them when they spout this rubbish; nod along and agree even if you know that what they are saying is completely wrong – this phase won’t last for long.



‘My parents moan if I go out too much when I could be working. They don’t realise that I am managing my time!’

Jasmine, 16

Immature

So one minute we claim to know everything and are just sooo grown up and knowledgeable, yet the next we’re on the swings in the park, playing ‘it’ and fighting in Tesco. Confusing, we’re sure.

The thing is, no matter how much we want the chance to be treated as adults, we also need to be allowed just to be silly sometimes. In fact, we think that no one ever feels truly grown up; people simply lose the ability to act like a child as their days get filled with more and more responsibilities. Teenagers have the time and inclination to behave like toddlers, with food fights and paper aeroplanes, whilst their parents can only look on jealously, pretending to tut in disapproval as their teen does something very silly (we know that sometimes you wish you could get involved).

We understand, however, why you sometimes struggle to believe that we are grown-ups. Megan’s uncle often says to her, ‘Teenagers are immature one minute and want to be running the country the next!’ and it’s so true: we have a way of suddenly switching from sensible young adults to insane children playing on a see-saw – it’s a gift. The important thing for parents to remember, though, is not to use the fact that we are sometimes childish against us. Teenagers are not idiots (honestly, we’re not!); we can distinguish between a time when it is acceptable to play we muck around, and a time when we have to be serious. No teenager would be caught dead having a marshmallow fight at school, but they would be happy to have one at a sleepover (not that this has ever happened ;) ).

Being silly is how teens let off steam. After hours of doing exactly what we are told and feeling like we have no freedom or fun, can you blame us for wanting to run around like loonies?

In fact, we reckon that if parents had a few more games of hide-and-seek the world would be a happier place!

Lazy



‘Around midday this rare species finally makes an appearance; dragging its laboured body downstairs, it lets out a desperate grunt of effort.’



This sounds very much like the beginning of a David Attenborough programme but is it a fairly accurate description of how every day starts in your house? Does your teen finally make it downstairs only to demand breakfast and complain to you that they are up too early?

Waking your teen up is an unavoidable part of parenthood but one that is never very enjoyable for either party, especially if your teen gets up on the wrong side of bed (when don’t they?). We know that you must think your teen is ridiculously lazy, but there is actual, real, bona fide scientific proof that teenagers need lots of sleep, proving we are not just being lazy.

The dictionary definition of the word ‘lazy’ is: resistant to work or exertion; disposed to idleness.

Umm . . . No. We think you’ll find it’s down to science.

Teenagers need on average around nine hours of sleep a night to function, whereas the recommended amount for adults is eight hours;1 keep this in mind next time you get them up super early for no good reason. During the teenage years, the increase in hormones also means that our body clocks reset themselves, making us more likely to get to sleep later and wake up later, which clearly explains our weird nocturnal routines. Therefore, teens aren’t lazy; we are just following what our bodies are telling us to do. A study has shown that adults begin to produce melatonin – a hormone that makes you sleepy – at 10pm, whereas teenagers don’t start producing it until 1am.2 This means that teenagers have a good reason for staying up until all hours of the morning: they just don’t feel tired.



‘If I had my way I’d sleep till at least 11.30 or 12 on the weekend but my dad has this rule where we have to be up and dressed by 10. It’s such a struggle. I get dressed but always go back to lazing around, just in my clothes.’

Vicky, 16



So believe your teen next time they respond to your bleary-eyed ‘Go to sleep!’ with a ‘But I’m just not tired.’ And next time your teen doesn’t wake up until midday, don’t yell at them or say, ‘What time do you call this?’ You should realise instead that it is part of being a teenager – almost our natural right. We know that many of the parents reading this will be thinking, ‘Yeah, so says the teenager,’ but this little nugget is actually based on science!

Hmm . . . Why do we have a feeling that, even after reading this, parents will still be dragging their teens out of bed? Maybe we could get up a little earlier but, trust us, if you were a bit more understanding about our love of sleep, we’d probably stop being so difficult in the mornings.

Untidy

Teenagers’ rooms must be the bane of all parents’ lives, littered with dirty plates and mouldy mugs that have been there for who knows how long and clothes strewn all over the floor. And don’t even look under the bed.



‘My bedroom, like many teens’ bedrooms, is never spotless; there is always something my mum manages to moan about.’

Megan



‘My room is always clean but never tidy. I pick clothes up to hoover, but then put them back on the floor.’

Louise



‘My room’s gross – I admit it. At one time, I had all the glasses in our house in my room. My mum was pretty annoyed, but every time I’d want a drink I’d be in the kitchen so would just take another one!’

Ryan, 16



But are all teenagers really that messy? Of course they aren’t – just like adults, you get some teens who are creepily tidy and can’t possibly leave anything out of place, and some who couldn’t care less.

One of our friends belongs to this rare breed of tidy teens.



‘I have to have everything clean and tidy, with all my stuff in place. If not, I can’t concentrate on doing schoolwork or practising my trumpet, and I’ll find it hard to sleep.’

Tanjeena, 16



A model teen, we think you’ll agree. But maybe an exception to the rule.

However, why do most teens seem pretty happy living in some state of squalor? Do they really not notice the mess? The truth is that it’s all about priorities. You know all about them, we’re sure.

Most teens won’t view keeping their bedroom tidy as particularly important, we’ve usually got much better things to be doing with their time than tidying, such as 20 minutes’ worth of laptop or TV viewing.

Teens like to live in what could be described as ‘organised mess’. Although parents may feel there is a lot less of the ‘organised’ and more of the ‘mess’, we do usually know where everything is and how to find it. So, when/if parents tidy up their teen’s room, it becomes harder for us to find stuff. However, do not despair – we’re not animals. Most of us will eventually crack and realise that our bedroom really is not habitable any more, but this breaking point is probably way too far in the future for you to understand.



‘My mum would always threaten to throw my stuff away if I didn’t clean my room and then one day she actually did! Needless to say, I kept it spotless after that.’

Connor, 19


Tip

Why should you tidy their rooms? They are perfectly capable of doing it themselves and should be made to do it. Their room is their own space so reach a compromise: if they don’t want you in their room then they have to keep it tidy.



So how do you persuade your teen to do something they really don’t want to do? That is an almost impossible question to answer, but encouragement is a great place to start, gently followed by an incentive that will make it worth your teen’s while. Give them a reward (pocket money or something) that will make them want to tidy and keep their room clean, and then take it away if they don’t do it (otherwise the exercise is pointless). We know you shouldn’t have to bribe your teens but in this instance it may be the only solution. After a while, we will get into the habit of clearing up our room every so often and the bribery won’t be needed any more.

Teens might also refuse to tidy up their room because the topic has become a control issue. If you are a nagging parent who keeps hassling your teen to clean their room, then they’re far more likely to dig their heels in just to annoy you even more.



‘If my mum tells me one more time that I need to “try and be a bit tidier” I think I’ll scream.’

Tom, 15



The more you nag, the more your teen resents you and the less they want to do what you ask. Trust us; our mums used to nag a lot and we didn’t really appreciate it – some parents actually make their teen’s room worse rather than better (by going on and on)! Sometimes we simply want to show you that we have our own independent thoughts and you can’t completely control our actions (we at least want to feel that we can decide what we do and when we do it).


Tip

Try clearly telling your teen only once that you want them to tidy their room and that you will give them three hours to do it; then leave and don’t come back until that time limit is up. This will show your teen that you trust them to do what is asked without having to check up on them. Even if they do it in the last half hour, they will feel in control of the situation, which will please them, and the place will be clean, which will please you.



Wow, so far then we’ve acknowledged that teens can be dramatic, moody, selfish, immature, lazy and untidy – good luck, parents! We get that we’re not giving ourselves the best rep but we don’t mind admitting that we can be a little hard to live with if it means getting less stick from you guys in the long run. Hopefully, as parents, you’ll feel reassured that we do at least know that we can be nightmares and now, with our advice, you might even get some better results when dealing with your teen.

One thing that does really bug us, though, is knowing that some adults think all teens are horrible hooligans. We may have some bad traits (as is clear from the above) but LOADS of us are really nice people (just as nice as most adults we know, anyway).

Hoodie-wearing yobs

Yobs now have a constant presence in the media, but who exactly are they? Teenagers who wear hoodies in the street or hang around with their friends while walking to the cinema?

We believe that many people see ‘yob’ and ‘teenager’ as the same thing. They think that every teenager they see walking down the street secretly has a knife and is ready to stab them simply for daring to walk past them. This is clear from people’s reactions, especially the elderly, and is actually quite sad.

Of course, true yobs do exist, but they’re actually a really small minority who give teens a bad press. Literally. Obviously, this bad image isn’t helped by events such as the riots in London in the summer of 2011, where it was reported that many of the rioters were teens disillusioned with the world.3 However, when it came to convictions, only 18.9% were under 18.4 That’s a whole load of adults looting, too, you know.

Rant over! But it is true: teenagers may be many things but the constant negative press we get feels very unfair (for most of us).



Have you ever stopped to think that maybe if people didn’t expect certain things of teens then things would be different? Clearly not, but don’t worry: we don’t expect anyone has.



We really don’t think the media portray teens accurately, but there are some great films out there, such as Angus, Thongs and Perfect Snogging (2008), Juno (2007), Mean Girls (2004) and The Inbetweeners Movie (2011), that partly show what teenagers are really like. However, parents should bear in mind that they might not exactly like the characters in these films!

We hope we’ve covered most teen traits; we couldn’t add anything else as parents’ heads are probably spinning right now from all that info they’ve had to absorb (and perhaps they also feel a little bit daunted by it), so we thought we’d end this chapter on a fun note: a snapshot into our heads, with a handy list of some of the few things teens absolutely love and hate! You can always see if your own teen agrees.

There are certain things that teens love.



• Music: it doesn’t matter what kind; every teen loves music.

• Clothes: for a girl, although some boys are really into them too, even if they’re not keen on admitting it.

• Parties: because who isn’t up for having a good time?

• Hair/general appearance: God, the hours spent making it perfect! This includes everyone, not only girls. Some of the boys we know spend longer doing their hair than we do in the shower.

• When teachers get stuff wrong: it just proves no one knows everything. So much satisfaction!



There are certain things that teens hate.



• Being treated like a kid: we are not babies and we can understand English. We can easily perform basic tasks so you don’t have to praise us every time we do something.

• University fees: well done Nick Clegg, way to go. You just got the whole of our generation to hate you. Really, that’s pretty impressive.

• Endless essays about Shakespeare and poems that no one really cares about and will never look at again in a million years, even if we were trapped on an island with nothing else to do but read a Shakespeare play. I swear we are made to read deeper into books than the actual author ever did.

• Homework, of any sort.

• When the internet stops working: how are we supposed to Facebook chat our crush? Umm . . .? I mean . . . Homework: how are we supposed to do our homework?!
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The art of communication . . . and discipline

Ever wondered how nice it would be to have a conversation with your teen that didn’t end in a grunt or a moan? Or would you just be happy if they stopped avoiding you as if you had suddenly developed the plague? When children grow into teens, they seem naturally programmed to stop talking to their parents. But what can you do about it? We are going to tell you how to deal with this, teach you how to discipline us (yes, that’s right; we can’t believe it ourselves) and so much more . . .

When silence is not so golden

Even though it must be really frustrating having a conversation with someone who only grunts, it is so important that you keep making the effort to talk to your teen. Take them out to their favourite place and chat to them about anything, even if it has to be about whatever computer game they’re currently obsessed with. The more you seem to listen and enjoy what they are saying, the more likely they are to seek you out for a chat even if it’s only to tell you their new highest score. They will believe you are interested in something they enjoy and they will want to share that enjoyment with you as much as they can.
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