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Foreword


by Dame Jacqueline Wilson


I’ve written lots of books for young teenagers. I always write my stories in the first person, as if I was 13 or 14 or 15. People always ask me how I manage to do this, as I’m granny-age now, and have the silver hair to prove it (plus a big silver ring on every arthritic finger!). I’m not quite sure how I do it. It’s a bit dangerous deliberating too much. It’s like when you wonder how you breathe or how you walk – you immediately start wheezing and fall over!


I suppose the thing that helps me most is the fact that I have total recall of my teenage years. Ask me what I did last year (or even last month) and I will look blank and scratch my head. Ask me what my hair was like when I was 13, or the colour of my first pair of high heels, or the words of most 1960s pop songs and I know, straight off. Life has changed enormously since those long-ago times when I was a teenager, but feelings haven’t. I can remember how awful it is to go out with a couple of friends and they get off with boyfriends, and you don’t. I can remember my total life-is-no-longer-worth-living despair when I had a bad haircut. I can remember sudden urges of amazing happiness looking up at a starry sky, or jiving to rock music, or discovering poetry. I can remember the sweaty-palmed shyness on first dates and the astonishing joy of first love. I can remember feeling so angry with my parents, so bitter, so resentful – and yet when I left home at the age of 17 I suddenly felt horribly childlike and vulnerable and missed them miserably.


I feel I understand teenagers – but that doesn’t always help me deal with them! I love my daughter passionately, and I also like and admire and respect her, but that doesn’t mean to say her teenage years were totally plain-sailing. Because we’d been so close, up until she was 12 or so, I sometimes found it painful and worrying when she backed away from me and started to want to lead her own life in her own way.


I remember one time we were having an argument in the kitchen. It was a jokey argument, but we still got quite heated. I told her to get out of the kitchen. She said she wasn’t budging. I started pushing her, and she started pushing back. We were still laughing but both of us were getting very red in the face. I pushed harder. So did she. I realised something alarming. My little girl was now stronger than me. Obviously brute force isn’t the way to deal with teenagers!


We need to reason and rethink our reactions. This sensible, warm-hearted guide to all parents of teenagers is a tremendous help. It offers all sorts of strategies for taking the heat out of tense situations. It shows parents we’re not alone. We all worry, we all fuss, we all feel we know best even when we don’t. It’s hard loving teenagers when they frequently find us irritating, embarrassing and impossible. But we do love them, and deep down they love us too.


Gill Hines and Alison Baverstock have a light touch, even when they’re dealing with serious issues. Their suggestions are easy to read and simple to put into practice.


Happy parenting!


Jacqueline Wilson




PREFACE


Welcome to Whatever!


We met at a workshop on parenting in Kingston. Gill Hines is an educator with over 30 years’ experience, who had been working with young people, and running workshops on parenting and relationships in local schools, for many years. Alison Baverstock is a publisher, writer and mother of four. She came along to a workshop on managing the transition between primary and secondary schools and got hooked on Gill’s profound insight into the relationships between parents and children – and her straightforward, practical approach. Finding out there were no books on the market about parenting teenagers, she suggested they write one, and the result has won praise from teachers and specialists in education, parents and young people – as well as from the parenting press. First published in 2005, this is the second edition of our book – now fully updated to cover the latest trends.


WHAT DO WE OFFER, IN A NUTSHELL?


Ours is a sound-bite culture. If everyone is famous for 15 minutes, they need to be able to say why they should be taken notice of equally quickly. During the writing – and rewriting – of this book, we were often asked to sum up what was our key contribution, the essence of our book. Three things consistently stood out:




	
The emphasis on encouragement. By encouraging your young person to have a positive attitude towards themselves, you help them deal effectively with so many of the difficulties associated with adolescence. And having worked on this principle, it quickly emerged that encouragement can enrich every other aspect of life – partners encouraging each other in the parenting of their young person; parents building the confidence of other parents – as well as in many other situations.


	The reminder to remember how it was for you at the same age, because remembering how it feels to be a teenager enables you to parent your own young people more effectively.





‘I was stunned by how fresh the memories of my own adolescence were, and how by thinking about how I had felt, and how I had handled issues myself (and could perhaps have done so better), was an excellent starting point for thinking about how to guide others.’ Alison











	Parenting teenagers takes time. And however pressed our lives become, it’s something that should be prioritised – because it matters so much.





Ten years on from its original publication, we are proud to present a new edition of Whatever! and even more so that it has been hailed as a key text and found its way on to reading lists for those studying adolescence and preparing to work with young people.


We hope you will find the book useful, and that if you do so, you will in turn recommend the book to others who might benefit.


There are many people we would like to thank, but naming them would destroy the anonymity we promised. We will limit ourselves therefore to our publishers at Piatkus, notably Judy Piatkus, Penny Phillips, Gill Bailey, Anna Crago, Jo Brooks and Helen Stanton, Anne Lawrance, Meri Pentikäinen and Gemma Conley-Smith; Dame Jacqueline Wilson who wrote the Foreword; Olivia Sheldrake who wrote the powerful poem we feature in Chapter 3; and our partners, families and friends.


Gill Hines and Alison Baverstock




CHAPTER 1


What is a teenager?


The obvious answer is any young person whose age ends with ‘teen’, but when we talk about teenagers, read or write about teenagers or study teenagers it means a great deal more. It’s not uncommon these days to hear parents describe even young children as ‘like a teenager’ as the term has come to mean a whole set of behaviours and attitudes. It would probably be more accurate to describe young people as adolescent, meaning the stage of becoming adult, and much of the literature these days does so, although parents and teachers generally still use the term ‘teenager’.


The term ‘teenage’ was first used at around the end of the nineteenth century as an adjective to describe a young person but it wasn’t until the 1940s that it started to be used as a noun, so a ‘teenage boy’ became a ‘teenager’. The term probably started in America but by the 1950s it was widely used in the UK too, and the notion of a separate culture for teenagers began to grow. Like most cultural shifts this was most obvious in music, literature, film and clothing, as people in the creative industries began to realise there was a huge and growing market among adolescents. By the 1960s there were also television and radio programmes designed specifically for young people, which began to both reflect and direct teen behaviour and thought. As the teen market became more affluent from the 1970s, so there was an explosion of commercial development geared towards parting them (or their parents) from their cash, with fashion shops ranging from the designer to the cheap high street targeting teens, the traditional pub becoming a bar offering alcohol in new young-person-friendly ways (such as cocktails and shots), and the proliferation of fast-food outlets designed to appeal to the less health-conscious young.


Today we live in a world where young people have their own everything, from gadgets to bottled water, as every manufacturer considers what young people want as well as adults when designing their range of products. The millions of Western gap-year travellers have created a path around the world of shops and bars selling things teen travellers will spend money on, and the notion of a teenager has also spread.


But what characterises teenage behaviour? Most teens would answer that they want to have fun, they want to explore the world around them, they want to explore the strength, sexuality and energy of their ‘new’ bodies, and they want to be free to do all of the above!


Most parents would say that teenagers lack ‘common sense’ and often make foolish or even dangerous decisions, they are often rude or taciturn, and have periods of being full of energy they don’t know what to do with or of being completely flat out for hours at a time. They eat too much or too little – and sometimes both – they are argumentative and can throw tantrums like a small child if they don’t get their way, they take risks without realising it, experience life as an unending series of dramas, and dislike everything!


Of course those are just the negatives. They can also be funny, spontaneous, kind, passionate about injustice or unfairness in the world, fearless, loving, clever, willing to take on new challenges at the drop of a hat, vulnerable and thoughtful.


The trouble is they can show all of the above qualities – which, if nothing else, keeps you on your toes.






REFLECTION EXERCISE


Take a moment to think about your teenager as they are at this time of their life – and perhaps as they have been in the last year or so.


Make a list of both the negative and positive attributes they display – try not to base your answers on how they were but on how they are now.


Perhaps two years ago:




	They were generous and kind but now they are quite selfish


	They were chatty and talkative but now they are uncommunicative or quiet


	They were happy to spend time at home but now they want to be out doing things all the time















	My teenager now: Positive qualities or behaviour

	My teenager now: Negative qualities or behaviour





	 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	






If the list of negative qualities outweighs the positive then you are not alone. But now look again. Unfortunately many of the negative behaviours associated with adolescents can be so dramatic that we stop noticing the good ones, which, after all, have often been there for a very long time – and maybe are there still, just temporarily hidden from view.


Many adolescents are not having a wonderful time either as they can often feel that adults don’t understand them or just try to be obstructive or controlling. Compared to their child self they feel very grown-up, but we with our wise hindsight know only too well that being grown-up is very different. Unfortunately for them they don’t know this – but they will one day.


WHAT MAKES A TEENAGER BEHAVE THE WAY THEY DO?


It is still the belief of most parents that these changes in behaviour are caused by hormones, and this was a widely held belief until fairly recently. We now know that hormones have some effect of course, but most of these are on the body and the sexual behaviour of an individual; the big changes come from a radical restructuring of the brain. So the bottom line is, your teenager really can’t help it!


It has only been since the end of the twentieth century that scientists have been able to study live brains using MRI scanners, and they have discovered some amazing things about teenage brains that have changed the way we see them and their behaviour. These changes start around 11 or 12 years old (usually slightly earlier in girls than boys) with a massive explosion of new pathways in the brain, which makes the pre-teen years so important in terms of both education and parenting.


THE TEENAGE BRAIN (IN VERY SIMPLE TERMS)


The brain has some recognisable areas which are very important for certain elements of our memory, character, personality or behaviour. It is how these interact with each other that makes us the unique individuals that we are.


Our genetic code, passed to us by our parents, plus anything that affects our development in the womb (such as nutrition, alcohol, hormones, drugs, stress, etc.) determine the physical structure and possibly the capabilities of our brain, and the rest gets laid down by our life experience, with different parts of the brain developing at different times. The main building blocks are billions of cells called neurons that make connections with other neurons as we experience our lives. These connections are called synapses and there are so many of them in everyone that they cannot be counted. They create ‘pathways’ in the brain so when we come across a situation we have experienced before we don’t need a new pathway, we can use the old one. As a baby we learn everything this way, from language to how to get our parent’s attention – what worked once will be used again. In this way, one tiny pathway at a time, we develop into the people we are.


The bit of the brain associated with logic and thinking things through is the prefrontal cortex, basically the large part that sits at the front and top of our brains. This grows synapses throughout our lives to help us make use of all the information stashed away elsewhere in the brain. Our emotions come from a part of the brain at the back, near where the spine and all its nerves join the brain.


In teenagers the whole brain is being ‘pruned’ – getting rid of many of the pathways that are no longer necessary as they have been superseded with more appropriate ones – and this pruning starts essentially at the back of the brain, creating some disturbance in the emotion centres as the old pathways no longer work as they did, and progresses forward to the front brain. The prefrontal cortex is the last part of the brain to be restructured in this way, and is not completely ‘streamlined’ and fully operational until the person is in their early to mid-20s.






‘I remember the moment I realised I had grown up. It was when I was working in my first teaching job and struggling with everything I needed to do. I was at home writing my lesson plans for the morning when a friend phoned and invited me to join a group of friends in the pub. My first reaction was relief at getting out of the flat and talking to non-teachers for an evening but my second thought was that if I go to work without being adequately prepared I will have a very bad day. I chose to stay home and do my work.’ Teacher








MRI scanning also suggests that as parts of the prefrontal cortex are effectively closed for business, other areas of the brain take on a lot of the workload. One of the most noticeable effects of this is in communication. In adults our communication is filtered through our logic centre (most of the time anyway), but in young people the part of the brain that lights up when they communicate is the emotion centre of the brain. This is why if you’ve ever travelled on a school bus with young people you can feel as if war is about to break out although they feel they are communicating normally with each other. It also helps to explain why young people experience emotions so powerfully as they haven’t got the buffering capability of logic to make sense of how they’re feeling.


The prefrontal cortex also operates as a central control system, sending signals to the part of the brain that is best equipped to deal with them. When this isn’t working properly signals can indeed end up going astray, so that the reaction of a young person to something might be hard to understand and hard for them to verbalise. A typical adult reaction is to ask why they did something. This is often met by an emotional outburst or by blaming you when what they really mean is ‘it’s not to do with any part of myself that I recognise’.


There are some other changes in the brain which are worth knowing about too as they contribute to the typical teenage behaviour pattern. Some structures in other parts of the brain are streamlined early on in the process, such as the area of the brain that deals with pleasure and reward. However, this part of the brain, called the nucleus accumbens, tends to show an exaggerated response to medium and large rewards and almost no response to small ones. So in days gone by a smile or a thank you would have given your child pleasure; now it needs to be money or a new iPad! Your pleasure (or displeasure) at their behaviour will also barely register for most young people.


Other tasks of the prefrontal cortex are letting us know when we are safe and helping us spot errors in our own judgement. In young people their changing brains impair these, leading to the predictable outcomes of increased risk-taking and poor choices. If you incorporate the heightened desire for medium to high reward and poor processing and error judgement, you get much of the behaviour that characterises a teenager. Some will be blindly taking risks; others may be overwhelmed by anxiety as they feel everything is a huge risk.


Also during this period of development the brain starts to encase synapses with a substance called myelin, making them, to all intents and purposes, permanent. This means that many of the experiences and behaviours begun in adolescence from the age of 11 to 12 until the early 20s can become ‘set in stone’. Many people remember the music, friends and clothing of their teenage years far more clearly than any other period of their life due in part to this process. As we age we tend to lose synapses, but the longer they have been there in a protected state, the longer they tend to remain.


Research has also shown that adolescents temporarily take a backward step with some of the skills of late childhood, such as the ability to empathise and the ability to read other people’s emotional clues – including body language, facial expression and tone of voice. What we see as rudeness, selfishness or not caring about others may often be simply a reflection of these changes. It isn’t that young people don’t care, it’s that they don’t see or understand the impact their communication and behaviour has on others. Their prefrontal cortex isn’t letting them know how others will be affected by their behaviour, nor is it letting them see what the impact is of their highly emotional response to criticism or curtailment.


Unfortunately what is going on inside the brain cannot be seen, and it’s also hard to understand for both us and them – young people can often feel as if they are going crazy, because they are experiencing so many conflicting emotions at once. When trying to use their prefrontal cortex to work things out, evidence suggests they tend to over-use it, to over-think, which may leave them unable to make choices or to see conspiracies everywhere!


PHYSICAL CHANGES


The physical changes of adolescence are well known to everyone and include the development of the sexual body parts and sexual hormones. They also include an increase in sweating – often accompanied by a particular adolescent body odour – a rapid increase in body hair (and developing facial hair in boys), and some odd side-effects like uncontrollable blushing or itching in intimate places.






‘When my son was about 13 he would sometimes have several of his friends over to play computer games and I used to let them use the back room downstairs. After they had left it used to smell strongly – like hamsters! They were all lovely boys but they all let off a very strong “animal” smell. I used to have to open all the windows – and keep the door shut – for a couple of hours to air the room out once they’d left.’ Mother








The development of sexual body parts and functions can be embarrassing or difficult for young people and it is not uncommon for them to feel particular discomfort around the parent of the other sex, so boys with their mothers and daughters with their fathers. Boys who are experimenting with masturbation and possibly porn may find it hard to meet their mum’s eye (we sometimes have a long-seated belief from childhood that mums can read our minds through our eyes); girls may feel shy or embarrassed during their early periods being around their dad, particularly if they know he is aware of what is happening for them.


It is normal for children approaching puberty to become more secretive about their bodies, which can mean parents are shut out of many discussions or sharing of anxieties that go on. Making sure your child has access to good information, good friendships and knows where to go for advice is probably as much as you can do once puberty has begun, but a wise parent will make sure they talk with their child about body changes and the changes of adolescence long before the hormones kick in.


OTHER GENERAL CHANGES


Just like in babies, the brain changes of an adolescent happen while they are asleep – thankfully. So it is both understandable and necessary for young people to need a great deal of sleep so all that restructuring can happen. They may be full of energy one minute and out like a light the next, or perhaps go to bed and not emerge for 24 hours after a busy day or reduced sleep the night before. Their body clocks are geared towards the needs of their brains and not the clocks the rest of us use. One of the problems with modern life for adolescents is that they don’t usually even start to feel sleepy until about 11 p.m., when a key substance for sleep called melatonin starts to be produced in their brains. Most of them, lacking the ability to consider possible outcomes and consequences properly, will resist sleep for as long as they can – especially as much of the more desirable TV is on later at night. If they are getting up for school or college at 7.30 or so this is obviously going to be difficult, and more than one parent has resorted to throwing a glass of water over their dozy child to get them up.


The double trouble of a rewiring brain and escalating sex hormones can make some young people become acutely self-conscious when out in public and they may even act quite out of character if they feel other people are watching them, particularly younger men and women. They can act extremely shy or embarrassingly loud and showy; they can play it cool to the point of looking slightly ridiculous, or be so excited and boisterous they create silence around them everywhere they go in public. As far as they are concerned, adolescents are at the very centre of the universe; they lack the ability to see themselves as others see them – to understand that to others they may come across as completely self-absorbed. For them, for a while at least, they are living their lives in the spotlight, all eyes are on them at every moment. Some will even ‘play to the cameras’ when they are alone.


Your temporarily self-centred teen might find it incredible that you haven’t spent all day working to make their life happier or more comfortable, that you haven’t remembered every detail of the complex story they told you a fortnight ago, or that you haven’t washed and ironed the outfit they want to wear in two hours’ time because you know they are going out and you know that is their best outfit!


Living with a teen can be frustrating and very hard work, and living with two or three at different stages of the process can seem like an uphill struggle. But the good news is it will pass. All the time and talk you put in will not be wasted. Helping them make sense of the world and their own minds and bodies will help them move through this sometimes difficult and sometimes dangerous transition to adulthood with relative ease – and have plenty of stories to share at a later date.




CHAPTER 2


Parenting a teenager






‘After years of being the one in charge of the children I suddenly find my authority and judgement questioned all the time by my teenagers. This has come as quite a shock.’ Mother








When a baby is born, we learn how to feed it, change its nappy and get it to sleep. We are firmly in charge. Then, as the child grows, we are there to be supportive and encouraging, and to put things right when they go wrong.


Parenting teenagers is different. Strangely, the realisation that the goalposts have moved often takes parents by surprise. All of a sudden we find that our children are young people with their own strong opinions, who often don’t accept our judgement, and the practices and tricks we relied on when we were parenting small children don’t seem to work any more.


Doing everything for your children can be a hard habit to break. Yet raising confident teenagers means renegotiating boundaries and encouraging them to take the initiative. Encouraging your teenagers to do things for themselves can mean that everything takes much longer, and makes a lot more mess (and probably noise), and this can be very irritating. But such encouragement is in everyone’s interests. There’s no point in driving teenagers everywhere if it means they don’t, or can’t, recognise danger signals when they first meet them in the street, or in making their breakfasts and doing their ironing if it means they can’t do anything for themselves once they leave home.


We also need to consider gender balance within the family. There is evidence suggesting that mothers go on doing things for boys longer than for girls. Girls are given more responsibility (despite generally being allowed far fewer freedoms and less money) and are expected to take care of themselves far sooner. And so they do!


As well as recognising that all teenagers need to do things for themselves, you need to renegotiate your role as a parent. Whereas parents of younger children are assumed to be right, parenting teenagers calls for a much more consensual approach – and admitting you are not always right is a really strong start. You are beginning a dialogue that encourages your teenagers to make their own moral and ethical choices, helping to foster their sense of self.


While at one level letting go is many parents’ dream, letting go too soon is most parents’ nightmare. To a parent, teenagers so often (in the right light!) still seem like vulnerable, downy-cheeked children, and our knowledge of the world means we’re aware just how easily a wrong choice could damage and hurt them.


The great challenge of parenting teenagers is to let them become who they are going to be, even if you had your heart set on their being something else – like a world leader or an Olympic champion. You have to let go step by step, while dealing with your own fears, insecurities, unmet dreams and hopes – and life after they have moved away.


HOW TO SPOT A SUCCESSFUL YOUNG PERSON


The purpose of this book is to help you raise independent, self-assured and confident teenagers. So it helps if we start by thinking about how to spot a successful young person.


A successful young person:




	Is considerate of the feelings of others


	Accepts and understands cause and effect, and knows that their actions have consequences for others


	Is able to empathise


	Is in contact with their own sense experiences (knows how they feel)


	Knows how to communicate and express their own sense experiences and feelings


	Feels accepted and valued


	Has a sense of their own rights


	Is developing a sense of morality


	Understands that different behaviour is appropriate in different contexts


	Has good self-esteem


	Maintains friendships with both sexes


	Is able to discuss problems with friends of both sexes


	Communicates effectively with a sexual partner/potential partner


	When in a sexual relationship, thinks about, plans and implements safer sex strategies and negotiates the use of contraception


	Is self-motivated and can use their time well, including study and free time


	Is able to make choices by considering options and consequences


	Recognises when help is needed and knows how to access it





It’s interesting to think about how many of the attributes listed above also relate to you, the parent. Confidence, values and fairness run in families, but I doubt they’re genetic!


In the course of hundreds of hours’ work with parents, some basic principles for raising confident teenagers have developed. I’ll be referring to these again and again in this book, and they underpin all my recommendations.




My parents’ teen toolkit




	
Talk, don’t tell. Everyone responds better when they’re talked to rather than told what to do. Telling easily becomes nagging, which simply doesn’t work. Talking is particularly important after disagreements. If we don’t establish why something happened, then hurtful words and threatening behaviour can become a pattern that gets repeated next time a similar situation arises. I’ve always found a good way to start is with an apology – for ignoring them, being cranky, not listening, being obstinate or whatever I’ve done to inflame things. But it has to be sincere!


	
Don’t expect them to get your viewpoint! Empathy is learnt behaviour, and it develops over a lifetime. Parents often dismiss teenagers as selfish and self-centred, concerned only with their own priorities and unable to identify with others. But to help your young person to understand both your feelings and their own, and to encourage them to be sympathetic to others, you have to show them how to do it. Discussing soap operas or news stories and then asking questions like ‘How do you think she felt about …?’ is a great way to start.


	
Learn to recognise and express your own feelings – not just anger. Teenagers often typecast their parents as angry about most things. Anger is often a mixture of many emotions – fear, sadness, frustration, jealousy, loneliness, hurt, feeling left out – but if all you show is anger, that’s all they’ll get. So when you feel angry, try to take a step back; walk away until you are calmer. Then ask yourself what this situation is really about. Is it just about your frustrated desire to be in control or are there other feelings or worries to be aired? Being able to identify your own real feelings, however conflicting or confusing, will help them to be clearer about theirs.


	
Wait before you speak. There are many circumstances that require a conversation about a particular issue – such as what time your teenager is to come home by or what they wear to go out. But the time to have this conversation is not when the situation arises – then there will be too much emotion in the air. Instead, wait until you can talk on an equal basis and in a rational frame of mind; don’t start just as they’re departing through the front door for a night out – or at 3 o’clock in the morning when they promised to be back by midnight. And talking before an incident is always better than after.


	
Negotiate. Think how you feel if a decision is imposed on you from above … decisions arrived at through negotiation are much easier to stick to. Give and take on both sides makes freedoms and privileges more highly valued, and increases the young person’s sense of responsibility. What about a clothing allowance in return for additional help at home; permission to stay out late in return for a serious discussion of personal safety issues? By making a problem or issue partly ours we can also make it clear that it’s up to everyone to get things sorted – it’s not just their mistake or their behaviour that needs to change. Practise using non-blaming language: instead of saying ‘You hurt me’ you could try ‘That hurt’.


	
Try to forget that you know best. We all learn through experience, but usually our own experience (or that of our peers) rather than our parents’. So it doesn’t matter how many times you tell your teenagers that a particular action may have difficult consequences; nothing will stick in their memory (and guide them in the future) like finding the same thing out at first hand. And if things do go wrong, nothing is more annoying than a judgemental ‘I told you so’.


	
Your young person has a point of view. It will probably be shaped by the way they as individuals respond to the beliefs and attitudes they have grown up with at home, as well as to peer pressure and external role models. What’s more, about many things, they know more than you do. Accept this and respect it. Even if you don’t agree with their viewpoint, they have a right to it. You can’t control someone else’s actions or thoughts. The art of living harmoniously with teenagers is about just that: living with them rather than trying to manage them.


	
Family life is no picnic. But learning to negotiate with others, to read signals and to respond to needs is hugely valuable. Take the rough with the smooth – and remember to celebrate every good moment.


	
Show them that you love them. And take pride in their demonstrations of affection, wherever they occur, however infrequently. If you spot the highs as well as getting through the lows, life with teenagers becomes much more enjoyable.


	
Be flexible. There are times when teenagers want you to treat them with distant respect and others when they’re happy with hands-on contact; their requirements may move back and forth between the two as circumstances demand. A young person with a broken heart may need some very hands-on nurturing, whereas one in the first stages of an exciting new relationship will probably want to be taken very seriously – but tell you little. Flexibility is the key: allow them to be nurtured like a child, but not necessarily seen as a child, as the situation demands.


	
Take a moment to see it from their point of view. I know only too often it feels that they’re the ones not seeing it from ours, but let’s face it – how can they? We’ve been where they are; they have never been in our shoes. Sometimes, when you find yourself locked in yet another example of their gross lack of consideration for others or determination to break the rules, try to let go of your adult, intellectually based decisions and put yourself in their emotionally based process. Try the following exercise as an example.












FLASHBACK


Here’s a flashback exercise for you to try, to encourage you to try to think back in time. Try to remember being 14 or 15. Now try to consider:




	Whose opinion mattered most in all the world to you?


	Was it a friend, some cool older peer, or even a sibling?


	Maybe there was someone you fancied who hardly seemed to know you existed – whose praise you would have liked to have had more than anything else?





Now take this reflection a stage further and try to see yourself at the same age, but now in in a shoe shop with your mum.




	What are her criteria for choosing a new pair of shoes to buy for you?


	Does she think cost, durability or school-worthiness matter most? Or is she juggling a combination of these things?


	Meanwhile, what are your criteria for choosing a pair of shoes?





Looking back, you can probably see your mother’s point of view. But did you do so at the time? Now the positions are reversed and it’s you in the parental role, and you are probably adopting the same criteria as your mother. The bottom line is that the person paying is not using the same criteria as the young person who will be wearing them. Armed with this understanding perhaps there’s some compromise that can be made? Perhaps she can top up the cost from her allowance? Perhaps she’ll go without something else that she was going to have? Perhaps you can get her two cheaper pairs and have one for out-of-school wear?








Parenting teenagers isn’t rocket science – though at times it may require the patience of a saint. You simply need to recognise, and perhaps hone, all the interpersonal skills you’ve acquired yourself throughout a lifetime of adventures and knocks. You can’t give them that wisdom directly, but you can teach it to them through example.


WHAT MAKES A GOOD PARENT?


Through discussions with hundreds of parents and dozens of workshops I have produced the following list – in no particular order – of attributes for a good parent from the point of view of the teenager:




	Listening without judgement


	Setting clear boundaries and enforcing them


	Making sure there is enough to eat


	Making sure the home is warm and safe


	Loving you


	Helping you to sort out your problems


	Making sure you eat well


	Offering advice and support


	Letting you be yourself


	Being friendly


	
Managing the day-to-day routine for lots of people


	Ensuring nothing gets forgotten


	Keeping an eye out for you without being intrusive


	Managing the family finances


	Driving you about


	Being willing to bend the rules sometimes


	Showing affection


	Being an arbiter in family disputes


	Providing guidance in situations where a moral choice has to be made





Which of these do you think are the most important? If your child is willing, get him or her to think about it too, and then each write down the numbers in your own order of priority. How do your lists compare? Are your priorities the same?


I asked a 14-year-old to draw an ideal mother. Her drawing is shown below. Before you look at it in detail, can you draw an ideal teenager? Drawing is an excellent way to prompt thinking – because you are using a different part of your brain. Sometimes, when asked to explain how they feel in words young people, and in particular young men, can’t think what to say. By using a more creative approach (perhaps a list, a series of lines or a drawing) they can choose a method of non-verbal communication that gets across what matters to them.


[image: image]


THE KEY TASKS OF A PARENT


Most people (both teenagers and their parents) see that parenting falls into three main areas. These are:




	Managing (ensuring there is enough food, enough money)


	Nurturing and caring (loving and showing affection)


	Guiding (setting clear boundaries, listening without judgement, making moral choices)





When asked, teenagers usually say they regard the roles of nurturer and guide as the most important – and so do their parents. But parents often feel that their daily lives are so taken up with management tasks (ensuring the fridge is full, getting the teenager to the right place at the right time), that they don’t have enough time for the nurturing and guiding. If this sounds like you, perhaps you need to allocate more time to the priorities at the top of your list above.


The importance both you and your young person attach to the setting of boundaries is worth a look. Parents often find them much easier to set up than to stick to; teenagers are likely to complain about them whatever they are. But feedback from teenagers consistently shows that they think the very act of setting boundaries shows that you love them and care about what they get up to. So while they may complain about having to be home by a certain time, or about their stingy allowance, they would rather you set rules than didn’t. And they’re not going to get any fun – or kudos – out of bending the rules if the rules are made of rubber in the first place.


It’s important to remind yourself that, as I said earlier, you can’t control someone else’s actions or thoughts. However much you may sometimes wish things were different, parenting a teenager is about working with them in all things. You are not in control. You may be in charge of the family finances, and your children are financially dependent on you, but they still have minds of their own. For example:


Who is parenting your teenager?


We’ve got used to the concept of ‘time famine’, and there never being enough time to go round. But just because you’re out all day, and your teenagers no longer legally require a child-minder, doesn’t mean that the need to parent them goes away. Try asking yourself: are your teenagers being brought up by you, or by the Internet or the television, or by the other kids they meet on the train or the estate where you live?






REFLECTION EXERCISE


Spend a moment thinking about who is influencing them and shaping their values. Suggestions might include:




	You, their parents. Are you having conversations with them on a regular basis? Do you know (or even have any idea) what they really think?


	Grandparents. Even if not geographically close, relationships with grandparents can be active via Skype or mobile phones. The often greater availability of grandparents can make them a particularly useful support to your young person.


	The extended family (e.g. aunts, uncles, cousins) who can be significant role models for your young person.


	Their peer group, now not just available to talk to when they meet, but available to them constantly through social media and messaging technology.


	Teachers and administrators at school or college; in addition to teaching staff many schools now offer supporting staff such as counsellors and advisors.


	Celebrities and those in popular culture can have a big influence on young people who follow their every word, often whether relevant to them or not, and derive their own meaning from what they say.


	Popular culture portrayed by the media – about money, jobs, the value of being famous – can all impact on how young people feel about themselves and others.










Below is a simple diagram with levels of impact marked in the form of rings. I suggest you fill in the diagram for your young person by entering all the people or agencies that influence them in terms of their thinking, behaviour or self-belief. Try to think not only about which ring you place them in, but also where within each ring.


[image: image]


You many find, as adults often do when considering young people, that you have placed these influences according to how you would like them to be or how they were for you.


Now ask your young person to look at what you have put on the diagram, and ask them to change it or adjust it to reflect their reality.


By far the most profound influence on the way young people behave and the choices they make are their peer group. It has always been the case that during adolescence young people begin to identify more strongly with peers than adults. Adults’ views can become the marker for all that is out of date or irrelevant – which is why young people rarely wear what a parent suggests or want to spend time on leisure activities identified by adults.


While peer influence was important to us in our development it has changed dramatically in the last few years in that young people are now almost constantly in touch with their peers through social media and gadgets. They are relaying every decision to friends, commenting on every action and thought of others and inhabiting a virtual space with their peers at all times. In turn this peer group is constantly influenced by the actions and thoughts of key individuals that they have decided to follow through popular culture and mass communication. More than any generation in history your young person is being parented by the people they like and admire in a remarkably intimate way. Whether it is a footballer, a musician, an actor or a non-specific ‘celeb’, their choices, words and actions are as close and immediate to your teen as you are – and sometimes closer!


All the above were available to us in some form. What has, however, changed for our young people is the ongoing extent to which they can be accessed today – mostly online. The young person generally has access to online information on anything they choose, and given the power of screens to absorb attention to the exclusion of everything else, information available online can be highly influential. But being able to access information in this way does not mean that what is being accessed is either unbiased or broad-ranging.


WHY GOOD PARENTING MATTERS


How we have been parented ourselves is the foundation of what we, in turn, are able to offer as parents. It’s not a good idea to assume that others in a leadership role, such as teachers and school administrators, are also parenting your young people: they may be meeting their material needs but almost certainly lack sufficient time to really develop them as people. Most professionals will not present moral or value-led opinions through their work, and teachers and youth workers are trained to be inclusive of a range of views and thoughts. This is a strength of their practice, but while parents will want to promote both acceptance and inclusion as principles they also need to provide a framework for their children on what is and what is not acceptable. Professionals may be setting and reinforcing clear boundaries, but their reasons may be more professional or institutional than emotional. Love doesn’t come into it. Even if it can sometimes feel restrictive, nothing compares to being loved.


Among young people there’s a strong correlation between those who have been brought up in care and those who become parents themselves at a very early age – perhaps looking for love from a child of their own when they have received little themselves.


Given the general selfishness apparent in society, many parents may question whether it’s worth teaching values at all. Surely it’s more useful to teach them Mr Boffin’s (Our Mutual Friend by Charles Dickens) philosophy of ‘scrunch or be scrunched’?


In fact, it’s because there is so much selfishness in society that we need to teach our young people to behave with consideration and kindness for others. If more people take responsibility for their own actions the world will be a better place.


It’s a good idea to teach young people respect for the law too; to encourage a positive attitude towards those who have positions of authority over them (the police, teachers, probation officers) that is supportive rather than running them down. Parents often feel that they have little impact upon teenagers, but principles they have heard around them all their lives do tend to be absorbed, and they will be sure to pick up attitudes they hear expressed around them if such attitudes suit their purposes.


Empathy for the experiences of others is something that is learnt rather than something we’re born with. With this in mind, think whether the impression you create at home is one of mutual respect. The tone of voice you use when requesting help can be particularly significant. Do you thank them when they do something for you or treat it as your right? Do you return the compliment and hold doors for those who have held them for you? Do you shake hands with young people when you first meet them?


I recently heard someone say, ‘As a parent, you get them through childhood, the diseases and the risk of being knocked down by a car, and then you get to a certain stage – maybe 14 or 15 – and think, well I’m irrelevant now, I’ve done my best, and now it’s up to you, mate.’ I don’t agree. I think the job of parenting is no less relevant as your children get older, but gets more demanding, because you have to observe and guide without taking over, and help them make the right decisions – in the hope that the experience will last them a lifetime. For both the future of our individual families and the future of our society as a whole, nothing could matter more.


WHO ELSE CAN HELP WITH PARENTING YOUR TEENAGER?




	
Other adults you trust. Involving other adults widens your teenager’s horizons. This is particularly important if yours is a single-parent family and your child has little or no contact with the other parent; involve members of both sexes in their upbringing.


	
Family members. Allowing your teenager to go and stay with a grandparent or uncle or aunt can be a very positive experience, and particularly useful if things at home are getting fraught. Reports back (‘so helpful’, ‘so willing’, etc.) often suggest that a different teenager has been to stay! Rather than feeling let down that you do not see this side of them very often, take strength from this clear evidence that they really do know how to behave.


	
Their friends’ parents. Seeing how a different family organises themselves can be really mind-broadening – and you might pick up some useful ideas.


	
Neighbours and friends. If you can’t be there when your teenager comes home from school, is there someone else who can pop in for a cup of tea occasionally? Elderly people are sometimes glad of the company.


	
Carefully chosen mentors. It’s quite common to read in autobiographies of famous people about schoolteachers who had a profound effect on them, encouraging them when no one else seemed to. Often, best-selling writers highlight one particular English teacher who spotted their talent and nurtured it.


	
Books make good parenting assistants. They are often full of (disguised) morals and usually carefully checked before they are published (unlike much of the information on the Internet).


	
Role models in the media. Sports biographies and interviews in the press open young people’s minds to possibilities in their own lives.


	
Information. It’s a good idea to put together a fact file containing some of the information that a young person might need access to: phone numbers for the doctor’s surgery, taxis, the cinema; bus times; pamphlets on contraception, AIDS and other sexually transmitted infections. Keep it in a place where everyone knows where to find it.
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