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Introduction

Fine. Whatever. I don’t care. These can be the most frustrating words that parents ever hear. “What do they even mean?” you may be asking yourself. As parents you sometimes misunderstand what your teenagers are really trying to say and often find yourselves unable to respond effectively. Your children are at an age where you are encouraging them to express themselves, but you are unfortunately unable to understand their language. But there is hope. Throughout this book, we will teach you to translate what your teens actually say in English to what they really mean in Teenage. In an honest, clear, and concise manner, we combine our own experience working with parents and teenagers with the most current research on parent–teenage communication and explain how to really understand — and talk to — your teens.

The benefit isn’t just a better relationship with your children. Research consistently concludes that both the quantity and quality of the communication between teenagers and parents affects teenage decision-making. It is evident that teens make healthier decisions, cope better with peer pressure, and have higher selfesteem when their parents positively and consistently talk to them about sensitive topics such as safe sex and drug use. In fact, adults who characterized their teenage years as marked by positive communication with their parents report a higher quality of life as adults in comparison to those who were unable to communicate well with their parents as teens.

This quick and easy reference will serve as your guide to understanding your teenagers. You’ll learn how to become your teenagers’ confidante, translate nonverbal communication such as changes in dress or behavior, and know when or if to worry and how to react. We’ll also help you figure out how to interpret requests for more independence; understand, manage, and prevent the negative effects which can result from keeping secrets and telling lies; and initiate communication regarding sensitive topics. Within each chapter you will find easy-to-read tables and lists providing you with the information and tools you need to talk to your teens. Use them as reference guides to teach and reinforce your Teen communication skills. You will also find Get Them Talking segments, which serve as quick conversation starters, scattered throughout the text. In addition, we’ve included Teen Speak segments that provide you with commonly misunderstood words, phrases, and nonverbal language to help you proceed on your journey toward fluency.

It’s important to keep in mind that, when learning any new language, the first few lessons are usually the most difficult. The more Teenage you learn the more competent you will feel. The bottom line is that when you are able to communicate effectively with your teen-agers, both they — and you! — will feel better about yourselves, your relationships, and the future. So use this book as your guide and get ready for an immersion course in Teenage.

Good luck!


CHAPTER 1

Getting Started — Teenage 101: Understanding the Basics on the Road Toward Fluency

Take a moment to think back to your own adolescence. You may recall carefree days when your only responsibilities included completing your homework on time and perhaps working a part-time job to earn some fun money. Now spend some time talking to your teens. We can assure you that they will use many adjectives to describe their experiences but carefree will not be one of them! Clearly with all of our new technological advances — texting, Facebook, iPods, etc. — things have gotten a bit more complicated. The point? Each of our experiences is relative.

There is a strong chance (especially if you are reading this book) that your teenagers believe you do not have a clue about how difficult and complicated life is for them. You may actually feel the same way about their perceptions of your life! Believe it or not, some of their belief systems can be attributed to plain old biology. So, keeping this in mind, let’s focus quickly on adolescent development before delving into how to understand their language.

What Happened to My Baby?

While there continues to be much debate regarding the age at which adolescence officially ends, most agree that the beginning of adolescence is marked by the start of puberty. Recently called the tween years — or the mean years by some parents — this period begins at around ten or eleven for girls and up to two years later for boys. During this time you may find yourself asking, “Who is this ornery child? I want my baby back!” Hopefully, the realization that you are not alone in your questioning or wishful thinking will give you some solace. That said, take a deep breath. Once puberty has started there is no looking back! With changes in the body come stressors such as changes in mood, appearance, and attitude. However, some of you may be surprised and quite relieved to learn that the generally accepted idea that adolescent angst (e.g., intense moodiness) continues in full force throughout adolescence has actually proven to be mostly myth. While changing hormones may produce emotional imbalance in tweens, by the time they reach their midteen years most kids have learned to regulate their moods. You may be shaking your head. After all, you know moodiness when you see it. Read on however, and you may realize that many of your teens’ reactions may be attributed less to hormonal changes and more to their developmentally appropriate belief systems that can result in emotional responses including annoyance, frustration, embarrassment, and even sadness.

An additional stressor, especially for girls, is maturing early — which can lead to compromised selfesteem and poor body image. Thankfully, parents who offer love and support through comfort and open communication can counteract this stress. In short, talking to your teens about these early changes can really make a difference. Lis- tening in a caring and empathic manner can help ensure that your teens’ self-esteem and perceptions of self remain positive and intact.

GET THEM TALKING

“That would bother me if it happened to me.”

By being empathic and supportive you are more likely to get your teens to talk to you.

Adolescence is also a time when teens search for an identity and try on different roles. “A ha,” you think, “That is why he is walking out the door looking like a metal-band roadie one minute, and a California surfer dude the next.” A momentary reflection on your own teen years may bring a quick chuckle as you recall the different roles you played.

On occasion a mother will come to us distressed and concerned because her teen has suddenly re-designed her life plan. “For as long as I can remember,” the parent will tell us “she has wanted to be an attorney like her father and I. Now suddenly she has decided she is going to go to college out west so that she can become a ski instructor once she graduates!” Our advice? Hold back the urge to criticize. Listen to her hopes and dreams, as disappointing or unrealistic as they may sound. By keeping an open mind and listening to her ideas in an uncritical manner you send the message that you respect her, and you teach her that anything is possible. A major highlight of the teen years is working through the pull to become an independent adult and the push to remain a dependent child. (See Chapter 4 for more.) Your teens will have plenty of time to work out whether the goals they have set for themselves are attainable or realistic. Remember, these are their lives, not yours.

While He Is the Center of My Universe, Why Does He Believe the Universe Revolves Around Him?

Okay, you guessed it, your teen’s self-absorption and egocentrism are developmentally appropriate and on target. Hard to believe, we know, but it’s the truth just the same. This tendency toward self-focus occurs because, as noted above, during adolescence, teens are actively searching to find their identities. Because they believe that the world revolves around them, they also believe the world is always watching them. This, in part, explains why your daughter may become hysterical when she notices a new pimple on her face the night of the big dance. While you may have to squint to even see the blemish in question, we forewarn you that your reassurance is likely to go nowhere; she will be convinced that while you may be blind, the rest of the world has 20/20 vision! This self-focus may also explain why your son turns a bright red shade of embarrassed when your husband tells corny jokes to your son’s friends.

Sound familiar? Well, there are lots of other ways that your teen’s egocentrism affects how he looks at the world — or even you!

It’s Personal So You Couldn’t Possibly Understand

Have you begun to wonder why you receive blank stares every time you try to relate to your teens by offering a story from your experiences? If you are really lucky your teens may actually verbalize what they are thinking, “You have no idea how I feel!” Rest assured that it is not that things have really changed so much since you were a teenager. This behavior is actually developmental as well. Teens truly believe that the things they think and feel belong only to them. They believe that no one, especially their parents, could ever even begin to know what it is like to walk in their shoes. In time, as they move into adulthood they will start to appreciate your expressions of empathy and understanding, but now is not the time. Our suggestion: Don’t take it personally!

Thought and Reason

As your teens continue to grow and develop you will no doubt notice all of the wonderful things that go along with maturity. As their brains develop so do their abilities to think and reason. It is exciting to listen to your teens express their opinions and offer their world views. They now possess the ability to actively participate in political conversations and can reason intelligently about causes for which they are passionate. It is for this reason that they may protest sitting at the kid’s table this Thanksgiving, or offer an opinion at the dinner table on subjects about which they seemed disinterested or clueless only months before. Your teens are able at this point to express their opinions and share their knowledge. Now is the time to seek out your teens and ask them to explain and demonstrate how to use all those amazing features on your new cell phone, program your new Bluray player, or enhance your Facebook pages or YouTube videos. Believe it or not, these capacities are all related to their developing brains; at this stage in development their abilities to take in new information and learn from experiences are at their peak.

The fact that your teens are more likely than ever before to challenge your arguments for or against things is also tied to this developmental stage. The old “because I said so,” may not work as well as it used to. As with any new ability, adolescents are eager to use their newfound abstract thinking and deductive reasoning skills. Many parents report, however, that their teens often use these skills to argue against the rationale for decisions made by their parents. This is where creating a clear set of collaborative rules and consequences can come in handy. (More on that in Setting the Rules later in this chapter.)

TEEN SPEAK

FINE:

1. I will reluctantly consent, but not with pleasure.

PARENT: “Please do your homework.”

TEENAGER: “Fine!”

SUGGESTED PARENTAL RESPONSE: None needed. You have made your wishes known.

2. An intentionally vague description used when a teenager clearly has no interest in providing further detail.

PARENT: “How was school today?”

TEENAGER: “Fine!”

SUGGESTED PARENTAL RESPONSE: Let the teen know that you are available later to talk. For example: “Now is probably not a good time to talk. Just let me know if you want to talk later.”

Masters of Their Domains

Adolescence is also a time when self-esteem can be vulnerable. You may notice that the tween who wanted to participate in everything from art and music classes to baseball has slowly (or in some cases quickly) begun to narrow his interests. He may no longer want to practice piano or play club basketball. Don’t feel guilty if you feel some secret relief from this choice because you know he wasn’t that good at those activities to begin with. It is in fact because of his struggle with those activities that he has probably stopped.

Because these years are so tied to self-concern and self-focus, teens want to feel confident and competent about the things they do — and don’t we all? They, therefore, often narrow their focuses to activities that make them feel masterful. These activities, of course, tend to be ones at which they are good. The structure of their lives also helps encourage this process. For example, if your daughter is a good athlete but wants to play two sports that have overlapping seasons, she will most likely have to drop one. She will probably choose to continue the sport at which she feels most competent. Other elements will factor into her decision however. Because what others think of her is so important to her at this point in her life, she will also weigh both your opinion and the opinions of her peers when making the choice. She may pick according to her skill level and her social comfort. The number of friends she has on each team may also influence her decision.

The Many Faces of Your Teens

As your teens begin to grow and hone their skills in different areas, they develop impressions about themselves in these areas. Just as the black-and-white thinking of childhood becomes more abstract and complex, so do your teens’ perceptions of self. This all translates into teens who may seem competent and confident in one area but not another. Your daughter for example, may seem secure and outgoing when she is with you or her friends, however she may appear shy and anxious in math class. This also explains why you are sometimes surprised when you attend teacher conferences, or get feedback from other parents about your teens. The teen you see is probably not the teen everyone sees. The picture portrayed is dependent on the situations and how equipped your teens feel in handling the specific environments.

GET THEM TALKING

“What songs did the band play at the concert?”

This is an indirect request for information about how the night went. You are more likely to get a conversation started if you try this style.

A Little Encouragement Goes a Long Way

Many parents report that they feel that their adolescents aren’t interested in their opinions or suggestions; again, this is in part due to teens’ natural inclinations to believe that no one — especially their parents — can possibly understand or relate to how they think and feel. However, despite your teens’ dismissals of your recommendations, it is important to understand that how you perceive them matters now more than ever. Although your teens may lead you to believe that your compliments and words of encouragement bounce right off of them, do not be fooled. This type of support is more powerful than you can imagine. Ignore the fact that your teens may have difficulties accepting your positive feedback. For example, when you tell your daughter that she looks beautiful and she responds, “You’re supposed to say that, you’re my mother,” pat yourself on the back because what she is telling you is that you are doing your job. Imagine how she would feel if you didn’t say these things to her.

TEEN SPEAK

WHATEVER:

1. An expression that implies that a teen may give in but is not really interested in what is being said.

PARENT: “We are going to visit your Great Aunt today.”

TEENAGER: “Whatever.”

SUGGESTED PARENTAL RESPONSE: Leave this alone. Do not let your own concern that your teen may be less than thrilled create an unnecessary controversy.

2. An attempt to be dismissive in as few words as possible.

PARENT: “Why don’t you call Emma, she seems so nice?”

TEENAGER: “Whatever!”

SUGGESTED PARENTAL RESPONSE: Let it go, no topic is as important as the quality of your relationship with your teen.

See Yourself the Way You Want Them to See Themselves

Another essential element in supporting your teens’ self-esteem, is viewing yourself in a positive light. If you have a tendency to make negative comments about yourself or highlight your own weaknesses at the cost of emphasizing your strengths, the message you send your teens may far outweigh the benefits of any verbal reinforcement you offer. Remember, your teens look to you to model appropriate behaviors. By consistently acknowledging your own competencies you suggest that you possess a positive self-image and teach your teens that this self-view is the norm. Therefore, parents who see themselves as confident and competent deliver more valuable verbal messages to their children than parents with low self-esteem. Those positive verbal messages reinforce the way they portray themselves. Bottom line, if you feel good about yourself, you help your teens feel good about themselves. Although your words may feel like they are falling on deaf ears, they are really meaningful and important.

I Understand That He Feels Like He Could Fly but Why Does He Want to Jump Out of a Plane Without a Parachute to Prove This?

At this point you may be feeling a little confused. “Why,” you may be wondering, “does my teen sometimes engage in highly risky behaviors if he now has the reasoning ability to understand the potential consequences?” By asking this question you are in good company; developmental theorists have often pondered this question. While no definitive answer can be offered there are several theories that make a lot of sense. One thought is that although your teens certainly have the ability to identify and understand potential consequences their egocentric thinking makes them believe that these consequences apply only to others. Your daughter for example, may have no problem advising her brother not to stay up all night before a big test, and yet, when you happen to walk by her room at mid- night the night before her exam, you hear her chatting or tapping away on her cell phone.

Another explanation for lapses in judgment may simply be due to selective reasoning. It has been proposed that teens pick and choose the information they will attend to depending on the situations in which they find themselves. “I can stay on the phone. I already know this stuff. I don’t need to study.”

It is also thought that adolescents are sometimes willing to take risky chances because they lack the impulse control possessed by adults. Finally, teens may believe that the immediate rewards of a potentially risky behavior far outweigh the potential negative consequences, “I would much rather hear about Maddy’s breakup with Dale than study. Besides, even if I don’t do well on this exam, it is so early in the quarter, I can make it up on another exam, or do extra credit.” In short, teens are often willing to take risks because they feel like they have the world at their feet. Remember that feeling? One has to admit, it was truly amazing.

The ESP Factor

You now know what you need to about adolescent development, but you still need to learn about the fundamental ideas underlying how to speak Teenage. Start by asking yourself these questions: Are you often one step ahead of your teens? Do you frequently feel like you know exactly what they are going to do even before they do? For example:

MOTHER: “Don’t even think about it.”

TEENAGER: “But Mom!”

MOTHER: “Don’t ‘but’ me. I said no.”

If the interaction above sounds even remotely familiar then you have contributed to what we call the ESP Factor — the false belief that parents always know what their children are thinking, feeling, or doing. In reality, of course, parents do not always know this information and this false assumption can lead to miscommunication. The ESP Factor is, in fact, a two-way street. It can result in both teens and parents thinking that the other has this supernatural ability to read their minds. Either way, this false sense of clairvoyance between parent and child is a driving force behind the miscommunication that results in a mistranslation of Teenage.

Where Does It Start?

Before we go any further, let’s take a step back in an effort to understand where the phenomenon begins. As a new parent, you likely struggled to understand your infant’s wants and needs. So much of those early days was spent trying to decipher what every sound from crying to cooing meant. You eagerly watched your child’s facial expressions and body language, anxious to fulfill every need. This anxiety is evident when you to talk to new parents. You may chuckle as one parent tells you she is worried because her son sleeps too much, while another parent complains that his daughter does not sleep enough. Those early days are spent learning the language of your baby, “Is that loud shriek a cry for hunger or does it mean a diaper is wet?” Whether it took days or even months, with the acquisition of this new language came a sense of confidence — perhaps too much confidence.

Your understanding of your children’s language continued throughout their childhood. You may have felt so fluent that you often knew what your children wanted or needed before they uttered a single word. As a result, you could sometimes head off difficult situations or prevent them from entering harm’s way. As your confidence in your ability to understand your children grew so did their confidence in your ability to know what they wanted or needed. This confidence, however, can result in a false sense of awareness and understanding. It leaves your children truly believing that you know all.

GET THEM TALKING

“You have to try this chocolate cake.”

You are making yourself available and not demanding information. In these situations your teens may just start chatting.

While adolescent egocentrism may result in your teens believing that you could not possibly understand what they think and feel, the ESP Factor leaves them feeling confused and frustrated when you don’t, which can lead to misunderstandings and miscommunication. At other times, the factor leads to situations during which your teens are convinced that you know what they are doing. Here, your silence is interpreted as tacit agreement. As we are sure you can imagine, this misperception can lead to concerning and occasionally dangerous situations and can leave teens feeling like their parents do not know them at all.

If You Say It Be Sure You Mean It

The flip side of the ESP Factor results in parents believing that their teens have the ability to accurately discern what they (the parents) mean at all times. An example that comes to our minds is parents’ misperception that their teens know when they are being sarcastic. We can’t begin to recall how many times the teens we have worked with have related scenarios similar to the one that we present below.

In this scenario, a parent becomes frustrated with his son because he is not doing well in math. When he comes upon his son he is chatting with his friends on the computer or playing a game.

FATHER: “Don’t you think you should be working on your math homework?”

SON: “I was, I am just taking a break.”

FATHER: “A break, oh that’s good, take a break! Take all the time you need!”

The son then goes back to what he was doing. His father checks in a few minutes later and sees him still not doing his homework.

FATHER: “What are you doing? With study habits like that, no wonder your grades are poor! Why aren’t you studying? Didn’t we already have this conversation? Didn’t I tell you to put that away and hit the book?”

SON: “But, Dad, you said I could take a break.”

FATHER: “Didn’t you hear a word I said?” (yelling) “That’s it. I am taking away your computer. If you want to fail, go ahead, but your mother and I are not going to have any part of it!”

Both father and son are left feeling frustrated and upset.

Diagnosing the Problem

Children learn to respect the authority of their parents. They rely on you to clearly define what is expected of them. As your children grow older you begin to recognize the shift in their thinking and respond to their increasing maturity. For example, you may assume that your teens know when you are being straightforward and when you are being sarcastic. However, you may sometimes fail to realize that your teens tend to take you literally because they have been taught to do so and, as you see in the dialogue above, these misunderstandings can lead to frustration and even anger.

When you use sarcasm you send a confusing message. If your teens are programmed to do what you say, they cannot be expected to suddenly know when you do not mean what you say. Remember, so much of your teens’ self-esteem is related to their earlier experiences — which you played a pivotal role in — and it is easier for them to go back to default and just follow directions, especially in an emotionally charged situation. While your teens may be smart enough to know when you are being sarcastic, intellect is not the skill on which they rely when interactions become heated. In the midst of an argument it is best to avoid sending mixed messages. One way to avoid the confusion is that you should say what you mean and mean what you say at all times. If you’re having difficulty refraining from sarcasm during an argument, consider using the following examples as inspiration:








	
TRY THIS 

	
RATHER THAN THIS




	“You have had your break. Now please go back to studying. Feel free to ask me if you want me to help you study or understand something.”

	“You know what? Forget it. You don't care. You're right. Take a break. Take all the breaks in the world.”




	“Right now I am very angry. Please go to your room, we will talk about this later.”

	“That's it. Pack your bags. If you don't like it, you can leave.”




	“You cannot go out tonight until you clean up your room.”

	“Sure you can go out. You want to live in a pigsty, go ahead. Maybe while you're gone your room will clean itself!”






So then the question clearly becomes, how do you ensure that you and your teen are truly speaking the same language without relying solely on the intuition associated with the ESP Factor? This is where rules and guidelines become not only recommended but necessary. Rules serve to head off situations when the ESP Factor fails.

Setting Rules

Imagine after a series of interviews you finally land your dream job. Next, imagine that when you inquire about work hours and benefits such as vacation time and health insurance, you are met with vague responses such as “We’ll see how it goes,” or “Whatever.” Now imagine that when you ask for a clear definition of your job title and description of duties you are met with, “You’ll figure it out,” or “I’m not sure.” “You’re not sure,” you think to yourself, “then who is?” It is doubtful that you would allow yourself to leave the situation — or even accept the job — without getting answers to these important questions.

Now imagine that you are a teenager. You tell your parents that you are going out for the evening and ask them what time they’d like you to return. They respond “Whenever.” They do not ask you where you are going or with whom. If you are a teen, at first you may think, “Cool.” However, if you stop and think you may ask yourself “Don’t they care where I am going? Aren’t they concerned about what I may be doing and what time I am coming back?”

TEEN SPEAK

NOT:

1. A word that unambiguously implies that the teen is not interested.

PARENT: “I signed you up for art lessons.”

TEENAGER: “Not!”

SUGGESTED PARENTAL RESPONSE: Take a breath and calmly ask your teen why this is not a good idea. Caution: Avoid a struggle by refraining from an angry response.

2. A clear expression of refusal.

PARENT: “You are going to that camp again this summer.”

TEENAGER: “Not.”

SUGGESTED PARENTAL RESPONSE: Use this as an opportunity to inquire further. In the above example a parent might respond: “Oh, I’m sorry, I thought you liked camp. Fill me in.”

We all need rules and structure. Most kids, especially adolescents, thrive in structured and predictable situations. Rules offer explanations about which behaviors are appropriate and what is expected of us. They also define boundaries, without which the world would feel chaotic and unsafe. In addition, rules take the emotion out of the equation and tell us what is expected. As our children get older the rules should certainly grow with them, but they should not, however, be eliminated.

When Parents Aren’t Anxious, Life Is Beautiful!

Sometimes the hardest thing about introducing a formalized set of rules is selling the concept to your teenager. Teens fight hard for their independence and the idea of predetermined rules may sound threatening — especially if this is a new proposal. Just because their initial reactions may not be welcoming, do not be discour-aged. As parents you have to remember that teens are supposed to fight against the idea of rules and, in reality, teens from homes with structure and rules fare far better than teens from unstructured, permissive homes.

Our mantra to teens is this: “When your parents aren’t anxious, life is beautiful.” We explain that parents worry about their kids — no matter their ages — and when parents worry they tend to respond in reactive and sometimes negative ways. Rules help to alleviate stress for both parents and teens because they ensure that everyone knows what is expected. In reality, the issue is not whether or not to put rules into place, but how they are put into place that makes all the difference!

Writing the Rules — No Need to Bring Your Attorney

The task of writing rules should be an interactive one. When working with families we recommend that teens and parents each come to the table with a written set of rules and consequences. Before creating this list you and your teens should discuss some of the hot topics in the home that require rules. In our experience this may include rules regarding curfew, room cleaning, computer use, car use, etc. Do not create rules for the sake of creating rules. If your teen routinely and satisfactorily cleans her room, for example, then there is no need to make a rule about this. Rules should be created regarding safety issues such as where your teens go and how they get ther, etc.

The goal here is to create a structured and predictable home environment and it is important to acknowledge that this is an interactive process. When teens are fully involved in the process of creating the rules they feel empowered; they are more likely to comply with the rules because to some degree they will feel like they own them. This heads off such protests as: “I don’t have to follow those rules. I didn’t agree to them, those are your rules.”

Your teens should also be encouraged to discuss and develop guide-lines for you if necessary. For example, we commonly get complaints from teens about their parents snooping around their rooms, barging into their rooms without warning or provocation, or listening in on phone conversations. One teen even took this issue beyond the idea of privacy and complained that her parents routinely fed their dog at the table! We are not suggesting that you allow your teens to rule the home. We simply want you and your teens to use this opportunity to address as many issues as possible, especially those that result in conflict and discord.
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