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Preface

In my writing and lecturing, I approach the teaching tasks with the attitude of a scientist telling good stories: Here’s what happened, and here, according to our current understanding, is why it happened. This book includes many stories of adolescents and their parents. In each case, for the sake of privacy, names and other specific details do not correspond to those of real individuals I have counseled. Their stories, however, are grounded in my clinical experience and research. Over my three decades of working with children and families, the common themes that make adolescence a trying time for parent and child alike have emerged. Those themes determined the shape of this book.

Psychologists often don’t want to state an interpretation of behavior or a recommendation for action until we’re absolutely sure we have the thing right. The truth is, we know enough to be helpful. My job is to translate what we think we know about children into information that’s genuinely useful to a parent, and that’s what I hope you will find in I Can’t Believe You Went Through My Stuff!






CHAPTER 1

Secrets and Privacy

How Your Teenager Starts Answering the Question “Who Am I?”

When your child was little, he probably loved it when you sat on his bed and read him a story or just talked. Now, he’s eleven or twelve or fifteen, and you’re hearing some version of, “Please get out of my room. Why do you always come in here?” When you asked your young child what she and her friend watched on TV that afternoon, she told you. Now you hear some version of, “That’s private. Why do you want to know, anyway?” And you’re caught up short: What? My sweet child has undergone this metamorphosis from nice to nasty, from good to not so good, from known to unknown, and I’m just doing what I’ve always done.

Here’s something I’ve noticed in my thirty years as a clinical psychologist working with adolescents, and as a father myself: Parents are not aware they can’t just keep using the same approaches and skills they employed when their children were younger. Once a parent, always a parent is true enough—but when your child enters the preteen and teen years, what you did by instinct in years past doesn’t necessarily work or go over very well. In some situations, it’s the exact opposite of what in the long run is most helpful for your child.

I call this rude awakening the beginning, ideally, of your shif t into Stage 2 parenting. Your child is changing in new ways; you need to change right along with him. And secrets—his craving for privacy, his ferocious insistence on running his own life—is probably the biggest aspect of that shift in orientation.

There’s good news and bad news—actually, it’s all good news, for reasons I’ll explain and as I hope this book will make clear.

The good news: Keeping secrets from you is a normal—more than normal, necessary—aspect of your teenager’s development. It’s a healthy part of the construction of his identity, or how he figures out who he is. You should relish that drive and nurture it.

The bad news: Keeping some secrets from you contributes to a parent/child relationship that without question adds to your load of worry and aggravation. The Stage 2 mind-set isn’t always effortlessly maintained. But with some smart, workable strategies under your belt—the strategies I describe here—you will feel empowered to be the kind of parent your child needs you to be during these transition years.

When I say parenting changes, I’m not talking about a 180-degree about-face in the way you interact with your son or daughter. You are still the parent; he or she is still the child. You have both powers and responsibilities that he or she does not have. As you’ll see in the following chapters, shifting into Stage 2 means:




	You’ll listen to your child a little more, and maybe talk a little less yourself.

	You’ll recognize the questions you ask that suddenly sound to your child like obnoxious prying into his private life, and you’ll refrain from asking them (some of them, anyway).

	You’ll stay informed about what your child is up to, without embarrassing or infuriating her and driving her farther underground.

	You’ll allow your child the freedom to take the risks she needs to take in order to grow, and you’ll see how to step in when the risks are getting too risky.

	You’ll be able to convey your opinions, beliefs, and knowledge of the world, in a way that doesn’t cause him to feel you’re telling him what to think and how to live.





Adolescence is stressful—sometimes overwhelming—for both teen and parent, but it’s also a rich, rewarding, fascinating time. When you think about it objectively, if you can manage to, what could be more interesting than being on the scene as your boy or girl takes some giant strides toward adulthood?

Building an identity is the main challenge of your adolescent’s life. It’s a challenge that helps shed light on the “Get out of my room!” syndrome.


Who Am I?: Your Teen’s Quest for Identity

This is the question your child is trying to answer. “Who am I?” first shows up at the beginning of adolescence. Before then, children are self-referential but not very self-conscious; they play but they don’t watch themselves playing. Starting around age eleven or twelve, however, they begin to reflect on themselves in earnest and become acutely aware of how they look, feel, think, act, walk, sit, smell, and sound. They’re also suddenly interested in how others are taking them in, sort of like seeing with a third eye—I’m observing myself and observing the way others observe me. (This is when Sally calls the cute boy to talk about Emily, while Emily is in Sally’s house listening in on the extension. These plots are hatched expressly to meet the child’s need to find out how others perceive her.)

“Who am I?” (or “How, exactly, am I unique or special and not like everyone else?”) is the umbrella question that encompasses many others, and the questions become deeper or harder or more sophisticated as a child moves along from preteen to full-blown adolescent.




	What are my opinions about religion and politics, about what’s right and what’s wrong, about food, fashion, and music, about animal rights and the salaries these pro athletes get?

	What sort of people do I want to spend time with, and why?

	What kind of work should I do someday, what would I be good at?

	What kind of sexual being am I?

	What do I want out of life?





Undeniably, such questions reflect a child’s struggle to be an individual, a person in his own right, to actually experience a sense of his existence. Your child is likely to come up with answers (always subject to adjustment the next day, week, or month) in various ways: by experimenting with different behaviors, by trying on alternate responses to all the day-to-day situations he encounters; by asking friends for information and looking to friends as models, by seeking external validation from the world of peers. (I remember myself in middle school one day, happening to be walking down the hall with a bunch of the cool kids, and thinking, Here I am, walking down the hall with cool kids. I must be a cool kid.)

He also spends time thinking and brooding, constructing a sort of separate place where he can go, to be himself in his own head.

The resource he’s not so likely to look to for answers is his parents.

For your child, the “Who am I?” years of course include many “firsts”: first kiss, first boyfriend/girlfriend, first sampling of an alcoholic beverage, perhaps first brush with a law enforcement official. You may remember with fondness the original firsts in your child’s life: first step, first words, first day at kindergarten, first time he tied his shoelaces by himself. While the latest markers on his road to maturity are just as significant, this time around you probably won’t hear much about them at all. He doesn’t want you to.

To your adolescent’s way of thinking, there are legitimate reasons to keep Mom and Dad in the dark.




Why Your Child Has a Secret Life

If your teen could (and felt inclined to) offer some explanations for “Get out of my room!” here’s what she might come up with:



I don’t want to tell my parents what I’m doing and thinking because …

… they’ll try to stop me and or totally freak out and/or want to know everything about my life.

Your thirteen-year-old wants to meet her boyfriend at the mall, but she believes that if she mentions the plan at home, first, you’ll react with dismay and horror that she has a boyfriend at all, and second, you’ll come up with five reasons why the mall meeting is not going to happen. So she tells you she’s getting together with her two girlfriends, which is partly true because her friends might also show up at the mall. This makes sense to her. It also doesn’t seem terribly dishonest. One of the subjects I get to later in this book is the adolescent lie and the fact that teens usually lie or keep some bit of business a secret from their parents simply because they don’t want to be stopped from doing something they have in mind.

But as adolescents are developing this sense of privacy, many typically come to feel they can’t communicate with their parents about anything. The notion is, If I tell you about my school grades, then the next thing is you’re going to want to know who I’m friends with or what’s in my desk drawer. And that’s intolerable. So I’m not going to tell you anything.

In this atmosphere, an innocent-sounding (to your ears) observation or question often feels to your child as if you’re determined to superimpose your values on her. She wants to come up with her own values (which may turn out to be the same as yours, but you didn’t lay them on her). She might also be quick to decide you’re speaking out of both sides of your mouth, and she wants to squelch the conversation entirely—or at least, she’s not about to believe everything you say. You mention, “Polly, how did you do on the math test? I bet you did great, because I know how important it is to you to be a good student, and I’m only asking because I have your best interests in mind.” Polly thinks, Oh, yeah? Don’t be such a hypocrite, Mom. You mean it reflects well on you with all your little friends when I get good grades, and that’s what you’re really thinking about.



… they don’t understand, they don’t really know me.

One part of “You don’t really know me” is “I am not like you.”

If you tell your nine-year-old he’s a chip off the old block, he beams with pride. Tell that to your thirteen-year-old, and he’s insulted. He’s insulted not because he hates how you are; he just thinks it’s presumptuous and wrong of you to think you know all about him (which is true—you don’t). And he senses, If I’m an open book to my parents, if they know all about me, I’m not really myself, not an independent being with my own identity. In adolescence, as hormones are raging and cognitive processes become more sophisticated, children perceive themselves as greatly more complex beings than they were just a little while ago. And they are, in fact, more complex. So many of the interactions in which teens push parents away arise from that notion, “You don’t understand.” Of course, the subtext is, “I don’t understand myself. But don’t tell me you know what’s going on with me.”

In fact, the quickest, easiest answer to “Who am I?” is, “I am not my parents. I will be or do the opposite of what they are or do.” The adolescent can’t be like Mom or Dad, because then she’s not differentiating or distinguishing herself. Your child says, “You’re a Republican, Dad? Okay, I’m a Democrat.” “You eat meat, Mother. That’s disgusting, I’m a vegetarian.” (Brief bouts with vegetarianism, by the way, which start off by wanting to be different from parents and also thinking of all the baby lambs, are extremely common among adolescents. Often, the bout is over when the child considers the vegan distinction: “You mean I can’t have an egg? Well, I didn’t really want to go that far.”)

The thing is, being or doing the opposite of Mom or Dad confers instant identity. Easy as pie.



I don’t want to ask my parents about some stuff that’s happening because …

… it would be too hideously, totally embarrassing …



Physiological developments over these years are traumatic. Sprouting body hair, growing breast buds, the beginning of menstruation, undescended testicles, overall changes in physique—suddenly preteens or teens are terribly confused about their bodies. Usually, they’re not quite sure what’s going on, or what to look for or expect. Many questions arise, and they’re profoundly embarrassing ones to ask any adult. Trips to the pediatrician become highly stressful and mortifying.

Sexual feelings fall in the same category. Experiencing sexual arousal, worrying about sexual arousal, early physical contacts with a first boyfriend or girlfriend—all these generally are matters a young teen is loathe to talk about with Mom or Dad. A scene in Phillip Roth’s novel Portnoy’s Complaint put a funny spin on a boy’s obsessive concern with masturbating and fears that his penis will fall off. Young Portnoy fantasizes while standing in the kitchen that his penis drops down his pants leg to the floor due to excessive masturbation. His mother is saying, “What’s that?” as he attempts to kick the offending organ behind the refrigerator and out of sight. It’s part of an adolescent’s worry: I have no idea what’s happening, but whatever it is, my mother must not know about it.

Then, too, this is the age when your child is trying so hard to demonstrate that she doesn’t need you. Telling you difficult stuff, even if she’s desperate for information or reassurance, would imply that she really does need you after all.



… my friends know what’s what, my parents don’t.

About bodily changes, new sexual feelings, and much else she wants to know, where does a child go for information? Usually to her friends.

Starting around age eleven or twelve for boys, a little earlier for girls, children turn away from parents (not entirely, of course) and grow toward their peers. Close friendships—Harry Stack Sullivan, a father of American psychiatry, called them “chumships”—are often part of the picture at these ages. This enhanced importance of social relationships hinges on the development of empathy; just as children gain higher levels of moral reasoning and intellectual abilities, they also progress emotionally. Suddenly, the child develops the interest and ability to imagine what someone else is feeling. It enables her to find people who feel the same way she does, which strikes a blow against the increasing sense of isolation young teens experience as they push off from Mom and Dad. Girls tend to be more intellectual and verbal, boys more physical. For both, chumships are powerful connections, with feelings of closeness and camaraderie that weren’t there before.

I remember a day when my daughter was about twelve and had a friend sleep over. The following morning, after her friend left, my daughter sat there, wide-eyed and thoughtful. She said, “I never had an experience like that before. Everything I said had happened to her or she was thinking about it too. I felt like she’s the first person who really understands me.”

But in addition to feeling liked, understood, and accepted (an important stage in the development of identity, other people seeing that you exist), adolescents look to their peers to learn what the correct thing is.

Your child wants to do the correct thing, and she’s pretty sure you can’t tell her what that would be. Social psychologists talk about this as the creation of social reality: When matters begin to become physically (and in other ways) confusing, when the facts are not clear, we look for consensus to help us decide what to do. For your young teen, an innocuous example might be, “What’s a cool thing to wear?” Her friends will give her an answer, one that has nothing to do with any fact. As a parent, you might say, “Well, a cool thing to wear is what we can afford to buy for you.” That’s a fact, but it’s not a helpful fact to your child.



I want to hang out in my own room and not be around my parents so much because …

… my parents kind of gross me out.

Adolescents don’t want to be dependent on their parents. Since they are, as they realize ruefully, bound to rely on Mom and Dad for big things like a roof over their head, money, food, clothes, and the family car, they seize on the small ways by which they can physically detach—don’t want to go on vacation together, don’t want to go out to dinner together. They really wish to be away from those two individuals.

At the same time, teens may begin to observe aspects of Mom and Dad that they find annoying, maybe slightly repugnant.

During these years, your child experiences a heightened sensitivity to everyone and everything. As she’s becoming more self-conscious about her own mannerisms, she’s also more aware of everybody else’s, including the habits of her friends and of her parents. Characteristics she barely perceived before she now has intense feelings about—this or that is totally gross! (Just plain “gross” isn’t sufficient to describe the level of disgust.)

When a teen begins to notice these aspects of her parents, she compares them to an ideal image, and Mom and Dad fall far short of the ideal. In their classic study Being Adolescent, researchers Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and Reed Larson observed, “Much tension in the family results from the way parents eat, dress, talk or blow their noses. Teenagers feel they are stuck with having to pay attention to irritating mannerisms over which they have no control.” They add, “Becoming independent means having a choice over what one pays attention to.”

So parents come off the pedestal a little: “You were supposed to be perfect, Mom, but guess what? You’re not! Now I see that you slurp your soup, and it makes me want to puke, and I would never eat like that.”

It bolsters her argument that she is and should be different from her parents. It contributes to “Get out of my room!”



… I need to explore and think.

The bedroom is the sanctuary, a safe haven, a retreat from the stresses of the day, a place to be removed from the folks for a while.

Images in the pop culture, on TV, and in the movies often depict teenagers in their room “multitasking”: simultaneously on the computer, blasting music, and talking on the phone. Sometimes your child might fit in that picture. Sometimes he might be in his room not doing much of anything at all, which typically gives a parent fits. A boy in one of my groups said he likes to lie on his bed playing with his old Slinky, just rolling it back and forth from one hand to the other: “For some reason, this makes my mom nervous. She thinks there’s something wrong with me. I’d close the door, but we have this open-door policy in my house, so I can’t do that. But there’s nothing really wrong. The Slinky just helps me to think.”

Adolescents are kind of blossoming into this notion of being independent beings; they’re capable of abstract thinking and believe they’re capable of their own ideas and opinions. There’s a lot of soul-searching going on. Sometimes your child just wants to be left alone to do that.




The Challenge of Stage 2 Parenting

The strategies I talk about in the following chapters touch on all these ways adolescents play out their need to have secrets, and on the appropriate responses you should make. Generally speaking, they revolve around the two essential and somewhat contrasting ingredients in Stage 2 parenting.



Know when to step back.

Nurture your child’s quest for identity.

The theorist Erik Erikson wrote persuasively about identity formation as the main task of the adolescent years. John Marcia and other researchers further developed the theme and described possible outcomes when an individual fails at or inadequately embraces the struggle. He or she may fall into an identity status called “foreclosure”: The teen seems to have come up with answers to “Who am I?” but in fact hasn’t thought things through, tried out various personae, or grappled with different ways of being. He picks a path or an idea for the sake of achieving a recognizable identity, or maybe for the sake of getting Mom and Dad off his back (“I’ll be a doctor because my mother is a doctor” or “I grew up Greek Orthodox and my parents are Greek Orthodox, so that’s just what I am”). It’s going through the motions, and it’s an identity that won’t necessarily cause him to feel happy. Later on, as an adult, that can make life difficult.

Conversely, the parent who says, “This is how it’s going to be around here, like it or lump it,” can paint an adolescent into a corner, perhaps forcing him to be indirect or devious. He might then take extreme measures to construct identities that are either dangerous or completely unacceptable in some way.

It’s so important to nurture your child’s quest for identity, which means, in part, allowing him privacy and the safe and sacred and secret places in which he can grow.



Know when to step in.

Think on your feet and think ahead.

Adolescence may be the first time a child has the autonomy to do dangerous things. A teen’s ability to perform outstrips her ability to understand, which can create the illusion in her own mind of being more adult than she is. It’s often easy for her to maintain that illusion: Your thirteen-year-old daughter can buy clothes and cosmetics that make her look like a nineteen-year-old. And the world, in some ways, treats her as a nineteen-year-old, although developmentally she’s not equipped to deal with that response.

Our culture also expects teenagers to be more advanced than they are, to act like adults without really teaching them to be adults. It’s convenient, in a sense, to declare certain turning points: You’re sixteen, you can drive; eighteen, you can buy cigarettes; twenty-one, okay, now you can drink. But there’s little notion of running up to those markers and seeing if an adolescent is really ready—if he knows what he needs to know to move on to maturity.

So far, I’ve been emphasizing what’s different about Stage 2 parenting, but some aspects remain the same, including your need and responsibility to keep your child safe and to teach him what he needs to know, just as you always have. Which means checking in, keeping the dialogue going, offering suggestions. The difference now is, he doesn’t want you to. My dog once had an ear infection. Every time I went to put drops in his ears, he tried to bite me. And I didn’t blame him. But I put in the drops anyway. You will do the equivalent with your son or daughter, without being deterred or upset by his or her wish sometimes to bite.

As you keep checking in in the ways I describe throughout this book, often over your adolescent’s objections, it’s necessary to think on your feet and think ahead—in order to figure out which dangerous behaviors are a passing phase and which look as if they might be sticking. Many parents as a matter of course sort of deal with whatever comes up, when it comes up; taking a more proactive stance is better for your child, including making some of the thinking-ahead strategies I describe part of your parent/child relationship.

In short, you will, I hope, pick up in these pages some good ideas on how to treat your adolescent as the grown-up he wants to be, while protecting and guiding him as the growing child you know he, in many ways, still is.




Your Unique Child

I have been talking about “your child” as if one prototypical adolescent exists: one size fits all. Of course, this isn’t the case. Your child is not necessarily like other children. Your son probably isn’t like his brother or his sister. How your teen navigates the quest for identity and carries on his secret life is influenced by a number of factors, including the kind of parenting he receives, his peers, his neighborhood or culture, and, significantly, his personality or characteristics of temperament.

Some children are sort of inward or introverted. Others are more active or extroverted. Some are quiet and thoughtful, some reactive, some impulsive. Your teen probably falls into one or another broad category, and you surely have a notion of what that is after living with her for the last twelve, thirteen, or fourteen years. The onset of adolescence doesn’t mean your son or daughter abruptly sheds all resemblance to the little kid he or she once was.

However, I urge you to resist too much “typing”—or labeling or diagnosing—of your child. Labeling can interfere with what’s needed during Stage 2 parenting, because the minute you type your child, you stop listening and observing; you view the evidence differently (Aha! He’s always been an introvert, so that’s why he doesn’t want to leave his room or Aha! He’s always been a rebellious type, so that’s why he didn’t come home last night).

Children differ from one another. It’s also true, however, that adolescents are moving targets. Developmentally, healthy teens are so actively in transition that they’re constantly trying on (or overcome by) a variety of moods and attitudes, postures and behaviors. Your child might want to stick right next to you for twenty minutes and have you tickle her neck. Then maybe she’s aloof and seemingly depressed for the next hour and a half, then bouncing off the walls for the next week.

It’s also the case, as recent research is demonstrating, that a child’s brain is changing during adolescence, with a dramatic increase in the number of synapses and an explosion of neural activity that means he’s making new connections on a nanosecond-to-nanosecond basis. So we now believe there is some biological underpinning for a teen’s emotional lability; he might look confused or spacey sometimes, or show bad judgment, and it’s at least partly a result of the brain firing as a function of its normal development.

The message for any parent: Keep listening, keep responding, and keep letting your teen know that you’re in his corner.

When I work with a family, I usually meet first with the parent or parents and the child together, then with the parents alone, finally with the child alone. I have a guiding rule, which I explain at the outset to all involved: “Mom and Dad, everything your child tells me I will not reveal to you, except if it’s legally binding on me to do so. Everything you tell me about your child, I will reveal to your child.” My aim is to ensure that the child, my client, is not suspicious about the process we’re embarking on and knows I’m not going to spill the beans to her mother behind her back. My guiding rule facilitates the notion that I’m on her side. In a sense, I try to abandon an adult posture and to convey the idea that I’m not here to reprimand, but to ask “What’s happening?” and “Can I help?”

And in a sense, that’s one of your challenges in Stage 2 parenting. You need to abandon your I-am-the-adult, you-are-the child mind-set. You are there not to pry or to judge, but to say, “What’s going on with you, my much-loved son/daughter? And remember, I’m on your side.” Which does not mean that you offer no opinions, set no boundaries, impose no consequences, or take no actions when your child may be flirting with danger.

My aim is not to tell you exactly what to do. Rather, my aim is to outline an overall approach to dealing with your teen’s secret life, one that will help you escape the two extremes the Stage 2 parent can so easily fall into: out of frustration, annoyance, and/or worry, either demanding information about everything an adolescent is up to (and upsetting his developmental need for privacy) or, on the other hand, ignoring everything he’s up to (and just looking the other way and hoping for the best).

Before we begin, I want to turn myself in a little. I’m not an expert. I do have experience, but the only expert on your child is you. The best I can do is tell you what I have learned from knowing and working with thousands of adolescents over the years and from being a father myself. But you’re going to have to make up your mind about many issues as they come along. And you know what? You will fail sometimes; you’ll say the wrong thing or take the wrong tack. Some of the failures will be hilarious; some will be frightening. Not entering the fray, however, is the biggest failure. So let’s get in there.








CHAPTER 2

The Shift to Stage 2 Parenting

Knowing Yourself and the Limits of Your Power

Knowing your limits—that is, what you reasonably can and cannot expect to learn and control about your child’s life—begins with this understanding: During the transition age, your child no longer perceives you as a benign authority figure but as a wielder of power.

Younger children give their parents a great deal of authority—to feed them, take care of them, plan their days—without consciously thinking about it all. The contract from young child to parent is, essentially: I’ll let you take over and in return I’ll get a lot back. In the preteen and teen years, your child starts viewing your contributions to her life not as a sign of appropriate and welcome authority but as a display of raw power. Here’s what’s going on in her mind: Mother, I never told you to put my underwear in the drawer, straighten up my room, make meat loaf for dinner, say hello to my friends. Who said you could do that? You’re just doing it because you can, because you want to make my life miserable, and you don’t want me to do what I want to do.

There you are, going along as always, straightening up her room and making meat loaf. Once you were appreciated; now you’re accused of being a tyrant.

The transition starts around age eleven or twelve, as your child’s mind changes. Last week everything was okay; today everything’s wrong. One day he says, “Thanks for making my lunch, Mom.” The next day: “Oh, God, I don’t want this disgusting stuff again.”

There’s an old joke that underscores the seeming abruptness of this monumental shift. Jonathan is a healthy boy but he never talks. His parents hire tutors, send him to speech experts, and enroll him in special schools. Still, Jonathan never talks. One morning when he’s about thirteen, Jonathan says, “I hate oatmeal.” His parents are astonished and aghast. “What?” they say. “You can talk? All these years, all that money we spent on you, and all along you could talk? How come you never said anything?” Jonathan replies, “Well, so far everything’s been okay.”

Of course, there’s no such razor’s edge distinction. Children go back and forth for a few years; do the same thing three days in a row and maybe you’ll get three completely different reactions to your efforts. And yet parents often describe the “overnight” change in their child. That’s how it feels to them.

Along with a general air of disapproval directed at you, your child is suddenly secretive about what’s going on with her and often unwilling to let you in on even the most mundane aspects of her days. She also begins insisting on what may sometimes seem to you a ridiculous degree of privacy: Her room, her closet, her desk drawers, her phone conversations with friends are all off-limits. As a parent, you need to adopt a different kind of attitude yourself, one that respects her developmental need to keep some of her life hers. Here, I want to suggest some ways you can, practically speaking, create an overall atmosphere that maintains connectedness and is tolerable to your child.

It includes recognizing uncomfortable feelings you’re probably experiencing and learning to manage them.



Be prepared to feel a little sad about your changing lot in your child’s life.

This is hard to accept: Many of your adolescent’s activities take place outside of your control, even outside of your awareness. Her most profound experiences—social rejection, first sexual encounters, the pressure to take drugs or drink alcohol with friends—will occur when you’re not there to protect her, no matter how vigilant you are. She also may be telling you little about them (remember all the things you never told your parents).

That fact creates fear in your mind over your child’s health and safety. You’re worried that she’ll be in danger or that she’s not ready or able to make good decisions. And indeed, adolescents are often unprepared for the challenges they are facing. But something else is going on during this transition as well: It’s painfully clear that your child is separating from you and the family. She is no longer regularly seeking comfort from you. She no longer wants or needs your input in many ways. In one sense, you’re proud of her; in another, you’re grieving. She’s letting go of you, you’re letting go of her, and that’s not easy.

Of course, the letting-go process really began years earlier, perhaps when you dropped your three-year-old off for his first day at preschool—and you, not he, broke into tears at the separation. One mother remembered episodes of mini-grieving over the years, starting when her daughter was seven months old. “That’s when I stopped breast-feeding,” she said, “and I was so sad. It was truly one of those my-baby’s-growing-up moments. At age seven months! Then, of course, there turned out to be many, many more moments over the thirteen years since that day.”

The process continues in incremental stages. But the first time your daughter goes away with a friend’s family for the weekend and doesn’t want your help packing her overnight bag or the first time your son announces he won’t be home for dinner much this week underscores the reality that your child is moving into a life that isn’t going to involve you in the same old ways. Along with the pride and the worries, there’s sadness. It’s normal. What matters is that you do not allow those feelings to cause you to cling to your child in a manner he’s bound to resent, or to react in anger and hurt when she’s telling you to please get out of her room now.



You cannot stop your child from growing up.

As dearly as you might wish to keep the days of childlike innocence going a bit longer, your son or daughter is moving on. Everyone will ease into the transition more successfully if you start early to acknowledge the changing scene.

If you’re the parent of a ten- or eleven-year-old, that’s a great time to indicate that you know, as your child is starting to know, that things are going to be evolving over the coming years. The nature of your communication will change, largely because of that shift in your child’s mind that causes him to perceive you as a power-mad manipulator of his life. He’s much more likely to question your decisions, much more likely to take your words and actions as an assertion of your control over him and your wish to keep him in check, rather than as the behavior of a benevolent provider. And you’ll be entering the often thorny territory of your child driving the car, going to parties in strange homes, and other activities that require negotiations, curfews, consequences, and so on.

It’s an excellent idea to say to your preteen, before any major issues are surfacing, something like, “Well, we’re approaching a time, kiddo, you and us, when you’re going to be a lot more independent. You’re going to be away from home more often, more into activities that don’t involve us. And we, your parents, are going to have to get used to that. We’re going to have to try doing some things a little differently. You and us, we’ll figure it out together as we go along.”

That’s the gist of the message, anyway. I often tell children that their parents are going through changes too, that they’re arriving at new understandings and they’re doing the best they can in their own way. “Just give them a little time to work it out,” I say, “they’ll get over it.” Everyone needs to be prepared, and as a parent, you can let your child know that you’ll be trying to remember he’s not entirely your little baby anymore.

That is not to say, of course, that if age ten or eleven has come and gone without you starting a new dialogue, you’ve lost your one window of opportunity and the case is closed.



You may be behind the times … by a week.

Laura, age eleven, adored ballet. She’d taken lessons, loved to attend live performances, and had her favorite superstars in the local dance company. For her twelfth birthday, her parents bought her an exquisite coffee-table book on ballet. Laura seemed less than thrilled and barely gave it a glance. “What’s this?” her mother said. “I thought you love ballet.” “No, it’s kind of stupid,” Laura said.

Adam’s parents wanted to redo their basement, turning it into a guest room. But fourteen-year-old Adam was seriously into weight lifting and had persuaded his father to set him up with equipment that took over the space. He spent the summer ferociously working out downstairs. One fall day his mother made a passing observation at dinner that maybe when Adam left for college in a few years they’d put his gym equipment in the garage and fix up the basement for guests. “Oh, you can get rid of that stuff now if you want,” Adam said. “Have a yard sale.”

When this kind of abrupt switch happens, parents typically are startled. You prepare your daughter’s favorite blueberry pancakes, and she says, “Pancakes? You know I hate pancakes!” “What do you mean, you’ve always loved pancakes,” you point out. “Oh, please,” she says disdainfully, “all those carbohydrates, give me a break!” It can seem as if a child is simply being contrary on purpose. In fact, children’s tastes, interests, and opinions do change, sometimes radically, over these years, and parents don’t realize that they’ve sort of stopped tracking them.

Keep yourself up to date about your child. One way of keeping connected to your increasingly mysterious child is to ask yourself, “How well do I know this kid, right now? Do I know his best friend? His favorite sport? His favorite TV show? His favorite teacher? Do I know what things embarrass him? What things make him laugh?”

Parents will say, “Of course I know my own child!” Their children reply, “No way!” It’s also true that a teen doesn’t want his parents to know all this stuff because if they did, it would mean he’s very transparent and predictable—basically the same little boy he always was and not his own person. So he keeps it secret. But you can gain such information just by observing and listening and adjusting your perceptions as your child moves along. Allow him to inform you. You might say, “I’d like to make your favorite dinner, and what would that be?”

Keeping up to date makes it more likely that when your child actually needs your advice or suggestions, what you have to say won’t be coming from somewhere out in left field.



Sometimes you must share a lot to get a little in return.

There will always be a limit to how much you’ll hear from your child about his secret life, especially the negative or worrisome feelings and behaviors. But one way to help him feel more willing and/or comfortable about letting you in on details is to offer your own imperfections for his inspection.

Let your child begin to see you as a separate human being. Talk about yourself, how your day went. Maybe share some of your personal horror stories. When your child was younger, you probably elected not to expose yourself in these ways (I had a terrible day at the office … I’m in trouble with one of my clients … Looks like we’re getting an IRS audit). You wanted to appear perfect to your child, and that’s fine. When she’s a little older, your self-revelations—especially where you’re screwing up—are just what’s likely to appeal to her. You’re human. She likes that.

However, don’t turn your personal horror story into the introduction to a little lesson. When children hit this magic age, they become extremely self-centered. Your thirteen-year-old believes that whatever you’re saying is strictly for her benefit or for her torture. So when parents do talk about themselves, children are quick to assume it’s for the purpose of delivering a lecture with a moral point. And it’s often tempting to deliver a lecture. Over dinner, Mom says to Dad, “How was your day, dear?” Dad says, “Well, my boss was giving me a really hard time and I got my back up and …” He goes on to describe a difficult incident at work. Then Mom says, “Okay, kids, here’s an important lesson to learn from Dad’s experience today …” And the kids say, “Can we be excused, please?” Resist the temptation to moralize.

Do reveal your feelings sometimes, about matters other than what your child is doing.

I was walking on the beach one summer day with my son, then about eleven, and out of the blue I said, “Hey, how am I doing as a parent?” He replied, “Well, there’s a problem, Dad. The problem is that you’re perfect, you never make mistakes.” That startling exchange made me realize that I never allowed him to see me in anything like a vulnerable state. The lesson was emphasized a short while later, when our dog—who had been my dog—died at age twelve. As the dog was dying, I held him and cried. My son, witnessing this display of emotion, had a strange, upset look on his face (what is going on here?). It occurred to me that in my attempts to protect my child from all pain in the world, he’d never seen me “less than perfect.” He’d never seen me cry, although I had on a number of occasions. I hadn’t equipped him to deal with that.



Expect, often, to feel like a fool.

This is the lot of the parent of a teenager. Adolescents today are in some ways light-years ahead of their parents. Acknowledge occasionally that there is much you don’t know and suggest that you’re willing to be educated. Ask your child to teach you something.

The mother of fourteen-year-old Polly was unhappy about the fact that her child was at the computer every evening, sometimes for several hours. She had no particular reasons to worry that Polly was up to something dangerous or distasteful online; she just felt increasingly distant from her daughter and her daughter’s interests. So one evening she said, “I don’t understand how this instant messaging works or how you Google something. Would you tell me about that? You know me, I’m kind of a technological idiot, but I’d like to learn a little more.” As it turned out, Polly was pleased to give her mother a computer lesson.

Most adolescents assume that their parents don’t know what’s going on in the world and are not bothered by their own ignorance. Being educable—letting your child teach you a few things—gives your teen an opportunity to communicate with you as well as a chance to be better than you. Then you need to acknowledge her relative superiority and her willingness to help you learn something.

At the same time, by virtue of your age, education, and experience, you might know that your teen’s point of view concerning the stock market, third world development, or the ozone layer is somewhat misinformed or naive. Don’t pull rank. Especially during the middle years of adolescence, children have opinions about issues in the world and like hearing themselves voice them. Respect and accept your child’s feelings and ideas as his own and debate their fine points.

Expressing opinions, especially those he suspects are different from yours, is one way your child is trying things on for size, underscoring his existence and developing his identity. Remember that part of his goal during these years is to define himself as someone other than you.



You will not know everyone your child knows.

This comes as a shock, after all those years of arranging play-dates and sleepovers, and being up on the names of every kid in your child’s life. Welcome your teen’s friends but don’t expect to meet them all. Especially when a child reaches the middle years of adolescence, there’ll be peers in her life you’ll probably never hear about.

Teenagers usually don’t mind having parents around, as long as Mom and Dad remain a quiet background presence. You can, of course, try to draw your child’s friend into a conversation, but at some peril. Fifteen-year-old Ethan had many friends and they often congregated in Ethan’s house. His friends all seemed to like his mother. “I guess that’s okay,” Ethan said. “Well, actually, I sort of hate it. I don’t want her talking to these guys.” One day his mother, a smart parent, mentioned to Ethan that she’d noticed he looked sort of annoyed and angry when she was among his friends and asked if it was all right if she spoke to them. He said, “Not too much.”

Once in a while, children let down spontaneously and allow themselves to have a good time with their friends and their parents in the same territory, as long as it’s not socially stigmatizing. If such a moment occurs, be careful. A generally low profile is safest. When they’re all talking about the concert they went to and what a dumb band it was, you don’t want to say, “Really, Sally? That’s not what you told me when you got home. You said you really liked the band.”

You can monitor your teen’s activities—which means, knowing generally what she’s planning for the evening and whom she’ll be with and what time frame you’re talking about. Adolescents don’t mind this; in fact, it makes them feel safer than if you express no interest at all in what they’re doing. You should not, however, banish your child’s friends, and you cannot forbid her to see them. It won’t work. If you’re concerned about the types of children your teenager is spending time with, criticizing those friends or restricting her involvement with them will probably only increase their appeal in her eyes. In later chapters, I look at more effective ways to express your concerns.



Your power to shape your child’s temperament is waning.

Especially as your child’s personality is evolving throughout these years, it may or may not be a particularly good match with your own. If you happen to be an assertive parent of an unassertive teen, you may be tempted to push (“Oh, just go do it”). Earlier, he might have accepted a little pushing; now he resists. The better approach, one that will keep you connected, is to strategize a little, perhaps by starting out a suggestion with, “I know this kind of thing is difficult for you, but why don’t you try….”

I mentioned in the previous chapter the futility, and sometimes the fallacy, of labeling your child as being of one “type” or another. You can, however, appreciate the unique aspects of his personality and style, and consider if or how you might be able to smooth his path a little. During the preteen or very early teen years, when you still have some influence over your child’s activities, you may see ways to shore him up, to increase his repertoire of behaviors. For example, an unassertive child might benefit from tae kwon do classes—not so that he develops the ability to punch the lights out of someone who might start harassing him or trying to lure him into unsavory activities, but so that he enjoys the feeling of having several responses to choose from in social situations.
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