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Advance praise for Joseph Califano’s revised edition of How to Raise a Drug-Free Kid


“This should be required reading for every parent of a child. Addiction has claimed the children of too many. Having the information and maintaining parental vigilance are a great start. The tools are found between the covers of this well-crafted book.”

—Judge Judy Sheindlin

“This wonderful book will help you answer some tough questions and give you a road map for tackling one of the hardest tasks as a parent.”

—Jamie Lee Curtis, mother, actress, and author of children’s books

“The revised edition of How to Raise a Drug-Free Kid makes an already terrific book for parents even better. The book’s focus on engaged and informed parenting is a very powerful approach. The book provides many ideas and very practical tips for parents on navigating the tumultuous waters of raising a child, and raising a child drug-free.”

—Joseph Woolston, MD, Albert J. Solnit Professor of Pediatrics and Child Psychiatry, Yale Child Study Center

“This revised edition of Joe Califano’s book, How to Raise a Drug-Free Kid, adds plenty of practical advice gleaned from both scientific literature and tips from parents. I recommend it with enthusiasm to parents and teachers.”

—Herb Kleber, MD, professor of psychiatry and director, Division on Substance Abuse, Columbia University and New York State Psychiatric Institute

“As a physician specializing in adolescent medicine, I am in everyday contact with parents struggling to get their kids through the teen years without getting sucked into the abyss of drug and alcohol use teens confront today. Fortunately, Joe Califano’s revised edition of How to Raise a Drug-Free Kid is now available. In a no-nonsense way, this book shows parents ways to do just that. It should be a ‘must have’ in every parent’s library.”

—Ralph I. Lopez, MD, professor of clinical pediatrics, Weill Cornell Medical Center, author, and physician specializing in adolescent medicine
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For the families (mothers, fathers, siblings, grandparents) that have endured the agony of a child addicted to drugs or alcohol, with the hope and prayer that this book will help other families avoid such tragedies.

And for the newest Califano grandchild, Patrick Joseph Becker.


The author is donating all royalties from sales of this book to the National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia University (CASA).
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PREVENT IT
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PARENTING: THE WORLD’S MOST IMPORTANT JOB

Over the past five years, I’ve travelled across the country talking and listening to thousands of parents about how to raise healthy and drug-free kids. I have learned so much from those parents: their ideas and anxieties, their needs and the pressures they’re under. Over those same years, there has been a revolution in our scientific knowledge of developing teen brains, and dramatic changes have occurred in the environment that teens experience: new drugs such as synthetic marijuana, Molly, and e-cigarettes; new ways to get high and chill out; an explosion of social media that often glorifies teen drinking and drugging.

What I’ve learned from and about parents, the scientific breakthroughs, and the rapidly evolving teen world has convinced me (and many parents and colleagues who have contacted me) of the need for a revised edition of my 2009 book How to Raise a Drug-Free Kid: The Straight Dope for Parents. I’ve written this new edition to address concerns that parents have expressed to me in public meetings and private conversations, to share the good ideas I’ve learned from parents raising children, and to pass along new knowledge that can help you as you seek to raise healthy and drug-free kids.

I have spent many years of my life—as a White House aide; secretary of health, education, and welfare; and founder, chair, and president of the National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia University (CASA)—wrestling with the threat that drugs and alcohol present to you, your family, your community, and our nation. For a quarter century at CASA, we’ve been surveying teens and parents, talking with families; interviewing the best researchers, pediatricians, adolescent and child psychiatrists and psychologists, scientific experts, clergy of every faith, school nurses, teachers, and principals; and studying the successes and failures of schools, parents, and teens, with one objective: to find the most effective ways to raise drug-free children.

I’m often asked, “What’s the most important thing you’ve learned about raising drug-free kids?” The most important thing I’ve learned is this: you, as a parent, are on the front lines every day. Whether your child smokes, drinks, or uses drugs is more likely to be determined in your living room or dining room, or over your kitchen table, than in any classroom, courtroom, or legislative hearing room. And your job gets more challenging each year. That’s why I’ve spent the last couple of years revising How to Raise a Drug-Free Kid: to help you do the most important job in the world.

Whatever you achieve in life—running a Fortune 500 company, discovering a cure for some cancer, being the greatest NFL quarterback or female tennis player, becoming a university president or federal judge, serving as a US senator or four-star general—will pale against your responsibilities as a parent.

Parents are entrusted with the world’s most precious gifts—their children—gifts far more valuable than the world’s purest gold and largest diamonds. How you nurture, develop, guide, instill values, and inspire personal standards and character in your children is the most important task of your life. Succeeding in that task will be your greatest accomplishment and provide your greatest satisfaction.

I’ve added this chapter to the new edition of this book because of my experiences with parents across the nation since the first edition was published. Too many parents want to be pals with their kids. Too many think that keeping their child from smoking, drinking, and using drugs is somehow isolated from overall parenting. Too few understand the importance of setting limits and establishing consequences for teens who violate those limits.

In Miami and Minnetonka, Hartford and Houston, San Francisco and Chicago, New York and Baltimore, I was struck by how many parents want to be friends with their kids, don’t want their kids ever to be angry with them, and see giving their kids pretty much whatever they want as an expression of their love. Meeting with parents in schools, public and private, religious and secular, rich, middle-class, and poor, I was struck by how many parents took it at face value that when their kids said, “Everyone does it, Mom and Dad,” that indeed everyone was doing “it”—whether it was staying out with no curfew, not telling parents where they go, smoking pot, drinking beer, or having sex.

And I was amazed at how many parents said they felt that “my sixteen- [seventeen- or fifteen-, even fourteen]-year-old gets angry with me if [not when] I try to find out where he’s going on Saturday night.” After hearing this same concern again and again, I realized that far too many moms and dads put popularity above parenting. And I came to understand that somewhere along the way, for the children of such moms and dads, the line in the sand that once distinguished their folks from their friends had been washed away.

If this sounds familiar to you, my hope is that this new and revised edition of my book will help you draw that line deeply between you and your teen.

Your job is not to be your child’s friend but to be your child’s teacher; it is to be not only the source of parental love but also the source of parental discipline; it is to establish standards of conduct and to provide your child with a moral compass. Your children will not thank you for being a pal; at some point, they may wonder whether you care enough about them to be a parent.


Suppose your kid asks you, “Why should I tell you about what I’m doing if you won’t tell me?”

You can respond, “Because we’re not friends. This isn’t an equal relationship. I’m the parent. My job is to make sure you grow up. Your job is to grow up.”

Dr. Ralph I. Lopez, pediatrician and author of The Teen Health Book: A Parent’s Guide to Adolescent Health and Well-Being.



What’s the job of parenting? It’s a hundred jobs: loving, nursing, chauffeuring, talking and listening, diagnosing, praising and punishing, healing, teaching, feeding, dressing, role modeling, encouraging and discouraging, reining in and freeing, monitoring and trusting, taking to church or temple, holding your child accountable, and knowing the right time (and the wrong time) to do many of these things. During the teen years, the job of parenting may seem like simply surviving. That’s why they say grandchildren are the reward for not strangling your teenager. (I know: I’ve raised three kids, helped raise two stepkids, and have nine grandchildren.)


The pressure to conform and be accepted will grow substantially and your children may feel compelled to make choices based on their need for acceptance. Your best defense against this social influence is instilling positive values at an early age, so your children will recognize bad influences and unhealthy values, and not feel the need to adopt values and act in certain ways just to be accepted.

Dr. Jim Taylor, author and expert in child development and parenting, “Healthy Values Protect Your Kids from the Media’s Unhealthy Messages,” Huffington Post, November 19, 2012.



Most of all, parenting entails instilling values, installing that most invaluable and intricate of chips—a moral compass—and building character. There’s no way to outsource that responsibility. Mark Mattioli, one of the Sandy Hook Elementary School parents who lost a son in the unspeakable Newtown, Connecticut, shootings of December 2012, put it quite well in January 2013: “Cultivating character . . . We as parents, that’s our primary job. We ask the schools to contribute to that, but we are the primary caregivers and educators.”

He then recalled an experience with his own mother. “At age six, my mom took me to the grocery store . . . I asked for a pack of bubblegum, and my mom said no. So I stole it . . . My mother discovered this when we pulled into our driveway. She drove back to the store, made me hand the gum back to the cashier and apologize, and say I’d never do it again. This is the kind of parenting we need. Parenting is where we need to focus our attention.”

In our society, teenagers need plenty of guidance and experience in order to gain the ability not only to tell right from wrong but also to do the right thing. How well your child develops that ability is first and foremost within your power and responsibility as a parent.


IT’S NONE OF YOUR BUSINESS


If your child is an older teen, he may tell you that whether he smokes, drinks, or uses drugs is none of your business, or that he has the right to decide what he does with his body. If so, you need to establish that as a parent, your child’s substance use is your business. Your job is to teach him to make healthy, responsible decisions. You can also stress that as a parent, you need to prevent him from engaging in self-destructive behaviors such as smoking, drinking, and taking drugs.

And it’s not just about drugs and alcohol. It’s about the kind of crowd they’re hanging with in and out of school, and on and off the sports field. You should try to know something about the kids your child hangs out with, plays with, or goes to movies, sleepovers, and parties with.


Earl Lloyd, the first black NBA basketball player, tells a wonderful story of coming home, and his mother said, “Where have you been?” . . . He said, “I was on the court.” She said, “I told you not to be out there with those boys.” He said, “I wasn’t doing anything.”

And she said, “Look, when you’re not in the picture, you can’t be framed.”

Now, that’s the kind of stuff parents need to be doing.

Bill Cosby, “A Plague Called Apathy,” New York Post, June 9, 2013.



So many parents are reluctant to tell their children not to go to some party, not to stay out as late as some of their friends do, not to see R-rated films, not to send crude messages on social media, not to go with a crowd that is drinking or smoking pot, or not to go to unchaperoned sleepovers. They don’t want their children to get angry with them; some don’t want their children to be in a funk, or go to their room and slam the door, saying, “I’ll never talk to you again!” But living with that reaction from your teen is part of parenting. Indeed, if your teenager doesn’t tell you that he hates you a few times a year, you may not be doing your job.


It’s not a popular stance, believe me, to say parents should become more involved. If you ask too many questions or make too many rules, your kid won’t be one of the cool kids or a member of the popular crowd. But maybe parents need to stop and consider their roles as parents.

Diana Reese, “Should Parents Be Held Liable for Rapes at Teen Parties?,” Washington Post, April 16, 2013.




PARENTAL PEER PRESSURE


When you take actions like these—setting curfews and enforcing them; telling your teen that he must do his homework before watching television or going on the internet; stopping your teen from buying or playing M-rated (for mature) video games or iTunes music that glorify sex, violence, and drugs; checking up on parties or sleepovers she is going to; and insisting on knowing where your teen is out at night—you’re likely to get a response such as, “But Mom, Jack’s [or Olivia’s] parents let their kids do these things. They’re, like, so much cooler than you.” Hold your position. Remember, the children of “cool” parents are likelier to get into hot water.

Beware of parental peer pressure. In my talks to parents all over the country, I was struck by the number of mothers who were succumbing to the same kind of peer pressure they wanted their kids to be strong enough to resist. So many parents made comments to me like, “But when all the other parents of my son’s classmates let their kids stay out past midnight, it’s hard for me to make him come home by eleven,” or “Every other mother seems to let her kids go to concerts where lots of kids are smoking pot,” or “If other parents let their fifteen-year-olds go to R-rated movies, how can I tell mine that he can’t?” or “When all my daughter’s girlfriends are wearing this very sexy clothing, how can I tell her she can’t?”

You have not only the right and obligation but also the Parent Power (more on this later) to set your own family standards. Sure, your child will balk the first few times you do, but shortly your son or daughter will get the message and, perhaps grudgingly, but happily, live within the boundaries you set. If you want your child not to be influenced by the peer pressure of friends who may smoke, drink, or pop pills, then you need to set the standard with your own conduct.


THE PARENTING QUILT


You may be asking yourself, “Why are all these other things relevant? I got your book just to learn about how to raise a drug-free kid.” True, but you cannot isolate preventing your child from drinking and using drugs from your involvement with other behaviors. You cannot be a “good” parent about drugs and alcohol unless you know about your child’s school, activities, and interests, have family dinners and take vacations together, watch over your child’s personal hygiene, set limits such as curfews, teach respect for adults and relatives, monitor your child’s use of social media, and are otherwise engaged in your child’s day-to-day life.

Family matters. The entire quilt of family and parenting is one piece, not an ersatz patchwork of unrelated squares. It’s all part of helping your child get through the dangerous decade from ten to twenty-one without smoking, drinking, using illegal drugs, or abusing prescription medications. If you succeed in doing that, you will have virtually guaranteed that your child will never have any such problem.

So remember as you read this book or look for some section you’re especially interested in: You are a parent, not a pal. You’re a mother or father, not a friend.

Your kid will make plenty of friends over a lifetime, but the number of parents your son or daughter has been allotted is limited. If you fail to assume this role in your children’s life, where will your children turn, and to whom, when what they really want—and need—is not another pal but a parent.


If being your kid’s friend was enough to raise him or her successfully, we would all probably parent that way. But our job is way more complicated than that. Children and teens really crave boundaries, limits, and structure. Our role as parents is really to teach, coach, and give our kids consequences when they misbehave. If you slip into that friend role, however, it is virtually impossible to lay down the law and set limits on your child’s inappropriate behavior. I’ve noticed that a lot of parents are trying to be their kids’ friends these days—many give in to their kids’ demands, perhaps because they want to be the “cool” parent. Sometimes it’s because the parents are simply exhausted from working so hard, managing the household, and trying to raise their kids as best they can. Being a friend is much easier and more comfortable than being a parent.

Janet Lehman, MSW, ‘’Why You Can’t Be Your Child’s Friend,” EmpoweringParents, 2013.



During my talks with parents across this country, I was asked, “If you had a magic wand to wave so that teens would grow up drug free and healthy, what would you do?” My answer was and is, “I would wave it over parents.” Why? Because you parents will have the greatest influence over the person your son or daughter grows up to be. You have more power to raise drug- and alcohol-free kids than anyone else. I wrote this book to show you how best to exercise your extraordinary influence—what I call your Parent Power—and to help you appreciate the uncommon power of common sense as you use your Parent Power.

In this book, I give you many effective, straightforward, practical techniques to prevent substance abuse. These techniques are what the experts call “evidence based”—that is, supported by scientific analysis and evaluation. I’ll describe these tools and how they work to enhance your Parent Power. Read on and learn how you can guide your child—and family—to a happy, healthy tomorrow.
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TAKE A HANDS-ON APPROACH TO PARENTING

As a parent, you have the greatest power to influence your children—even your teenage children. You have more power than any law; any peer pressure; any teacher or coach; any priest, rabbi, or minister; any music, film, or internet site; any rock star, movie star, or famous athlete—even more than any sister, brother, aunt, or uncle.

You have the power to empower your children to make sensible, healthy choices throughout their teen years. The key to Parent Power is being engaged in your children’s lives.

Parental engagement isn’t rocket science. It’s hands-on parenting. It’s relaxing with your kids, having frequent family dinners, supervising them, setting boundaries, establishing standards of behavior (and consequences for failure to meet those standards), showing interest in their school, friends, and social activities, loving and disciplining them, and being a good role model.

Why is parental engagement so important? Because children of hands-on parents are far less likely to smoke, drink, or use drugs.

Why is it so important to keep your teenager from doing these things? Because a child who gets to age twenty-one without smoking, abusing alcohol, or using illicit drugs is virtually certain never to do so. And that child is much likelier to have a healthy, happy, and productive life.

At CASA, we consider hands-on parenting so important that we have created a national day of celebration: Family Day—Be Involved. Stay Involved. It is celebrated every year on the fourth Monday in September. (See www.casafamilyday.org for more information.)

During childhood and adolescence, drug use can interfere with your child’s physical, emotional, and cognitive development. We know a lot more today about the dangers of nicotine, alcohol, and illegal and prescription drug use than we did in the past. The scientific evidence is now overwhelming that teen alcohol and drug abuse interferes with brain development and can inflict serious, sometimes irreversible, brain damage in the long term. Even in the short term, such abuse adversely affects the brain, reducing a teen’s ability to learn and remember, processes critical to children in school.

The earlier and more often an adolescent smokes, drinks, or uses illicit drugs, the likelier he is to become addicted. Adolescents are more sensitive than adults to the addictive properties of nicotine, alcohol, and drugs such as marijuana, Xanax, OxyContin, and cocaine. Every year, every month, every day that your child goes without taking that first puff, sip, hit, or pill decreases the likelihood that she will become addicted, develop related mental or physical illnesses as a result of substance abuse, or suffer the tragic consequences of a substance-related accident.

Through your engagement, you can influence, teach, encourage, correct, and support your children so that they develop the will and the skills to choose not to use tobacco, alcohol, and other drugs. Indeed, your Parent Power is the most effective instrument in the substance-abuse-prevention toolbox.

My focus is preventing substance abuse among tweens (ages eight through twelve) and teens (ages thirteen through nineteen), but the parental engagement I encourage begins even earlier and extends through the college years.


Communication doesn’t start when your child is seventeen; it should start when your child is three. So by the time that your child is seventeen, there’s a pattern of communication that has, hopefully, been going on for some time.

Dr. Ross Brower, professor of public health and psychiatry at Weill Cornell Medical College; psychiatrist at New York–Presbyterian Medical Center.



Establishing a strong connection and good communication with your kids will become more difficult if you wait until the teen years, when children become more independent. The communication foundation you set early in your child’s life will be invaluable during the turbulent teens.


THE TEN FACETS OF PARENTAL ENGAGEMENT


Parenting is an art, not a science. Being engaged in your children’s lives doesn’t require being a supermom or superdad. It simply means using your strengths and taking advantage of opportunities to be a good parent.

Like a brilliantly cut diamond, parental engagement has many facets. Think of the ten facets of parental engagement as an action guide for good parenting, a criteria for developing a strong moral framework in your son or daughter. If they seem intuitive to you, that’s great! It means you’re already on the right track.

1. Be there: get involved in your children’s lives and activities.

2. Open the lines of communication and keep them wide open.

3. Set a good example: actions are more persuasive than words.

4. Set rules and enforce them with consequences if your children fail to follow them.

5. Monitor your children’s whereabouts.

6. Maintain family rituals such as eating dinner together.

7. Incorporate religious and spiritual practices into family life.

8. Get Dad engaged—and keep him engaged.

9. Engage the larger community.

10. Get to know your kid’s friends and their parents.

With these ten facets of parental engagement, you will have the tools to create a relationship that will enable you to raise your children to be healthy and substance free, poised to develop their talents to the fullest. The benefits of such a relationship reach well beyond substance abuse prevention. But without this foundation, your admonitions to say no to drugs and alcohol will be like trees falling in an empty forest: your children will not hear them, much less be influenced by them.

1. Be There: Get Involved in Your Children’s Lives and Activities

Being there—being physically and emotionally available and present—is the essence of parental engagement.

There are endless casual opportunities to be there: eating dinner together as a family; celebrating birthdays and holidays; helping your sons or daughters with their homework; going to their athletic events, school plays, and debates; attending religious services together; taking walks, watching television, going to the movies, fishing, hunting, shopping, driving. These moments are all opportunities for talking and listening to your children about all kinds of things. They are situations where you can comfortably help your children learn to make healthy, sensible decisions.


I am a big advocate of playing with your kids (Monopoly, Scrabble, card games, puzzles) and sports (catch, soccer, baseball). The family that plays together stays together.

Dr. Jeanne Reid, mother of three children.



As a parent, you are likely to see your children’s strengths and weaknesses before they do, and you can reinforce their strengths and help them deal with their weaknesses by praising them for their efforts and encouraging them to strive for success. Parental praise, affection, acceptance, family bonding, and discipline are all associated with reduced risk of substance abuse. Such parental support nourishes a confidence in children that their families are sufficiently strong and durable to cope with stressful life events. That confidence is tied to a reduced risk of substance abuse. It’s up to you to know the strengths and weaknesses of your children and to be there for them.

Being there also means being sensitive to the complex biological, emotional, psychological, neurological, hormonal, and social transitions that your kids are experiencing. The tween and teen years involve many difficult transitions and challenges that have an impact on your child’s self-esteem, confidence, values, and sense of self-worth.

Especially during these years, your children confront a confounding array of issues regarding their beliefs, values, sexual activity, entertainments, friends, and cliques, as well as tobacco, alcohol, and drug use. At these vulnerable and formative ages, they do not yet have the emotional maturity and brain development to control their impulses or to sort out their options and make sound choices on their own. They may often be reluctant to admit it, but they both need and want your help to avoid making impulsive mistakes. Although your children will try to assert their independence, they want you close enough to catch them when they fall, soothe them when they feel hurt, and hug them when they’re scared or ashamed.

Being there pays off big-time: teens who say they have an excellent relationship with their parents are less likely to smoke, drink, or use drugs. So are teens who grow up in caring and supportive family environments, where parents have high expectations of their children and welcome their children’s participation in family routines and rituals.

So be there—at school and family events, breakfast and dinner, times of celebration and crisis, and religious services—and see what a difference it makes for your teen.

2. Open the Lines of Communication and Keep Them Wide Open

Too many parents assume that they are the last people on earth their teens want to talk to about their problems. How many times have we heard “My fourteen-year-old daughter cringes when I come near her to talk about her life” or “My sixteen-year-old son will never open up to me about issues like drugs or parties”?

That’s not necessarily true. And even if you expect such a reaction from your child, simply expressing your interest in your child’s life is helpful.

Often opportunities to discuss serious topics with your teen will occur randomly. You may be washing the dishes or the car, or driving to school or a movie when your teen pops a critical question. Take advantage of the moment. It might happen when your daughter asks, “What do you think of e-cigarettes?” Or your son asks, “Do you think they’ll legalize pot?” The ball’s in your court. Grab the moment for a serious talk about nicotine or marijuana. Don’t punt away this golden opportunity by saying, “I’m busy washing the car,” or “You’ll be late for school,” or “Let’s talk about it later.”

At CASA, we survey teens from across the nation frequently. Without exception, the lion’s share constantly tell us that drugs are their top concern. Yet a third of teens have never had a serious discussion with their parents about the dangers of alcohol or drug use, and only one in seven have had an in-depth conversation with their parents about the dangers of prescription drug abuse. Many who haven’t had those conversations wish they could honestly discuss substance abuse with Mom and Dad.

Children who learn about the risks of drugs from their parents are much less likely to use them. Most girls and many boys credit conversations with Mom and Dad as their reason for deciding not to do drugs.

Your children are likely to care more about what you think than anything else they see or hear. Indeed, teens consistently tell us that “disappointing their parents” is a key reason why they don’t use drugs. Signaling your disapproval by sending your children a clear message not to use substances may be the difference between your teen’s saying no when offered opportunities to smoke, drink, or use drugs and your teen’s trying these substances.

Teens—even older teens—may not know how to ask for your help. It may be difficult for them to be forthcoming, but they look to you for advice, encouragement, and support. These conversations may be hard for you too. Talking to your child or teenager openly about issues such as substance abuse may feel uncomfortable, or you may be unsure about what to say. In the following chapters, I offer plenty of tips on how to make those conversations comfortable and productive.

3. Set a Good Example: Actions Are More Persuasive Than Words

The most important facet of parental engagement is your own conduct. Your kids will be more affected by what they see you do than by what they hear you say. Moms and Dads who smoke cigarettes, abuse alcohol, smoke marijuana, and abuse prescription drugs are likelier to have kids who smoke cigarettes, abuse alcohol, smoke marijuana, and abuse prescription drugs.


If you don’t want them to drink . . . but the message is, “This is what Mommy does every single night” . . . when they go out into the world, it’s not going to be so foreign for them to say, “My mom drinks every night. I can drink every night.” It really has to do with practicing what you preach.

Jamie Lee Curtis, actress and author of a series of children’s books, who lived with the alcohol and drug abuse of her movie-star parents, Janet Leigh and Tony Curtis, and later experienced her own alcohol and Vicodin addictions.
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Parental drinking behavior can decisively shape a child’s view of alcohol use, even at the earliest ages. Dr. Stanley Gitlow, one of the nation’s premier alcoholism clinicians, once told me, “When Dad comes home after work and rushes to belt down a couple of martinis, by the time his baby is three years old, that tot sees drinking as a way to relax. Years later, when that child starts bingeing on the weekends in high school, he won’t even know that he picked it up watching Dad hit the martinis more than a decade before.”

You don’t have to be a teetotaler to be a good role model. There’s a difference between rushing to belt down martinis every night and having some wine with dinner.

Even if your own behavior is not perfect, setting a healthy example and changing your behavior sends an influential message to your children. For example, if you are a smoker, the younger your children are when you quit smoking, the less likely they are to smoke at all. Being honest about your struggles and inviting your children to witness and support your efforts to stop smoking will empower your children to resist smoking in the first place and to quit themselves if they start. I experienced the influence that this kind of positive role modeling can have on a child with my own son, Joe.

When I was working in the White House for President Lyndon Johnson, and when I was practicing law in Washington, DC, I was smoking two to four packs of cigarettes a day and never thought much about quitting. That changed in the summer of 1975, though, when Joe told me that all he wanted for his eleventh birthday was for me to quit smoking. I went to a smoking cessation program, and on October 27, 1975, I officially kicked the habit. Shaking my nicotine addiction was as difficult as anything I’d ever done. But I knew that the likelihood of my son picking up the same unhealthy habit was much higher if I continued to smoke, and his health and future weren’t something I was willing to risk. My son never smoked.

4. Set Rules and Enforce Them with Consequences If Your Children Fail to Follow Them

Engagement in your children’s lives involves establishing expectations and limits. It means setting curfews and checking ahead with hosts of parties that your teens want to attend to make sure that a chaperone is present and alcohol is not. It means monitoring your children’s internet and social media activities, the movies they see, the concerts they attend, and the video games they play. It means enforcing consequences for stepping beyond the boundaries you set.

You can expect your kids to argue about almost every line you draw. They’ll say the curfew is too early, that their friends can stay out a lot later. They’ll argue that they are old enough to go out without telling you where they’re going. They’ll claim that you’re embarrassing them by calling other parents to make sure those parents will be home for the teen party at their house and that alcohol won’t be served or allowed. They’ll tell you that every fifteen-year-old sees R-rated movies. They’ll resent what they insist is an invasion of their privacy when you restrict their internet activities. They’ll say that other kids can buy M-rated video games no matter how much violence, sex, or drugs are in them, and that other kids’ parents let their children go to any concert. Their common chorus will be, “All my friends can do it,” or “Don’t worry, I can handle it,” or “Don’t you trust me?”

During our teen focus groups at CASA, where we typically have a wide-open, confidential discussion with twenty to twenty-five kids, I’ve heard all those arguments. But when I draw them out, more often than not they admit that the rules their parents establish show that “my parents really care about me.” Your children need and deserve guidance, information, supervision, and discipline. Children aren’t born knowing how to set their own boundaries. The rules you establish, the lines you draw, the messages you send, and the consequences you establish for violating those rules become your children’s internal compass for their own behavior.


The students made a persuasive plea for parents who set clear boundaries. What really set them off was the bad behavior of mothers and fathers who drink with kids, who supply alcohol, who seem oblivious to their children’s problems. “I have less respect for those parents,” said one boy. “They think they’re the cool parents. But they’re not responsible.” What some parents don’t get, several kids said, is that “nobody cares if the parents are cool.” What they do crave is parents who act like parents.

Marc Fisher, “Are You a Toxic Parent?,” Washington Post Magazine, July 30, 2006.



Children look to you not only to set clear rules but also to enforce them fairly. Enforcing the rules through punishment or other consequences is an essential exercise of your Parent Power and a key lesson in your children’s learning process.

Your children will appreciate and respect the rules you craft—not going to parties where alcohol is served, setting curfews and restrictions on movies or video games—if they understand the reasons behind those rules and if the rules are enforced consistently. Answer their inevitable “Why?” questions. Here’s a sample exchange:

Teen: “Why are you spoiling my fun when everyone else is doing it?”

Parent: “It’s dangerous, illegal, and unhealthy for fifteen-year-olds to be at parties where alcohol is served. The possible consequences—drunk driving, aggressive sexual advances, alcohol poisoning—are not something I want you exposed to. It’s not that I don’t trust you, it’s that I know how easily things can get out of hand if kids are drinking.”


Jane Hambleton of Fort Dodge, Iowa, bought her nineteen-year-old son an Oldsmobile Intrigue. She set two firm rules: no booze, and always keep the car locked. Three weeks later, Jane found a bottle of booze in the car. Her son said that he was the designated driver and that a friend had left the bottle in the car. Jane believed her son, but thought that her son needed to learn a lesson about rules and consequences—she took the car away and sold it. The ad she ran in the Des Moines Register read: “OLDS 1999 Intrigue. Totally uncool parents who obviously don’t love teenage son, selling his car. Only driven for three weeks before snoopy mom who needs to get a life found booze under front seat. $3,700/offer. Call meanest mom on the planet.”

Connie Schultz, Chicago Sun-Times, January 17, 2008.



If you explain the logic behind the rules and limits, it will help your children tap into that logic when faced with tough decisions and to exert self-control when confronted with inevitable temptations.

To the extent possible, the consequences for breaking the rules should be laid out in advance. This way, children know what to expect if they push the limits and will be more likely to accept the consequences as fair. Another advantage of advance notice is this: when your child breaks the rules, you can focus on what caused the behavior and how to make sure it won’t happen again, rather than arguing about the punishment.

Do you want to know one of the things kids criticize most about parents? Inconsistency. Kids respect and need parents who set rules and stick to them. Kids are rather unimpressed with parents who bend the rules every time their kid complains. In one focus group, a teen told me about an incident in which the high school principal enforced a rule that punished kids caught smoking pot by prohibiting them from attending the senior prom. The students’ parents lobbied, and the principal reversed his decision. The other kids in the school said they had no respect for the indulgent parents who pressured the school to change the rules for their kids, or for the principal who caved in to the pressure.

Keep in mind that children will often test your limits: it’s a normal part of growing up. But when your children break the rules you set, be careful to judge the act, not the child. When parents criticize children as “stupid,” “worthless,” or “bad,” it can reinforce the bad behavior because the children may learn to think of themselves that way. When parents focus on why the behavior was unacceptable, children learn how to make better choices in the future.


We learned a lesson in consistency from our thirteen-year-old daughter. She was invited to a summer-camp reunion in Greenwich Village, a bus ride away. We agreed on condition that she would call us to let us know she arrived safely. We assumed she’d call by 8 p.m., but she didn’t until 10 p.m. We were worried sick. She wanted to know, “Am I in trouble?”

A half hour later she came home, apologized, and asked the consequences. She didn’t accept her month grounding easily, “Just because I forgot to call!”

A week later she was invited to attend a high school drama-society meeting, a great honor for a middle-school student. We were caught between the grounding and the special event. I came up with the Monopoly concept of a ‘’Get Out of Jail” card. I drew up a “Get Out of One Grounding Free” card for use at the bearer’s discretion.

“You were grounded, but we know the high school drama club is important, so we give you a choice to use the card.”

To our astonishment, she said, “I can’t take this. I don’t like being grounded and I think it’s unfair, but if you go back on this, I won’t ever know when you mean things. Thanks, but no thanks.”

Dr. Ralph I. Lopez, pediatrician and author of The Teen Health Book: A Parent’s Guide to Adolescent Health and Well-Being.



5. Monitor Your Children’s Whereabouts

Supervision serves a purpose. Adolescents who are closely supervised by their parents are much less likely to smoke, drink, or use drugs. Simply realizing that they are being monitored, that their parents insist on knowing where they are and whom they are with and on being awakened each night when they get home after a night out with friends, may deter children from doing these things.

In one of our national surveys about teen attitudes, we found that about half of twelve- to seventeen-year-olds typically go out on school nights to hang out with friends, and that most of their parents seem unaware of where their children are and what they’re up to. This spells trouble. The survey revealed that the later teens are out with friends on a school night, the likelier it is that those friends are drinking or doing drugs. Half of teens who come home after ten o’clock on a school night report that drug and alcohol use was going on among their friends.

Knowing your children’s whereabouts after school and on weekends positions you to make sure they’re occupied appropriately, to move to prevent risky situations, and, if necessary, to intervene in time to help them. There is an important corollary to Grandma’s adage about idle hands being the devil’s workshop: teens left alone to fend for themselves for extended periods of time are at greater risk for getting drunk and getting high.

6. Maintain Family Rituals Such as Eating Dinner Together

Dinner makes a difference.

A decade and a half of CASA research has consistently found that the more often children have dinner with their parents, the less likely they are to smoke, drink, or use drugs.

Family dinners are so important that I have devoted an entire chapter to the subject, chapter 5, “Eat Meals Together: Dinner Makes a Difference.” I also discuss other family rituals—celebrating birthdays, holidays, and family events—which are excellent examples of comfortably exercising your Parent Power.

7. Incorporate Religious and Spiritual Practices into Family Life

Religion can benefit your children immeasurably. Whatever your religion—Buddhist, Catholic, Hindu, Jewish, Mormon, Muslim, Protestant, or if you simply define yourself as spiritual—sharing your faith with your children will reduce the likelihood that they will abuse harmful substances. Teens who consider religion to be an important part of their lives are far less likely to smoke, drink, or use drugs. A 2012 Gallup poll showed that individuals who attend religious services weekly are less likely to smoke than those who never attend.


Those who are involved in their church are much less likely to be involved in drugs.

Michael J. Sheehan, archbishop of Santa Fe, New Mexico.



Faith is an effective substance-abuse-prevention tool because it offers people, including children, strength in the face of adversity. People who make religious practice a part of their lives derive strength and support from the religious community that surrounds them, from the teachings of their faith, and, if they believe in a higher power such as God, from that higher power. With these resources, youngsters are far less likely to turn to alcohol and drugs for relief.

Teen Substance Use by Religious Service Attendance
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CASA. National Survey of American Attitudes on Substance Abuse XVII: Teens (2012).





For you and your children, religion can be a meaningful resource for morals and values. When you explain to your children why they shouldn’t abuse substances, your religion may provide some valuable teachings. In most religions, including Judeo-Christian traditions, the body and mind are sacred. Abuse of alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs should be avoided because they harm the body and degrade the individual’s dignity. The Catholic Church teaches that we are all made in God’s image and with free will, characteristics incompatible with substance abuse and addiction. In Islam, alcohol and other intoxicants are forbidden because they make the body and mind impure. In the philosophy of Buddhism, alcohol and drugs are shunned because they cloud the mind, which can incite further improper behavior.


People who are actively involved in religious practices or have high levels of spirituality are less likely to use alcohol, use tobacco—if they smoke, they smoke less—and less likely to be substance users.

Margaret A. Chesney, PhD, director of Osher Center for Integrative Medicine, University of California San Francisco.



Another tangible benefit of sharing your religious practice with your children is that it strengthens the family bond and provides an opportunity to establish meaningful family rituals. Teens who attend religious services regularly—at least once a week—are at much lower risk of smoking, drinking, or using drugs than teens who never attend religious services. It is not likely that teenagers today will go to church, temple, or mosque on their own; it’s usually something they do with their parents. Religious services and rituals such as first communions, confirmations, and bar and bat mitzvahs also offer excellent opportunities for parental engagement and communication, and for instilling values in teens.


If a family is positive, is healthy, if it’s reinforcing, then the likelihood of its members getting into trouble with substances of abuse is diminished, and that’s clearly a very strong emphasis of our [Mormon] faith.

Glen R. Hanson, DDS, PhD, professor, University of Utah Department of Pharmacology & Toxicology; former director of the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA).



8. Get Dad Engaged—and Keep Him Engaged

Since parental engagement is a mom-and-pop operation, it’s important that both Mom and Dad be engaged.

When Mom is engaged, children benefit. But when Mom and Dad are both engaged, their Parent Power is amplified: fathers who are involved in their children’s daily lives and keep open lines of communication sharply reduce their children’s risk of substance abuse.

Too often, Mom is the only engaged parent. In our surveys, teens—both boys and girls—are more likely to report having an excellent relationship with their mother than with their father.

When we ask teens who have never smoked marijuana, “Why?” they tend to credit their decision to their mothers.

When we ask teens to whom they turn to discuss something very serious, they overwhelmingly answer “Mom.”
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Children need their fathers to be there day after day, talking, listening, teaching, supporting, encouraging, and loving them. Mom needs Dad to be there too. If Dad is not engaged, Mom has no support in parenting: making decisions, setting rules, enforcing consequences, setting a good example. Children in two-parent families who report only poor or fair relationships with their fathers are at higher risk for substance abuse than those in single-parent families who have an excellent relationship with their mother or father.

Parents can divide some responsibilities of parental engagement. Perhaps Dad can’t make it home for dinner, but he can help them with their homework later in the evening or spend time with the kids on the weekends. What is essential is that fathers, as well as mothers, lay a foundation of frequent and open communication with their children, that they talk and listen to them, set a good example with their own behavior, and that both fathers and mothers give the same consistent messages about not smoking, drinking, or using drugs. In families where Mom and Dad start from different views, it is important for them to come to a shared position before talking to their children.

There are many activities that can help Dad engage with the kids: dinner, playing sports or games like Scrabble, taking walks, coaching a team, helping with homework, collecting things together, even just driving the kids to and from their activities. Weekend (or longer) trips are a wonderful way for Dad to get involved. The YMCA Adventure Guides program organizes camping trips for fathers and their children. Any of these activities gives Dad a chance to show his interest in his child’s hobbies, friends, schoolwork, and development.

Of course, not every family has two parents. In twenty-first-century America, there are all kinds of families: those headed by Mom and Dad, Mom alone, Dad alone, Mom and Stepfather, Dad and Stepmother, grandmothers or grandfathers, aunts or uncles, two Dads or two Moms, even older siblings. Sometimes children have two families, with two sets of parents. What counts more than who heads the family, or how many heads the family has, is the engagement of those family heads—and the consistency of their messages about alcohol and drug use. An engaged single parent is more effective than disengaged fathers and mothers in two-parent families.
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9. Engage the Larger Community

Parental engagement should extend beyond the immediate family to the larger families of a child’s friends, schoolmates, teachers, neighbors, church, and community. These larger families can serve as your support groups and your child’s safety nets.

You may feel as though you are the only parent struggling to enforce rules or making difficult judgment calls, but the truth is that you are not alone, and you don’t need to do it alone. You are not the first parent ever to worry about how to keep your kids healthy and on the right track; I assure you that most other parents share the same concerns.

Parents need support. Just as people have exercise buddies to help motivate them to get moving and keep moving, so too parents need parenting buddies. When your children are young, you have many opportunities to get together with other parents—at school and community events, children’s birthday parties, Mommy and Me class, PTA meetings—to talk about the challenges of being a parent. But as your children grow older, there may be fewer opportunities, and you may feel more isolated.


Concerned parents Thom and Deirdre Forbes created an online community chat group for local parents to share their concerns about what’s going on with their kids. Parents could ask questions (even anonymously), share success stories and parenting tips (for example, appropriate curfews), and discuss incidents that happen among teens in their community (arrests, house parties).

The Forbeses have found that the ideal parenting discussion group should be:

• limited to parents of children in the same grade;

• supplemented with periodic face-to-face meetings among the parents (every three months or so); and

• completely independent from the children’s school.



As a fully engaged parent, you should continue to develop meaningful relationships with the important people in your children’s lives—the kinds of relationships that can make it easy to talk to parents in the community or the coach of your child’s team about issues that concern you. Nurture your relationships with parents of your child’s friends so that you don’t have to face the challenges of raising a teenage son or daughter alone. Talk to other parents; ask what works and what doesn’t work for them when they talk to their kids about risky behavior and substance use. And if your child says that you enforce the strictest curfew, check around. It’s probably not true.

You can start a parent group in your own community through your church or Little League team, or on the internet by creating a Google Group or using a social networking website (Facebook, LinkedIn, Blogster) to get parents talking.

Developing close relationships with other families in your area can yield tangible benefits. Say you’re concerned about what’s going on at the parties your teenage son attends; you will have a much easier time calling the parents who are hosting those parties if you’ve met and talked with them before. Indeed, in some communities, parents have come together voluntarily and signed pacts where they all agree not to host parties with alcohol or other drugs. With other parents on your side, you’re not alone in making difficult decisions about what to allow your own children to do. And your kids cannot tell you that your rules and standards are uniquely unjust; you can tell them with confidence that you happen to know their friends’ parents are “just as horrible!”

Another benefit is that parents who have relationships with one another may be more inclined to step in when another’s child is in trouble. Among mothers and fathers who have lost a child to a drug overdose or alcohol poisoning, there is a common, heart-wrenching refrain: “Our child’s friends knew our child was using. Other parents at our child’s school knew. Some of our neighbors knew. But no one said anything to us.”

Engaged parents should accept responsibility to speak up when they learn that someone else’s child is in trouble with drugs or alcohol, or when their own kids tell them that a classmate or friend is using. In a sense, parents need to regard themselves as uncles and aunts—members of the larger family that is the community where they and their children live.

You and your children are likely to be part of still another family: your religious community. Religious organizations can play a significant role in preventing substance abuse and supporting substance abuse treatment in their communities. From offering substance abuse prevention programs to parents and teens, to providing substance abuse counseling, to including substance abuse as an issue in religious teachings and homilies, there are a variety of ways that religious organizations can reach out to folks in their community. If you are a member of a congregation or religious community, encourage your clergy and lay leaders to initiate programs to prevent substance abuse and learn where to refer individuals for treatment.


The Jewish community can no longer deny a problem in its midst, some rabbis and advocates say: Many Jews are addicted to drugs and alcohol. A combination of refusal to believe that addiction affects Jews and a lack of education have contributed to what some say is a dearth of services for Jewish addicts. Many of these addicts have specific religious needs related to their problems.

Lois Solomon, “A New Approach to Jews with Addictions,” South Florida Sun-Sentinel, February 3, 2013.



Your children spend most of their time with yet another family: their school. Parental engagement in your teen’s school and that school’s culture, policies, and practices is so critical that I have devoted chapter 17, “How Can I Protect My Kids at School?,” to this subject.

There are other larger families that can connect you to other members of your community and provide you with valuable resources.

One is the Partnership for Drug-Free Kids, which has a website with interactive tools to provide parents with help in raising drug-free children. You can volunteer online at www.drugfree.org to join your local partnership affiliate.

The PTA (Parent Teacher Association) fosters parental involvement in families, schools, and communities to help children succeed. Members are invited to come together to discuss issues, including raising drug-free kids, related to their children’s growth and education. The PTA has local chapters in every state; to find yours, go to www.pta.org.

Another such family is made up of the more than five thousand community antidrug coalitions in the United States supported by the Community Anti-Drug Coalitions of America (CADCA). A community coalition is a group of parents, teachers, law enforcement, businesses, religious leaders, health care providers, and others who work locally to help make their communities drug free. At www.cadca.org, you can find an antidrug coalition in or near your community.

Another useful resource is the CASA website, where you can learn about teens and addiction, get more tips on recognizing if your child may have a problem with drugs or alcohol, and learn steps you can take to help your child stop using. Visit the site online at www.casacolumbia.org/addiction-prevention/teenage-addiction.

10. Get to Know Your Kid’s Friends and Their Parents

As your child becomes a tween and then a teen, his friends, classmates, and peer groups will become increasingly important to him. As he makes his way through the often dizzying mazes of middle school and high school, the people with whom he spends his free time will help shape his identity, what activities, music, and hobbies he enjoys, and what goals he may have. For this reason, it is important that you know his friends and their parents.

Ask your daughter with whom she’s going to the movies on a Friday night, who’s picking her up and taking her to the party on the other side of town, at whose house she is sleeping over on a weekend night. Make sure you get to know these teens. Take the opportunity to start a conversation with your son and his buddies when they’re hanging out at your home, or in your car as you’re driving them to school, a soccer game, or a concert. Open your home to your son’s or daughter’s friends for sleepovers or supervised parties. Not only will it help you get to know and understand your son or daughter better, but it may also give you some idea about which of your child’s friends may be positive influences and which may be negative. Indeed, knowing your teen’s friends may give you important insights into your own teen, and even provide an early warning of a potential problem ahead.

•  •  •

There are no silver bullets, and there is no such thing as perfect parenting. Even the finest parents may end up suffering the anguish and pain of seeing a child become addicted to drugs or dying from alcohol poisoning in a college hazing incident. But parents have greater power than anyone else to reduce or eliminate those risks for their children.

For many parents, teen substance abuse is the boogeyman under the bed—something they fear and hope will never happen. This leads some parents to shut their eyes, pull up the covers, and hope for the best. But ignoring the threat of teen substance abuse or assuming that there’s no threat to your child won’t make it go away. Your disengagement will simply leave your child alone to navigate the treacherous rapids of tobacco, alcohol, and illicit and prescription drugs without a parental compass to guide him. That’s why I’ve created these ten facets of parental engagement: to help give you the biggest and best boost in keeping your child substance free.



3

YOUR ADOLESCENT’S BRAIN AND DRUGS

Why is it that your teenager at times seems to be so impulsive, so reckless? Why do teens sometimes appear to behave as if they were immortal, impervious to harm? What’s going on?

Lots: puberty, hormonal changes, peer pressure, and a barrage of social media, visual and musical entertainment, and other outside forces and influences pressuring your teen to do, see, and buy things.

But most importantly, your teenager’s brain hasn’t matured; it’s still developing.


WHY SOME TEENS USE


The process of cognitive development that started early in the womb continues into the midtwenties, when the human brain becomes fully formed. Teenagers may look like grown-ups, and sometimes some may even seem to be as smart as grown-ups, but because their brains are still maturing, they don’t have the ability to control impulses or anticipate consequences the way that adults do.


Unfortunately, kids don’t pull their hands away from drugs and alcohol because they don’t get burned immediately. So they are left to grapple with the issue: What feels good often isn’t good for you.

Priscilla Dann-Courtney, PhD, psychologist and parent.
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Through adolescence and into early adulthood, the areas of the brain that regulate cognitive and emotional behavior go through a “remodeling” process. The parts of the brain responsible for self-regulation (for instance, controlling impulsive behaviors and understanding long-term consequences) are still developing at this stage and aren’t complete until around age twenty-five. Because adolescents’ brains are still developing, they lack some of the “wiring” that sends the count-to-ten, brake, and stop messages to the rest of the brain.

Think of the teen brain as a car with an accelerator and a brake. The accelerator works fine, while the brake is faulty. It’s fun to go fast but difficult to stop. The teenage brain is in “drive” and it’s hard to stop it. As a result adolescents and young adults are more prone to engage in risky behaviors such as smoking, drinking, illegal and prescription drug abuse, and reckless driving. Teenagers’ brains encourage them to take dangerous risks just for fun, not perceiving those risks as dangerous in the way that adult brains do.

This kind of “just for fun” behavior may seem thoughtless or careless to you as a parent, but the science behind brain development explains it, as do teens’ own responses when asked why they take such risks. In our 2012 survey, we found that the main reason teens give for why kids drink is “just to have fun.”


[Studies examining image scans of teen brains] help explain why teens behave with such vexing inconsistency: beguiling at breakfast, disgusting at dinner; masterful on Monday, sleepwalking on Saturday. Along with lacking experience generally, they’re still learning to use their brain’s new networks. Stress, fatigue, or challenges can cause a misfire.

David Dobbs, “Beautiful Brains: Moody. Impulsive. Maddening. Why Do Teenagers Act the Way They Do?,” National Geographic, October 2011.



What do you think is the main reason kids your age (12 to 17 years old) drink alcohol?
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WHY DRUG USE LEADS TO MORE DRUG USE


You’ve probably heard mention of the gateway relationship among cigarettes, alcohol, marijuana, and other drugs. This refers to the fact that kids who smoke cigarettes and drink alcohol are more likely to use marijuana than those who don’t, and kids who smoke marijuana are far more likely to use drugs such as cocaine, methamphetamine (meth), hallucinogens, and heroin than those who don’t.

Your teen—and even some parents—will point out that not all kids who smoke cigarettes go on to drink alcohol (and vice versa), that most kids who smoke cigarettes and drink alcohol will not use marijuana, and that most kids who smoke marijuana will not move on to drugs like cocaine, meth, prescription painkillers, heroin, and hallucinogens.
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