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For Megan, Lucia, and Sam–
the most important connections in my life.

















The real art of conversation is not only to say the right thing at the right place but to leave unsaid the wrong thing at the tempting moment.





–DOROTHY NEVILLE







If the only tool you have is a hammer, you tend to see every problem as a nail.





–ABRAHAM MASLOW
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Introduction


I respect teenagers a great deal, and I respect the parents of teenagers even more. Nothing in a parent’s life is more trying, confusing, and frustrating than raising a teenager. They are moody, self-centered, and full of mixed messages; at least that’s the way normal, healthy teenagers behave. That will not change. As the parent of a teenager, you know all too well that your job entails setting limits, having big talks, enforcing consequences, helping them to learn from their mistakes, and putting them on course for a happy and successful adulthood. Talk about an exhausting task.


What I find curious, however, is that hardly anyone ever mentions the importance of staying connected to our teenagers throughout their adolescence. Given the enormous To Do List from the previous paragraph, why isn’t anybody addressing practical ways of staying connected to our teenagers throughout this trying time? From a practical perspective, all the items on your To Do List are handled more efficiently, more effectively, and more pleasantly when you are connected to your teenager. For instance, research has shown that the emotional connection between adolescent girls and their parents (especially their mothers) significantly delays the onset of sexual activity. When you are connected, everything else comes more easily and naturally. And when they do misbehave–as they will–nothing worthwhile can happen until your connection is reestablished. The number one complaint of the parents of teenagers is a lack of communication with their teenagers, but even in the face of this, if you are paying attention, thinking creatively, and maintaining your curiosity, your connection will hold steadfast despite the lack of regular heart-to-heart talks.


Beyond effectiveness, there is another reason to maintain your connection with your teenager: It’s fun. Teenagers, for better and worse, are some of the most creative and fun people on the planet, and when you stay connected you, too, enjoy these aspects of your teenager; and in doing so, you regularly replenish your parenting batteries. Besides, sharing humor itself promotes connection. Or, as the humorist Victor Borge once said, “Laughter is the shortest distance between two people.”


Therefore, I find it surprising that although there are many good books on the market about setting limits and such, there are none about how to maintain the connection with your teenager despite everything else that is going on and that is demanded of you. This book fills that gap. Staying Connected to Your Teenager deals exclusively with all that you can do to strengthen and deepen your relationship with your teenager even as you attend to the more standard parental duties. I’ll leave the rest of the To Do List to the other books. 


More than ever before, as your children become teenagers you yearn for a deep connection, and with good reason. First, regardless of the ages of your kids, as a parent you always see the five-year-old in them, and from this frame of reference no five-year-old is ready for puberty and beyond. Second, society appears to have changed for the worse. Even though generations have been saying this since probably before the invention of the written word, it now feels different somehow. The devastation and after effects of the Columbine shootings and the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, are still washing over us. Add to that the crisis in the Catholic Church and Wall Street and we see that each event in its own way has forced us to reconsider the previously safe havens of school, work, and church. Third, over time, adolescence has become stretched out. These days, teenagers are dependent on their parents well past the teen years, at least until the end of college for most, and beyond that for many others.


As a result, parents desperately want a connection that affords them continued influence in their teenager’s life, just as they have had since birth and through childhood. Parents wonder to them- selves, and sometimes even out loud, Why does my relationship with my  child need to change now, during adolescence, when he could most benefit  from my expertise? After all, from the parental perspective, life has worked out quite well for your children when you have taken the lead. Whether in choosing a school, providing limited choices for school attire, or trimming the guest list for the upcoming birthday party, children do well and seem to enjoy going along with, for the most part, their parents’ wishes and desires. In short, children are open to and welcoming of their parents’ influence.


Teenagers, however, are adamant about wanting to change the terms of their parents’ influence over and engagement with their lives. Most teenagers want to run their own lives. Most parents have a difficult time hearing and understanding this shift in power. Thus the proverbial battle lines are drawn. But with teenagers, nothing is quite as it appears at first glance. With a more discerning second look, you begin to see, to the surprise of most adults, that teenagers still want their parents involved in their decisions. It’s just a matter of degree. Parents generally want more control than teenagers are ready, able, or should relinquish. That is, parents want the same relationship that existed through the first twelve years of their children’s lives to continue throughout adolescence. However, in the spirit of growing up, establishing an identity, and becoming an adult, teenagers cannot allow this old relationship to continue unfettered.


 Therefore, if your reason for reading this book was to figure out how to get your teenager to comply with your wishes and sage advice then, alas, this is the wrong book for you. These opposing perspectives will not shift after reading this book. These differences are givens. With that in mind, the real question is how to reach across this gap for meaningful contact with one another, which is what this book is all about–how to stay connected to your teenager even though you have different agendas.


As your child enters adolescence, the challenges you both face are enormous. For instance, if you give up on trying to stay involved in your teenager’s life, she will suffer enormously from what is essentially your abandonment of her. At the same time, if your teenager relinquishes control of her life to you, she will never grow up and will still live with you well into her forties. Fortunately, there is plenty of room for creative and useful parental stances in between these two extremes of abandonment and micromanagement.






Rethinking an Old Metaphor


Psychologists and various social scientists often talk about the theoretical concept of separation, and the need for adolescents to separate from their parents and families and establish their independence. Adolescence is thought of as a time when teenagers venture out on their own to discover themselves, so that they can come back to their families as fully individuated adults. Fat chance. The simplistic notion of independence versus dependence in the context of separation is outdated and inaccurate–if indeed it ever was a reflection of reality–and it needlessly pits parents and teenagers against one another. Connection is the foundation of a healthy parent-teenager relationship–a connection that is based on interdependence.


Therefore, you need to erase the idea of separation from your mind and replace it with the concept of extension. That is, during adolescence teenagers need to extend away from their parents, all the while staying connected to their parents. Their job is to extend; your job is to connect.


During infancy, our kids are not only within our sight but also within our reach. In childhood, they are within sight and sometimes within reach, and at the very least, always within the sight and reach of some trusted adult. In adolescence, they are often out of sight and out of reach of us, or any other adult for that matter. Of course, adolescence is also when the stakes go way up. The fallen bike is replaced with the crashed car. The cookie thief is gone in favor of the anorexic. The running round and round in circles to get dizzy and fall down is transformed into the six-pack on Saturday night. It is during adolescence, as much if not more than at any other time of life, that our teenagers need to feel our connection to them and their connection to us. The difficulty is that, at least at first glance, normal, healthy adolescent development seems to obviate this type of relationship. (For proof of this last point, just reflect on how “talkative and sharing” your teenager is with you when he gets home after school on just about any day.) But this stereotype of teenagers not wanting anything to do with their parents is wrong. In fact, healthy adolescent growth is predicated on a solid relationship with parents.


 Be clear, this book does not advocate that you give up your parental responsibilities and obligations so that you can stay friends with your kids. Far from it. Teenagers need their parents as parents first and friends second. Sometimes your relationship will include aspects of friendship and at other times it will feel nothing at all like friendship. (In fact, it will feel strangely familiar, kind of like the perpetual limit-setting role you had when he was two.) The payoff to staying the parent first and the friend second is that your teenager stands a much better chance of successfully navigating adolescence with a parent at his side rather than a grown-up who behaves like a kid trailing behind him. Sure, there are lots of moments of friendship between a parent and teenager, but there are also those critical moments when he needs parents who are willing to fall out of favor for his overall well-being, and, believe it or not, staying connected all the while.






From Manager to Consultant


In an earlier book, Uncommon Sense for Parents with Teenagers, I wrote about how the parent-child relationship changes during adolescence. The metaphor employed was that of manager and consultant. During the first ten to twelve years of children’s lives, their parents are the managers of their lives. For the most part, children like their parents in this role. This is when children spontaneously express their love and fondness for parents: “Daddy, you’re the best daddy in the world!” “Mommy, you’re the smartest person in the world!” “I love our family.” Not only is the role of manager appreciated, but parents also get to make the major decisions for their children: where they go to school, extracurricular activities, sleepovers, doctors’ appointments.


However, once children become adolescents, all this changes. To continue the metaphor, in the beginning stages of adolescence, teenagers fire their parents as the managers of their lives. And, according to normal adolescent development, this is exactly what teenagers should do, which leaves parents in an unenviable quandary–stop parenting (giving up or abandonment) or refuse to be fired (an endless power struggle and countless gray hairs). Fortunately, there is another option. Give up the role of manager and get yourself rehired as the consultant to your teenager’s life. From this perspective, more to the side than face-to-face, parents have tremendous influence in their teenagers’ lives; that is, if they understand how the relationship between them and their teenager has changed and what that means when it comes to their daily influence with their teenager. Uncommon Sense goes on to illustrate and explain this changed relationship in the context of the standard parent concerns: drinking, driving, romance, friendship, curfew, schoolwork.


Staying Connected to Your Teenager picks up on these themes by focusing solely on the connection between parents and teenagers. Given all the changes in the relationship, and given all the decisions teenagers are faced with every day, it is more important than ever that parents have a solid connection with their teenagers–a connection that both parent and teenager appreciate, count on, and value. But the way to establish and maintain this connection is not as straightforward as the connections made during childhood. Now much is dependent on the creativity and perseverance of parents. The good news is that not only is a connection with your teenager viable but it is also something your teenager craves, though she will never say this in so many words.






Adolescence


Adolescence is really two distinct phases of life merged into one. That is, in each teenager resides two different people: the regressed child and the emergent adult. The emergent adult lives at school, on the field, in the music room, at work, in community service, and in front of his friend’s parents. The regressed child lives at home, in front of you (and often behind the closed door of his room). The danger for parents is that you only get to know the regressed child part of your teenager–the person who teases his younger sister, who leaves her messy dishes in her room for days on end, who throws a tantrum when someone moves his favorite CD, who challenges your authority when you remind her to do her homework. Unless you’re on the lookout, it is likely that you will miss ever getting to spot, let alone to know, the emergent adult in your teenager; you will have to depend on the random comments of other adults–teachers, coaches, other parents–who at times, much to your astonishment, extol the virtues of your teenager. And yes, of course you nod your head as this person praises your teenager, but you never dare ask whether your Johnny or Susie is actually meant or if it’s just a case of mistaken identity, as you strongly suspect. This is tragic for both you and your teenager.


You need to get to know this emergent adult to appreciate that the efforts you are putting in as a parent are paying off. You also need to connect to your teenager in some more adult ways. Your teenager needs you to see this part of her to begin to believe in herself. That is, when she looks into your eyes, she needs to know that you see and recognize the adult in her. At the same time, and I know this is perplexing, you need to connect with your teenagers in some childish ways, too, otherwise they grow up too fast.


Experts agree that in adolescence, peers influence behavior more than parents, but they also agree that during the same time parents influence attitudes more than peers. Clearly, behaviors come and go, but attitudes are for the long term, and it’s the quality of the relationships that determines just how much influence we have over and with our teenagers in the development of these long-term attitudes. But influencing long-term attitudes is an enormous challenge. Part of this is because whenever we are with them we are looking to the future, to the men and women they are becoming. We’re constantly extrapolating current behaviors to future times. Teenagers, however, live fully in the present, moment-to-moment. This is why they always give you a strange look when you talk about patterns in their lives. I’m seeing a growing pattern of irresponsibility in your behavior that  worries me: late for school yesterday, missed homework two days ago, and  you forgot to walk the dog today. This is gibberish to your teenager. For her, each example is an isolated event with its own explanation and with no relationship to the other incidents. They are just three distinct moments in time, nothing less, nothing more. Parents live in patterns, teenagers live in moments.


The responsibility for establishing a relationship with the emergent adult in your teenager rests squarely on your shoulders. Getting to know and appreciate this part of your teenager will take enormous amounts of creativity, patience, and faith. And it’s worth every bit of the efforts involved.






Staying Connected to Your Teenager


This book looks directly at the connection between parent and teenager, and aims to give you solid, practical advice, ensconced in psychological and developmental research, on how to understand and how to improve the quality of your relationship with your teenager. Each chapter describes everyday openings and opportunities for connecting and staying connected to your teenager. Each chapter also gives developmental understanding about how and why that approach works. Throughout, you will learn different ways of relating to and connecting to your teenager. Moreover, while and after reading this book, your own creativity will lead you to discover more ways of connecting on your own–which I hope you will share with me. As you read, you will come to have a much more accurate picture and understanding of your teenager during this enigmatic phase of life–and you are in for some surprises along the way.


By the conclusion of this book, you won’t look at your teenager in the same way again. Instead, when you look over at her and she catches your eye and quickly turns away, as do you out of your self-consciousness, you will find yourself drawn to steal another glance. Now you will look for what she desperately wants you to know but can’t tell you. Can’t tell you because she doesn’t have the words and because she doesn’t want to feel like a child who depends on her mom and dad. Now, even though it takes time to read the subtleties between the lines, you will catch her unmistakable look that says: “Please stay connected to me no matter how hard I push. Please.”






















one
Late at Night




It was one of those nights when I kept tossing and turning, but sleep still eluded me. I finally gave up and went downstairs to have a snack and read a magazine, which is exactly what I was doing when my fifteen-year-old son walked in. It was 1:30 A.M., and he was bleary eyed from playing games on his computer. I thought he had gone to bed when he had arrived home “early” from the party, at midnight. Goes to show you how much I know.


“Watcha reading, Dad?”


“Not much.” If I had learned anything from raising two teenagers, it was that even when they asked what I was up to they were never really interested in what I was doing. Then, pointing at my plate, I asked him,“ Want some leftover pie? It’s good.”


“Sure. . . .Dad, how do you know if you’re ready for sex?”


I did my best not to choke on the piece of pie in my mouth. I swallowed and caught my breath, and then remembered that the last time I had checked, my son didn’t even have a girlfriend. I had twenty questions rolling around my head and even more ready-to-go lectures. Instead, I managed to stop myself.“ Where’s this coming from? Did you meet somebody?” Alright, we could have done without that second question.


“No, I didn’t meet anybody. It’s just that everyone seems to be doing it these days.”


I knew that the old If Johnny jumped off the cliff, would you jump  too? was way out of line, so I said nothing. I just looked back at my little boy–who clearly wasn’t so little anymore. After a moment I looked down at my remaining pie and noticed that I was playing with my food. Silence.




Then an amazing thing happened. John began to open up. He told me about how a few of his friends had girlfriends and he missed hanging out with these guys; about how he wanted a girlfriend, too, and was beginning to think something was wrong with him; about sex, and his curiosity about what it was like. He went on like this for ten minutes.


All I did was listen. Early in his monologue, I had realized that my job was to stay quiet and pay attention. To say the least, it was difficult. Finally, when he had finished his second piece of pie, he headed back to his video games as if we had just been talking about the weather. Now I was wide awake, and I knew that in a few moments my wife would be wide awake with me because there was no way I could go to sleep without waking her and talking this through.





At first pass the shocking pace and self-revelation in the above conversation almost makes it seem unbelievable. Believe it. But believe this story only because it occurs late at night, when teenagers act in some rather uncharacteristic ways, especially around their parents. That is, this kind of conversation could never take place when your teenager gets home from school, or at a Saturday brunch, or while cleaning up the dishes after dinner. No, what makes this story the stuff of real life is that it takes place late at night.






Adolescent Sleep


Adults and teenagers have very different wake-sleep cycles, and once you understand these differences you can use them to enhance your relationship with your teenager. Taking this approach to heart means checking your world (and sleep) at the door to cross over temporarily into your teenager’s world of time and biological rhythms. Midnight and beyond is the time of deep conversation for most adolescents, even though for most of their parents it is the occasion of much deserved REM sleep.


The average teenager needs just over nine hours sleep every night, even though the average teenager gets just over six hours. Research shows that adolescents have a different circadian rhythm (sleep-wake cycle) than adults. This biological difference leaves them feeling awake later into the evening and, as a result, unable to fall asleep at the earlier bedtimes of childhood. Most teenagers don’t get sleepy until around 11:00 P.M., which, of course, means they are dragging in the morning when the alarm rings at 6:30 A.M. (Falling asleep at 11:00 P.M. on the button and rising at 6:30 A.M. sharp still means only seven and one-half hours sleep, or ninety minutes shy of what the average teenager requires.) Research conducted at the University of Minnesota indicated that over half the teenagers studied reported feeling most awake after 3:00 P.M. and that 20 percent claimed they fell asleep in school; this comes as no surprise given what time of night they fall asleep and what time in the morning they wake up.


The adult brain, on the other hand, releases the sleep-inducing chemical melatonin at around 7:00 P.M., and this is what makes us so drowsy just after dinner (leading some of us even to grab a catnap on the sofa under the guise of reading the newspaper). This state ensures that we’re in bed at a reasonable hour–if we’re listening to our bodies– so that we are rested (or at least better rested) when the alarm sounds in the morning. Unfortunately, these different realities of teenage and adult sleep patterns only exacerbate the typical teenage mantra, You just don’t understand!




My sixteen-year-old daughter is so damn stubborn. For example, she never gets enough sleep and it’s a major hassle to get her out of bed in the mornings. I swear, most of the time she seems to sleepwalk through breakfast and the ride to school, which worries me because she has been making noises lately about getting her driver’s license. But no matter what I say, she won’t go to bed earlier. I mean, if she just went to bed at 10:00 P.M., everything would work out better.





If you want to see a teenager in her natural sleep habitat, just visit any college dormitory. Midnight is the time of pizza munchies, group dancing in lounges, crisis counseling with friends, existential conversations about the meaning of life, and occasionally, even some studying. Of course, college teenagers understand their wake-sleep rhythms and as a result avoid eight- and nine o’clock classes at all costs. And, if escape from these courses is impossible, they supplement their early rising time with a two-hour, late afternoon nap. (Or they find a note-taking buddy with whom they can alternate class attendance.) The point is that a built-in sleep debt is no longer a given once teenagers enter college–they can work with and around their environment to get the sleep they need. Not so in middle school and high school, where schedules require that students rise early in the morning and remain busy all day and into the evening. The teenager who lives this schedule can get enough rest only by going to bed and falling asleep by 9:30 P.M. at the latest, every night, which isn’t likely or realistic.


All this means that, given the current configuration of most school districts, teenagers are unintentionally set up to accumulate some serious sleep debt, which in turn impinges on their moods, concentration, stress levels, and general ability to learn. Teenagers are more sleep deprived than any other population across the life span. Assuming a last-minute wake-up alarm of 7 A.M., let’s look at how the typical sleep week goes for a high school sophomore:




Sunday Night. She goes to bed at 10:00 P.M., but can’t fall asleep until well after midnight because she isn’t tired, in part because of her biological rhythm and in part because she stayed up until well past 1:00 A.M. on Friday and Saturday nights, and slept in as late as her parents allowed. Minus three hours.







Monday Night. She begins her homework on time but gets distracted by a phone call and some e-mails. Goes to bed at 11:00 P.M., but it takes her an hour of tossing and turning before she falls asleep. Minus  two hours.







Tuesday Night. She does her homework on time but has to counsel a friend on the phone who is having trouble with another friend. 

Then she has to call a couple of other friends to debrief. Goes to sleep at 12:30 A.M. Minus two and one-half hours.







Wednesday Night. She starts her homework late because she is checking in with the friend who had a problem the night before. Then she feels lazy and reads a magazine for a while before finally doing her homework, but she quickly gets too tired to finish the homework but not tired enough to fall asleep. Goes to bed and sleep at midnight. Minus two hours.







Thursday Night. She is anxious about the big test in school tomorrow– nervous because it’s a test and overwhelmed because she didn’t even finish the homework from the night before. She calls a friend to go over what is on the test as well as the homework, but they end up talking an extra half an hour about how stressed out they are over tomorrow’s test and their lack of time to study. Goes to sleep at 1:00 A.M., but gets up an hour early for some extra cramming. Minus four hours.





At this point, our teenager has accrued a sleep debt of thirteen and one-half hours, and that’s a conservative estimate. Worse yet, most sleep experts agree that for every hour of sleep debt we accrue we lose one point from our functional IQ. (Don’t worry, getting caught up on your sleep brings you back to your base-level IQ.) This means that when teenagers have tests on Fridays (when most teachers give exams so they can correct them over the weekend and give them back to the students on Monday), most students are down at least thirteen points on their functional IQs. In short, Friday is the worst day of the week to test teenagers.


To complete the above scenario, most teenagers count on the weekends to reduce their sleep debt; on Saturday and Sunday mornings, they sleep in until noon and beyond, as well as grab naps whenever possible (usually when they are supposed to wash the car or rake the leaves). This drives parents crazy. In our society, sleeping late translates into sloth and lazy behavior, an attitude that will get our kids nowhere fast. One of every parents’ top fears is that their teenager will never learn to push himself or put in an honest day’s work. Ironic–for teenagers it’s just about being tired, but for their parents it’s about a good work ethic.






Using Their Sleep-Wake Cycle to Connect


The silver lining to the reality that society and biology seem to conspire against your teenager’s getting enough sleep is that the sleep debt gives you the perfect opportunity to connect with your teenager, for several reasons. First, they’ve had time to reflect on their day and to put it into perspective–to connect attitudes with behaviors, relationships with moods, big ideas with daily habits. In other words, they have things to say. Second, because it’s the end of the day, their normally hypervigilant defenses are relaxed, and they’re more apt to say things that they otherwise wouldn’t discuss. Third, and again because of the late hour, there is no competition for their attention.

No friends calling or dropping by. No critical choices to make about which party to go to later that evening. No agonizing decisions over what clothes to wear.


Teenagers open up most naturally late at night, and wise parents take advantage of this reality; an intrepid few even plan for these opportunities.




For the past couple of years, I’ve planned late-night spontaneous talks with my daughter–she’s now at the end of eighth grade. Every couple of months, on a Friday or Saturday night that she stays at home and watches movies or television, I say my usual “Good night” at 10:00 P.M. and head up to my room for bed. Only on these nights I set the alarm for 1:00 A.M. When the alarm sounds, I hit the snooze a few times before getting up and stumbling downstairs. It’s at this point that I fudge the truth with my daughter–I swear, it’s the only time.


“What are you doing up, Mom?”


“Insomnia, just couldn’t sleep.” Never mind those four snooze alarms.


Then I go into the kitchen and fix us each a cup of warm tea and a snack. Then I plop down on the sofa next to her and watch whatever is on the screen, hoping for some commercials or the end of the rented movie; at this point, I knock on her door. “So how are things with you?” Then I wait.


It’s almost always the same: At first, she speaks haltingly, but then once she gets some momentum she more or less free associates in front of me. And all I do is nod, give an occasional encouraging grunt, or an expectant look. She does the rest.


I’ve learned more about her life during these talks than I have in all the family dinners we’ve shared during the last three years. The only rule I have for myself is never to interrupt her with my opinions, suggestions, warnings, and, above all else, lectures. Sure, when I’m back in bed a bit later, I’m often left sleepless (and experiencing real insomnia) and anxious over what she has told me, but at least I’m in the loop. Over the next few days, I usually manage to touch base on some of the highlights of those late-night talks with her–the things that kept me awake at night for days afterwards.





Late at night is when your teenager is most reflective, so it’s always worth your efforts to make yourself available when he is willing and able to catch you up on his world. It’s just as important to learn how to stay receptive as an audience. This is not the time to lecture or have your needs met. That is, if you expect a late-night talk to quell your anxiety over the upcoming prom date, then you had better think again. This is the time for them to introduce you to their thinking process as well as the young men and women they are becoming.


Parents often complain that their kids are too busy to talk with them, and to some extent this is true. Still, though, at the same time, this belief isn’t exactly correct, either. The truth is that when they aren’t too busy to talk with us, we aren’t around, we’re usually asleep. The parent who wants to connect with her teenager, therefore, does a certain amount of planning to hang out and remain available late at night, when her teenager is most open to talking. But still some of the best moments happen spontaneously and because you trust your intuition.




My daughter was really upset from the moment she got home, but whenever I inquired about what was up, she gave me that evil teenage stare. I kept my distance: not too far, not too close. Within reach if she needed me, but out of striking distance in case she wanted to vent on me. I had no idea what was bothering her, but she knew that I knew she was upset. I think she was a tiny bit grateful that I wasn’t pushing her to open up, at least that is what I was telling myself.


Before turning in, I gently knocked on her door.


“It’s open.”


“Hi, honey. I’m just going to bed and wanted to say goodnight.”




“Yeah. Goodnight.”


“Okay, goodnight. Um, you seemed upset when you got home, anything I can help you with?”


“No. Well, maybe. Nah, I doubt it. It’s just that . . . ”





It was at this point that the daughter in the above scenario launched into a vivid description of what had transpired between her and her best friend, Elizabeth, at lunch that day. As the daughter told her story, the mom intuitively realized that her child had been playing and replaying the event through her head ever since arriving home–the quality of her voice, the rapid pace of her speech, and her exasperated expressions had tipped her mom off. So after hearing the story, the mom waited to make sure her daughter was finished, then she asked a few simple questions. Before long, her daughter was opening up about all sorts of issues besides what had happened with Elizabeth at lunch. Mom went to bed much later than anticipated that night, and she slept with a smile on her face. Sure, her daughter was dealing with some difficult decisions, but the connection between her and her daughter was intact. Here’s what that mom had to say a few days later:




The next day, however, was a bit strange. By the light of day, we both realized that she had opened up with me much more than she had planned. There was an odd tension between us, actually from her to me–I felt great about the night before. Still, I could sense that for me it was some sort of test. If I pushed her to stay open or brought up all that she had said the night before, I was in for a rude shove. If, however, I could meet her glances, pick up on her nervousness, and give her the space she needed, our relationship was going to get stronger. Weird, as I realized this that next day, all I could think of was the woman at the gym who told me that after a hard workout with the weights, it’s important to give yourself a day without lifting to let the muscles recover and grow.That’s what it felt like with my daughter.





This is worth reemphasizing: The day after opening up to you, your teenager will experience an emotional hangover–she’s worried that she told you too much and is kicking herself for doing so. Expect this and plan for it. This means more than ever following her lead. In other words, don’t rush in to tie up loose ends from the night before; let it all come together naturally over the next few days. Your silent presence reassures her that you are safe to open up to and that you believe in her. This approach lets your teenager know that you have confidence in her and in her ability to handle whatever it is that she is facing, and that you’re always there for her.






Helping Your Teenager Cope


Given the forgoing, if your teenager is like most of her peers, she is somewhat sleep deprived even when she is trying to get enough sleep. Here are a few tips to pass along for getting a better night’s rest. (See chapter 10: “Know Your Village,” for recommendations about how to pass this information along effectively.)







	 Establish a regular bedtime and regular rising time, and stick with it as best as you can. Even if you’re not sleepy, go to bed at your chosen time and, even if you are tired, get up at the appointed hour.


	 Avoid all caffeine (coffee, soda, chocolate) from late afternoon through evening.


	 Give yourself from thirty to sixty minutes of down time before you go to sleep. Turn off the television and computer for the night at the beginning of this down time.


	 Separate your work area and where you sleep–don’t study on your bed. (Or at least clear off your bed before you climb in.) Get regular exercise.


	 Make sure the room is dark when you go to bed. Darkness seems to stimulate the release of melatonin, which helps you fall and stay asleep.


	 If you can’t fall asleep right away, learn to relax either through progressive relaxation or simple daydreaming. Resting while awake isn’t as recuperative as sleep, but it’s better than getting up and turning the computer back on.








Late at Night, Away from Home, and the Phone


Opening up late at night occurs in a few common locations: in the family room, the television playing quietly in the background; in the kitchen while making a snack; in your teenager’s bedroom when he’s settling down. But with teenagers, never expect the expected. In other words, expect your teenager to initiate these talks in and from unusual places. For example, when teenagers are away from home, this phenomenon does not come to an end, it simply adapts. Now the opening up occurs over the phone, and still late at night.




The sound of the phone jolted me out of deep sleep. Out of the corner of my eye, I read the clock: 1:27 A.M. This could only be bad news. “Hi, Mom. It’s Sarah. You asleep?”


“Uh, no, not really. At least not since the phone rang a few seconds ago. What’s up?”


“Nothing. Just thought I would say hi.”


“Oh. Hi. How’s camp?”


“Okay, I guess.”


“What do you mean, ‘you guess?’”


“I knew I shouldn’t have come back here. I’m so depressed and lonely. Can I come home?”


“Let’s hold off on that decision. Tell me more about what’s going on at camp.”





This mom that told me that her daughter then went on for ten minutes straight without interruption. She spoke about how miserable she was; about how all her camp friends had changed for the worse; about how miserable she was; about how the kids were teasing her about her new hairstyle; about how miserable she was; about how she missed her mom, dad, and little brother; about how miserable she was; about how she shouldn’t have come back to camp this year; about how miserable she was, except for this one new kid she had met who seemed kind of cool. By the end of the conversation, her daughter had turned herself around and was feeling optimistic about camp, even though her mom had not given her any advice. Mom simply let her daughter talk it through for herself.


There are two critical points to glean from this last vignette about the combination of teenagers, late at night, and telephones: time-of-day depression and door handle revelations.


When they call home late at night from wherever–summer camp, college, a cousin’s house, travel abroad–you will usually first hear about all the depressing and worst parts of where they are and who they are with. They may even sound clinically depressed. But hang in there before you run off to your local pharmacist, as this is often a time-of-day-depression. Or, as a graduate student in psychology once told me after I had inquired about her younger brother, who was three months into his freshman year at college and away from home for the first time:




Zack’s right on track, but it’s taken the rest of us a lot of work to come to that conclusion. Over the last few months, we’ve all had some scary talks with him–he’s told us all that he is depressed and lonely. He doesn’t feel that he fits in and he thinks that everyone around him is adjusting to college without a glitch, except him. And even though he is smart and has always been a good student, he still thinks everyone at school is smarter and more capable than he is. It got so bad that he was hinting around to my parents about coming home and dropping out.


When I talked to him on the phone, I was sure that he was clinically depressed. He displayed all the symptoms: persistent sadness, hopelessness, lethargy, loss of interest in what had been pleasurable activities, insomnia, trouble concentrating, and lack of appetite. And it was going on for much longer than two weeks. Then a weird thing happened. One day, I called him in the middle of the day, when a meeting I was scheduled for was canceled. He sounded great, like the Zack of old. This made me suspicious, so I called my mom and dad. Sure enough, all our gut-wrenching conversations had occurred late at night with Zack, usually after 11:00 P.M. So for the next few days, we all called him at various times during the day, and sure enough he seemed his normal self to all of us.


Zack wasn’t depressed, he was homesick, which made perfect sense. In other words, he’s a typical college freshman still adjusting to college, living away from home, and making new friends.





When teenagers are away from home and immersed in a new environment– camp, college, group travel–they are consumed throughout the day with adapting and fitting in: people, requirements, unspoken norms, eating habits, pace of life. They are too busy to think about home. But late at night, they stop adapting and start reflecting about home, especially about family and friends. Because of the hyperconsciousness and energy required to adapt to new surroundings, their new daily lives pale in comparison to their near mystical memories of life back home. In other words, they depress themselves. And when you talk with them only late at night, what you usually hear about is how difficult it is to adapt, how poorly they are managing, and how much they miss home.


This is not to say that some teenagers don’t become clinically depressed during the first semester of college, and I would hate to hear that someone had mislabeled real depression as a time-of-the-day depression. Just take your time in jumping to the depression conclusion; with a bit of curiosity and creativity–calling at different times of day and checking in with the dormitory staff–you might pleasantly surprise yourself.


Door handle revelations are another matter entirely. In therapy, this phrase refers to clients who, as they are saying goodbye and reaching for the door, reveal some important information, just when it is too late to discuss it. Oh yeah, I meant to tell you, my wife told me  last night that she is sick of this separation and doesn’t feel that anything is  getting better. So we’re getting divorced. . . . See you next week.


Sometimes after hanging out with your teenager in the kitchen late at night, or after saying goodnight and spending a few extra minutes in the dark talking, or at the end of a phone conversation when one of you has to go, don’t be surprised by these “door handle revelations.” Then trust your instincts. Did he say this to get it out in the open even though he isn’t ready to talk about it? Or was this an invitation to settle back in and get comfortable? Difficult to know. And, as always, it’s a good idea to voice your process aloud, and then take your cues from your teenager. I’m not sure what you want me to do with  that–sit down and talk some more or give you some time and space to  think about it some more. A good general rule of thumb is to sit back down, don’t ask any questions, and wait expectantly. He will either jump right into it or gently shoo you away. If he gives you conflicting messages–telling you to go away as he pats the chair next to the bed–it’s best to stay a bit longer.


But even if he does shoo you away, consider it good news. You passed the test. He revealed something to you that he knows stirred your anxiety, something he knows you have lots to say about, and you stayed present and silent. This means he can trust you with more down the road and that he can come back to you later on about what he has just unloaded. And he will.


One more thought about the phone, and it’s an obvious one: When you speak with someone on the phone, you are unable to see one another, which often makes it easier to open up about vulnerable topics over the phone than in person. Pragmatically, this means that if you have a big conversation with your teenager over the phone, he may not make the leap to the same kind of intimacy when he is eye-to-eye with you.




We’re a totally gadget-oriented family, so we all have cell phones. But what’s really strange is that both my teenagers, Melissa and Laurence, leave me the most personal and glorious messages on my cell phone voice mail. Hi, Mom. Just calling to say hi. You know you’re a great mom  and I know I don’t usually tell you that. Just wanted you to know.Talk to  you later. I’ve got at least half a dozen of their messages permanently saved on my voice mail system. I listen to them when I get down on myself for being an impatient or combative mom.They help, a lot.The odd thing, though, is that when I see them after they leave a message like that, they pretend that they never left it; well, at least, they never reference the message and they definitely don’t go out of their way to treat me like the great mom they allude to in the messages.





Over the phone, teenagers are able to let go of most of the physical self-consciousness they feel, which allows them to speak more directly from their hearts. In these situations, the phone becomes a tool that puts them into a reflective mood. This is especially so with voice mail, as we all have a tendency to free associate when leaving messages for loved ones, often surprising even ourselves by what we say. The same is true for your teenager.


Why?


Some experts suggest that a solid working definition of an adolescent is someone who can’t tell you in any consistent way why she does the things she does. Think about this for a moment. Remember the last time you were perplexed by something that your teenager did or said? You probably responded to her behavior with the classic parent question: “Why did you do that?” Chances are (bordering on certainty) that your teenager shrugged and mumbled something like, “I don’t know.”


What’s a parent to do in a situation like this? Many throw their hands up in frustration and walk away, shaking their heads in astonishment. Others take the direct route: They lecture their kids on the importance of learning to make good decisions. Still others yell at their kids for not thinking and implore them to engage their brains before speaking the next time. And a small minority use these moments to try to teach their teenagers the value of introspection in the name of self-knowledge: Take a few moments to see whether you can  figure it out for yourself–then tell me what you come up with. None of these responses is very effective, and all four of them, to varying degrees, undermine your connection with your teenager.


The reality is that the experts are right in this case–teenagers can’t tell you in consistent ways why they do the things they do. Expecting a logical and well-reasoned response to the Why question is like trying to squeeze water from a rock. There is, however, a rational explanation for all this. Along with their bodies, teenagers’ brains are in the midst of huge growth spurts, specifically in the corpus callosum and the prefrontal lobes, the areas of the brain responsible for mature judgment and decisionmaking skills. Until the brain finishes this growth spurt, teenagers’ impulses are way ahead of their abilities to control them. There is a solid organic explanation for the inability of teenagers to answer the Why question. Whenever any of us acts on our impulses, logic and rational thinking trail behind; this lag is the norm for most teenagers around the time of these growth spurts in the brain because organically they don’t possess the wherewithal to control these impulses consistently.


Unfortunately, parents who do not appreciate this odd, but real, disparity between impulses and decisionmaking abilities often make the situation worse for teenagers. Imagine what it would feel like if you were organically unable to do a certain task, but the authority figures in your life demanded that you successfully complete the task? And how would it feel if they further demeaned your efforts when you tried? The response to this type of interaction is humiliation. And humiliation is hardly the foundation of a strong relationship between parent and teenager. But the specter of humiliation makes matters even worse. If you haven’t already noticed, most teenagers are hyperdefensive; when attacked, rather than retreat in the face of potential humiliation, most take the opposite approach: They attack. This is the stuff of the all-too-common shouting matches between teenager and parent.


However, the parent who understands how brain growth can affect behavior is in a position to make a conscious choice to deepen her connection with her teenager instead of unintentionally pushing her teenager farther away. Sure, this parent still asks the Why question (what adult can stop herself?); but when no response is forthcoming, and her teenager’s face is perplexed, instead of walking away in disgust, or growing angry, or plowing forward with one in a series of lectures, she catches herself and pauses. She takes the lack of response in stride. Then, in her own words, she conveys, “Yeah, I remember what that was like. But don’t worry, you’ll start to make the connections more and more as you get older. Now what are we going to do about this mess?” Instead of feeling humiliated, this teenager now feels at least partly understood. Best of all, the connection between the two has grown stronger–or at the very least, the connection is no worse off.


What’s more, a sharp parent realizes that although her teenager cannot answer the Why? question at the moment, she will have this knowledge down the road a bit, often as she prepares for sleep.




Allen, my eighth grader, was a total pain in the morning before he left for school. He was grumpy, whiney, and made fun of his little sister. That was the last straw, when he started picking on Liz.


“Allen, why are you acting like such a jerk? And stop picking on your sister!”


“I’m not a jerk, you are. Besides, I thought we weren’t supposed to call each other names like jerk.”


He had me on that one. We just stewed in silence for a few minutes before he grabbed his backpack and took off for school through the back door.We both managed a faint-hearted “See ya later,” but nothing more.


We didn’t talk about it at dinner that night, but as Allen was crawling into bed, I stopped by his room.


“Allen, I’m sorry I called you a jerk this morning. There was no need for that.”


“That’s okay, Mom. I was kind of acting like a jerk.”


“Yeah, what was that all about?”


“I think I was nervous about the history test today. I stayed up late studying last night, but when I was getting dressed this morning I remembered that I had forgotten to study one whole section that was going to be on the test.”


“Oh.”


“I was kind of mad at myself, so I guess I took it out on you guys. Sorry.”


“How did the test go?”


“Would have been better if I had studied that section, but not so bad.”





All this is to say that a great deal more is going on beneath the surface of your teenager than meets your eye. This is just another example of why, when in doubt, it’s usually best to sit tight, remain quiet, and bring it up later on, when they’re in a naturally occurring reflective mood.






Haute Cuisine


A first cousin to the late-at-night phenomenon is what happens when you take your teenager to a fancy restaurant. When you can afford such an outing, most teenagers will reveal a wonderful side to themselves over a five-course gourmet meal. Make sure the restaurant is dressy and that your teenager is dressed up sufficiently and a bit self-consciously, just out of his element for the evening.




We had talked about going to Chez Delicio for a couple of weeks beforehand. It was a special dinner to celebrate my son Brian’s upcoming graduation from high school. We all got dressed up: my husband and Brian in suits, and me in an evening gown. It was sort of like our family prom. My son was so adorable, he wasn’t sure how to order, or even which utensil to use, but he didn’t want to ask. When his father leaned over as he was stressing over the correct fork and pointed to the outside one, his sigh of relief was audible. Through most of the evening, our conversation was a mix of current events, playful banter, and the upcoming NBA Championships, which, given the normal grunts and groans over the dinner table at home, was pleasurable and already worth the price of the evening. But then, just after ordering dessert, Brian, without our prompting, began to express some of his feelings about graduating from high school: friends, teachers, regrets, memories. He even told us about some of his escapades, which were way outside of what we knew or suspected, or even wanted to know. I was dumbstruck.Then, after we got home, he went to his room, changed into his old sweats, and went back to his more typical style of communication–monosyllabic.





The haute cuisine approach is effective because of set and setting: They are self-consciously out of their element in an environment where they are expected to act like adults. All this is implicit, and it takes time to sink in. Adjusting to these expectations in unfamiliar terrain is consuming, and it takes a while to settle in. Therefore, it’s usually around the middle of dinner, or sometimes even on the ride home (when their defenses are down as they return to the comfort and familiarity of the family car), when they start to think and speak with you, their parents, like mature adults.


This phenomenon is also present when you visit your teenager in a new environment away from home, perhaps summer camp or college. One caveat, though: It’s usually best to have this visit occur with your teenager alone, without any other friends around–his or yours. But as we’ll see in later chapters, friends offer a different sort of opportunity to connect to your teenager’s world. One practical point: Never expect much from these dinners if your teenager is hard-pressed for time, because then she will rush through dinner so that she can hook up with her buddies. Give yourselves plenty of time.






Connecting in Between


Transitions are hidden opportunities to connect with your teenagers because during these times they are more apt to reveal more of themselves, usually for the better. Typical transitions for reconnecting include holidays, the beginning of the school year, school vacations, the end of the school year, trips away from the family (from sleep-overs to summer camp), graduations, leaving home for college, a first apartment.




A week before his junior year, my son came down with a bad case of food poisoning. He was horribly sick for a couple of days, but recovered quickly thereafter. When he was almost fully recovered, he showed up in my bedroom early one morning–at a time when he is usually sound asleep–with a plate full of pancakes (my favorite) and a tall glass of orange juice.


“Here, Mom, I made some breakfast for you.”


“Uh, thanks, I guess.”This was not like him–the early hour or the breakfast in bed–but I just chalked it up to the food poisoning.


“You’re welcome. I just want to thank you for taking care of me these last few days. I’ll never eat clams again! But I’m hungry and eating again, so I thought you might want some, too.”


I sat up and took the plate full of pancakes–there were more pancakes on that one plate than I eat in an entire year. Although they are my favorite breakfast food, he must have failed to notice that it takes only half a pancake to satisfy my taste buds, but I didn’t want to hurt his feelings.


“Hmm. Good. Thanks.” He was seated at the end of the bed, looking as if he had something on his mind.Then it hit me: School started in two days. “What are your thoughts about going back to school? You were away a lot this summer; do you think it’ll be a little strange going back and seeing everyone again?”


Bulls eye! He poured his heart out (and a few tears, too) until the sun came up. He was sitting on lots of stuff around friends, academics (“Colleges really care about junior year grades!”), and family–his older sister had left for college while he was sick. It was a great heart-to-heart talk, a rarity in our relationship. And, as an added bonus, as soon as he began to talk, he failed to notice that I had put the pancakes down after only a bite or two.









H.A.L.T.


When it comes to the topic of stress, particularly as it relates to sleep, it’s important that we arm our kids with information. I find that kids easily relate to the concept of H.A.L.T., which comes from the twelve-step groups. The acronym is used by recovering addicts as a self-assessment tool to help them avoid relapses into their addictions. In the parlance of these twelve-step groups, the recovering addict never wants to let himself become too Hungry, too Angry, too Lonely, or too Tired. Any of these states leave him vulnerable to the temptation to use again.


For teenagers, I translate H.A.L.T. into the quintessential stress-buster. That is, whenever they are feeling stressed, they need to take a moment to reflect on the acronym, as most of the time it will give them an accurate diagnosis of where needless stress is coming from and what they can do to eliminate it.







	 Your son might realize that, even though it’s 4:00 P.M., he’s eaten only a bagel all day, hence he must have something to eat at the first opportunity.


	 Your daughter might begin to make the connection between staying up late to finish that English paper and her moodiness, hence she grabs a nap if possible, or at least plans to have a good night’s sleep.


	 Your son might understand that missing lunch with his friends was a bigger loss of companionship than he had imagined, so he stops what he is doing to check in with a friend. 

 


	Your daughter might connect that fight she had with you on the ride to school with how frustrated she is with her drama teacher, so she might write about the fight in her journal or talk to a friend during study hall.




Seasoned parents understand that teenagers want to serve as masters of their own domain–this means that they don’t need or want anybody to tell them why they are so moody or so irritating. Worse, if they don’t think they can figure it out on their own, they’ll pretend it isn’t happening. (No, yelling at you isn’t a sign that they are in a bad mood. Or complaining about “chicken again” doesn’t mean they are angry about one thing or another.) That’s the beauty of H.A.L.T.: It’s a tool that assists them in figuring it out themselves; it’s a narcissist’s dream.


Self-understanding also points to a huge difference between adults and teenagers. If an adult realizes she is hungry, she’ll eat something. 

Or if an adult acknowledges loneliness, he’ll call a friend. Not so with teenagers. Just naming the cause of the stress is often enough to get them through that bout of stress. They feel so good about having figured it out that they don’t need to do anything about it, at least at first. That’s how powerful self-understanding is to a teenager.


By the way, H.A.L.T. is also a terrific tool for parents in interacting with their kids. That is, it encourages us to ask and answer two important and difficult questions. Was there something tangible  (H.A.L.T.) that got in the way of my handling that situation better? And, What can I do to take care of myself now to get ready for whatever is coming  next?
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Remember, your teenager has a different rhythm to his day than you. Therefore, even though it isn’t convenient, it is well worth the effort that it takes to adapt your rhythms to match his, if even only for an evening every now and again. Those are the Saturday nights you’ll remember for years and years–the ones you’ll tell your grandchildren about. Those are also the nights that will help you get through all the other nights when it’s an hour past curfew and you haven’t heard a peep from your wayward teenager. It’s all about balance. Just never let yourself forget that it is your connection with your teenager that will always lead him back home.
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