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FOREWORD



As a lifelong professional in the field of human behavior, as a parent of a 15-year-old teenager, and as a concerned adult who must live in today’s world, I can tell you without reservation that Closing the Gap: A Strategy for Bringing Parents and Teens Together, is a critically important and timely “how to” manual. Both parents and teens can use this book to get more of what they want and need and solve a huge problem that threatens today’s young people. Closing the Gap is an important beginning in taking teenagers of today out of harm’s way.


If you are a parent, grandparent, or teenager, you are infected with a very serious disease. It is not a disease of biological origin, it does not attack the tissues of your body, but it is a disease, nonetheless. It is an acute social disease that attacks the fiber of your family, in particular, and our society in general.


Parents, your sons and daughters are in danger! The danger is real; it is right now and it spans the physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual realms.


Teens, whether you think so or not, you are in trouble here, and your parents are confused or, even worse, totally lost about how to help. They are in this dilemma because in many ways your life and world are foreign to them. Things have changed big-time since they were your age!


You both have a huge need and responsibility to close the gap in your relationship and find a way to make it through this time in our history.


This social disease attacks families at every level of sophistication, education, and income. It attacks families from every part of the country whether rural or urban. It is racially indiscriminate and does not just happen to other people you see on the local or national news. It is more likely than not that it has infected you and your family already.


The disease is one of disconnection, distraction, and fragmentation. Parents and teens, ask yourselves a few hard questions:


• When was the last time the two of you had a meaningful and open conversation about something that mattered?


• Each of you has things you are afraid of in your own lives and things you fear about and for each other. Have you talked about those concerns?


• Do you spend more time on the Internet, watching television, listening to music, or talking to friends or coworkers than to each other?


• Do you know what is going on in each other’s world?


• Parents, do you know who your teen’s friends are? What they are having to deal with at school? What is going on behind that closed bedroom door?


• Teens, do you know what is going on in your mother or father’s world—workwise, healthwise, or financially?


• If there are younger children in the home, do either of you actively work to influence their world and where they are headed?


If your answers are not a strong “Yes,” then Closing the Gap: A Strategy for Bringing Parents and Teens Together is a book you must read and then implement into your family and daily life.


I don’t want to be some histrionic alarmist here, but in my view, we as a country are falling apart at the family level. The disease, injury, and death rate among teens is skyrocketing, with drugs and alcohol being involved in an alarmingly high percentage of the cases. Teen suicides, acts of violence, and traffic deaths are marring the lives of you and your friends and neighbors. We cannot fix all of this by passing laws, nor can we expect our schools or teachers to fix problems that have their roots in the parent-teen relationship.


But things can be fixed! They can be fixed by your taking responsibility for yourselves and for your relationship at home. You need each other and you each have important things you can give the other to ensure that each of you is successful. By learning what Jay has researched and written in these pages, you get a unique and rare perspective on the problems of today. I say “unique and rare” because this is one, if not the only, book I have ever seen that is written by a young person instead of some stuffed-shirt expert. Parents will get the insight of a young person who has navigated the current-day terrain, and teens will relate because of the realness and relevance of a message delivered by one who “gets it.”


Yes, Jay is my kid and I am proud of him and what he has done here. Hey, what can I tell you—he got his brains from his mother.


—Phillip C. McGraw, Ph.D.










Closing the Gap








1
HY DIDN’T YOU MAKE ME DO RIGHT?



When Jennine first stood up, I wasn’t sure if she was going to get sick or scream. She was pale and trembling. But her eyes flashed anger. The fractured bones of her life had just been laid bare by her parents. She’d made a wreck of things, so they’d brought her to my father’s Life Strategies seminar looking for answers.


She’d had a baby at 17. Quit high school. Been married and divorced twice. Been in and out of drug rehab. One damn mess after another. Most recently, she’d gotten drunk, totaled her car, and crushed her leg. They’d had to replace her entire knee. The fresh bandages and lifelong scars were a constant reminder of all that she’d done wrong.


Her parents recited this sad litany as if they’d been the victims of a plane crash. In their minds, it was their ordeal. Not their Jennine’s. The parents claimed that they’d given her “every possible advantage” as a child and as a teenager. They had done everything right, they had loved and trusted her, but now she was a 25-year-old crash-and-burn artist. They were at a loss about what to do. She couldn’t get her act together, they said. They felt they were out of options. They feared that she would be dead by the year’s end if allowed to continue her self-destructive course.


That’s when Jeninne stood up. Her hands and arms were shaking. She looked weary and defeated at first. Shaking with emotion, she glared at her parents. For a minute, I thought Dad’s seminar was going to go Jerry Springer. But this wasn’t a sideshow. This was a woman who had been self-destructing but was now fighting for her life. She and her parents had allowed a huge gap to grow between them. As I watched from the back of the room, I wondered if this was their last chance to reconnect. I sensed that Jennine’s time was running out.


Half sobbing, half raging, she confronted her mother and father. From deep in her gut, the rage came: “Damn you, why didn’t you make me do right? Why did you let me con you? Why didn’t you stand up to me like real parents? Why did you let me throw my life away when you knew better and I was being a complete moron? You had to know. You had to know, and now look at me, and look at you!”


Jennine’s father and mother put their heads in their hands. The daughter came apart and crumpled into her chair. The rest of the audience went silent—even my dad, which doesn’t happen very often. I could see other parents in the audience mentally retracing their own experiences with their kids. I saw a number of the younger teen girls with tears in their eyes. I’m not married. I don’t have kids. I’m barely out of the “kid” years myself. But Jennine’s heartbreak gave me a jolt of reality too. It brought home the point that Dad has made time and time again in his books and seminars: the things you do for your kids—and the things you don’t do for them—have a lasting impact on their lives as adults.


Why didn’t you make me do right? How does anyone know how to steer young people in the right direction? How can you give us what we need without giving us too much? How can you guide us without pushing us? Love us without smothering us?


How do you know that we need you even when we are pushing you away? How can you tell we’re in trouble when we say we’re fine? How can you help us learn to make the right choices when you aren’t there to guide us?


No wonder parents are always saying things like “I sure wish kids came with a how-to manual.” I’m just two years out of my teenager days, and I can tell you this: most teens wish they had a manual too: How to Raise Good Parents. Parents are just as much a puzzle to teens as teens are to parents.


I know, there’s been a “generation gap” since before my dad was a teenager, but it’s different now. The generation gap has become a Grand Canyon with teens and parents waving at each other from opposite sides of the great divide. It’s no longer about differences in hairstyles, clothing, or musical tastes. A lot of teens wish they had those arguments with their folks. These days, most parents don’t know their teens well enough to have any idea what their tastes are. They don’t know their teens because they don’t spend time together. Parents, you can take your “quality time” and dump it at the nearest recycling center. It’s not working. Do you hear me? It’s not working!!


Here’s a flash. I know what goes on behind the door your little darling slammed in your face last night. And let me tell you, if you don’t want to know, you should know where teens go when they’ve got the car keys and no curfew. I know how teens strike back at their AWOL parents. I know how they lie to their parents and then laugh at them when they buy into their line of BS. I know where they go on the Internet to defy their parents’ orders. I know what they do to compensate for empty home lives. I know what your parents ought to know too. And I know what you teens are doing to screw up your lives. It’s not really cool and clever. It’s self-destructive.


When there is no family connection, teens look outside for a group identity, support, esteem, validation, and friendships. That makes them easy marks for gangs, cults, drug dealers, and sexual predators. Just look at the headlines: Gangs have spread into suburbia. School shootings are regular occurrences. Across America, kids are hooked on heroin, crack, prescription painkillers, and Ecstasy. Crime is down nationwide, but the overall juvenile arrest rate was 7 percent higher in 1999 than in 1980. Suicide is the third leading cause of death for people between the ages of 15 and 25.


Pay attention: drugs are going to kill thousands of teens this year! And don’t think that you are magically protected, you aren’t! I don’t know about you, but these statistics scare the hell out of me! I hope they scare you too. They’re a wake-up call. But you need to understand something: just because alarms aren’t going off, that doesn’t mean you’ve got a squeaky clean, happy teen at home. Not every kid shoots up a school to signal his distress—at least not right away. Some kids retreat quietly. If your teen has withdrawn from talking to you or from interacting with other teens, you can probably assume that it’s not because he or she is aspiring to a life as a cloistered monk or nun. We don’t even claim to be that disciplined.


Does your teen withdraw to his or her room at every opportunity? Does she talk with you about her friends? Does he participate in discussions at meals? Does your teen want you to see projects from school? When is the last time you actually went into your teen’s room and looked at what’s hanging on the walls and sitting on the shelves? Have you listened to your teens’ CDs to determine whether they are listening to the “edited for radio” lyrics or the uncensored nonradio versions?


Teens: Do your parents hide behind the newspaper? Do they get up and leave the room when you walk in? Do they always have to work when you have a game, a recital, or an open house at school? Do you do anything together anymore? When was the last time they took a walk, a bike ride, or even a trip to the ice-cream stand with you?


Is watching television or a movie your idea of “quality” time? Well, I’m sorry, but there’s usually very little quality in that. If you aren’t interacting, if you’re both just staring at a screen, it’s just “quantity” time. It doesn’t matter if you aren’t talking about topics of great importance. Talk about a game, a celebrity, a song, the weather, but keep the conversational lines open because the small talk opens channels for the important stuff that always comes out eventually.


You can’t afford to coast here. Kids across the country are in serious trouble. Today’s teens are in crisis. Parents, you need to know that your teenagers are in danger. Teens, you too need to sound the alarms and wake up to what’s going on. The nuclear family has blown apart into a million fragments. It’s flying in all directions. There are more dual-income families in America today than ever before. It used to be that only about 30 percent of homes had two wage earners. Now the figure is more like 70 percent. As a result, moms are no longer home to listen or to monitor their children’s activities during the volatile teen years. Epidemic divorce rates mean that more single mothers and disappearing dads have compounded the problem.


An estimated 7 million kids are unsupervised every day between 3:30 and 5:00 P.M. during the school year. No wonder 85 percent of teen crimes take place during that same time period. A friend in the Midwest told me that when his stay-at-home wife meets her kids as they get off the school bus, the other kids in the neighborhood swarm around her because there’s nobody home at their houses. Those kids are dying to tell a parent how their day went. They’re dying for parental attention. And some are just dying, period. Each year in the U.S., thousands of teenagers commit suicide. Suicide is the third leading cause of death for 15- to 25-year-olds, and the sixth leading cause of death for 5- to 14-year-olds. How scary is that?


I didn’t write this book to condemn working couples. You have to support your family. There are certainly ways that working parents can stay in touch with their kids, but there is no greater obligation than that. Still, parents have proven adept at insulating themselves from their difficult children and teens. One of the most popular methods is to drug their problem kids—and their kid’s problems—out of their lives.


In the year 2000, doctors in the United States wrote almost 20 million prescriptions a month for Ritalin and simular stimulants—most of them for allegedly hyperactive children and teens. Those drugs had sales that year of $758 million, 13 percent more than in 1999. Drug companies now pitch this stuff as if it were just another home remedy, some sort of baby aspirin or castor oil. They run ads for it in Ladies’ Home Journal and other “family” magazines.


What the ads don’t make clear is that most of these drugs are Schedule II controlled substances. They are among the most addictive substances that are still legally sold. (Schedule I drugs, which are illegal, include heroin and LSD.) If you think kids aren’t becoming addicted to this “prescription” stuff, think again. The federal Drug Enforcement Administration counts Ritalin and similar stimulants among the most frequently stolen prescription drugs. Across the country, teens have been crushing and snorting these pills to get a “Ritalin high.”


We are all in a screaming dive here, and no one seems to have any idea what to do about it. Since the release of my first book, Life Strategies for Teens, I’ve traveled the country talking to parents and teens from Frisco to Philly and everywhere in-between. They talked to me and talked to me and talked to me. But they don’t talk to each other.


We’re going to fix that in this book. It’s not an irreversible situation. There is hope. There is a way. Parents and teens are not incompatible. They are not two opposing forces in nature, except maybe when it comes to fighting over the remote to watch MTV versus PBS. My goal in this book is to show both parents and teens how to get what they want for themselves, for each other, and from each other. I’m going to show teens how to get more freedom, a better quality of life, and peace of mind. I’m going to show parents how to create an environment in which their teens can grow and flourish and make them proud.


I am going to show you practical methods and give you simple tools to work out your differences and disagreements. I’m going to help you turn those lose-lose negotiations into win-wins. You’ll get what you want from each other because you’re going to learn to focus on fulfilling each other’s needs rather than just rying to get the other side to give in. You are no longer going to try to get things from someone else. You are going to meet their needs so that they will meet your needs. My dad is so good at this type of negotiating that other people ask him to negotiate their car deals and court settlements for them. “If you want what you want when you want it,” he says, “meet the needs of the people on the other side.”


So, teens: if you want your parents to do what you want, all you have to do is figure out what their needs are and meet them. I’ll help you determine what their needs are in a later chapter, but as an example, one of your parents’ greatest needs is to know that you are safe. They want to feel confident that even when they are not around, you are not in danger. That’s reasonable. But how can you fill that need for them when they aren’t around? By letting them know through your words and deeds that you have adopted their models of what is safe and what isn’t.


As soon as you start reading this book, your relationship with your parents or with your teenager is going to start improving. There is only one requirement: You are going to have to work together. You are going to have to learn to see through each other’s eyes.


Teens: If you want something from your parents, you won’t get it by rebelling. You will get it as soon as you start talking to your parents and not a minute sooner.


Parents: If you want something from your teen, you won’t get it by being a totalitarian dictator. Communication and mutual participation are the key. So turn off the television, unplug the earphones, and start working on forming a bond as a family.


The cool thing is that either one of you can start making huge improvements in your relationship even if your teen or your parent isn’t reading this book along with you. You have the power to influence the relationship on your own. You make up half of it. The other half has to respond to everything you do. You might be surprised. He or she might just be waiting to see a sign that you will meet him or her halfway. If you start doing things differently, he or she will respond to you in a different manner. It may be easier if you go through the steps together, but the important thing is to get started—on your own or together.


By the time you’ve completed this book, you will be amazed at how much power and control you’ve created in your life. That’s no bull; it’s true. I know because I learned the principles and methods from my dad, who has been using them for a long, long, long time (don’t worry, Dad, I’m not trying to suggest that you are really old or anything) in his work as a relationship and life strategies counselor. He used all this stuff on me, and I have to admit, it worked pretty darn well. We have always talked about everything. We’ve always worked things out. We are best friends. And we love and respect each other more than I can express—even when we simply agree to disagree.


My primary goal is to reconnect teens and parents. This book is written from a young person’s perspective, but with the benefit of my father’s wisdom and training. One of the main messages I’ll be delivering throughout this book may shock both teens and parents. It is contained in the story I told you at the beginning of this chapter.


Parents: If you think you are doing your kids a favor by telling them everything that they want to hear and believing everything they tell you, you are dead wrong. If you swallow their BS day after day, night after night, they will have no respect for you and they will very likely get into one huge mess after another to make that point.


Teens: I watched my friends defy and disrespect their clueless parents, and we both know that we want nothing more than for our parents to be strong enough to require things of us. We all know that when our parents buy into our BS we smile on the outside but we are seriously let down on the inside, wanting nothing more than for them to care enough to make us do our homework or be home on time. Let me tell you, there is a huge disconnect between parents and teens everywhere. MTV might as well be declared the legal guardian of two-thirds of the teens in America. Most teens spend more time with Kid Rock and Li’l Kim than Mom and Dad. Most teens know more about Tomb Raider and Britney Spears than they do about their parents. I would bet that if you stopped ten teens at the mall, more of them would know the birth date of some actor or musician than would know their parents’ birthdays.


And most parents know more about what problems their favorite character on The West Wing are facing than their own teen’s problems at school. Most parents know more about the state of their 401 (k)s than their kid’s classes, teammates, or best friends. Most parents spend more time working on their waistline than the relationship they have with their teens. Both sides pay a terrible price for this disconnection. Luckily, there is a deceptively simple way to hook families back up.


Did you know that the number one predictor of a troubled teen has nothing to do with parenting style or approach? It has nothing to do with whether or not the teen comes from a single-parent family or a double-income home. Nothing to do with the quality of the neighborhood or the family’s ethnic background. None of that matters as much as the number one most important factor in your child’s home life: the number of words spoken!!


Yep. The greatest things you can give your son or daughter are your ear and your voice. Listening and talking to your teen will save you more heartbreak than anything else a parent can do. You constantly hear cliché explanations for why teens get into trouble: “He’s the product of a broken home” or “She just couldn’t handle the peer pressure.” Those things may contribute to the problem, but nothing influences the direction of young people’s lives more than the quality of communication with their parents. Just talking? I know it sounds wild. How can that make a difference? Let me explain: in a house where there is no communication, there is no understanding.


Teen: “Mom, can I get a tattoo?”


Parent: “No.”


End of discussion. But does it end the teen’s desire to join a widespread fashion trend? Does it give the teen any understanding of his parent’s reasoning? More important, does it give the teen any foundation for making his own decisions about similar matters in the future? No.


But what happens when a parent takes the time to discuss the reasoning behind a decision?


Teen: Mom, can I get a tattoo?


Parent: It’s a fad. Fads die out. Tattoos don’t. Will you still want it when you’re my age? What do you think when you see an older person with tattoos? My answer is no, and I think if you honestly look at it as a long-term thing, you’ll feel the same way.


Teens can learn how to reason things through if you give them a lead to follow. Look, we aren’t Neanderthals. We know that sometimes we have hare-brained ideas just like our parents. (Do I need to give examples here? Does the term “streaking” mean anything to you, parents? Goldfish swallowing? Nehru jackets?) Parents don’t do themselves or their teens any favors when they forget what it was like to be on the other side of the MTV-PBS line. When parents just say “No,” they shut down lines of communication and they miss an opportunity to convey their belief systems to their teens.


Teens and parents do a great service to themselves and each other when they build a case based on logic and mature reasoning rather than command and control or righteous indignation. Teens are more thoughtful than parents often acknowledge. And just as you want to be proud of us, we want to make you proud.


The more you invest in your teens and your family—the more energy, the more words, the more emotion, and the more time—the more we respond. It works both ways, of course. If you’re a teenager and you want your parents to understand you and see things from your point of view, you have to build a case—and that works only if you’ve built a relationship. Okay, I confess, I’m talking about bonding here. The real thing. Not the Saturday Night Live version. Not the kiss-kiss. Not the “quality time” hug-and-run. I’m not talking about becoming “let’s do lunch” best friends here. Some of you may be starting from scratch. Some may need just a minor tune-up. Don’t worry, either way, I’m going to give you a lot of tools and a lot of step-by-step instructions. Heck, we may even have a few laughs together. Wouldn’t that be nice for a change?


In the chapters that follow, you will start to understand how you got disconnected from each other in the first place. Then I’m going to give you tools for coming to grips with the gaps in your relationship and in your understanding of each other. You’ve heard of urban myths? We’ll look at Parent Myths and Teen Myths, the weird things you believe about each other even though they are no more true than that tall tale about a scalpel-wielding Body Parts Gang that drugs tourists and swipes their kidneys.
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