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As someone brilliant once said, "You can listen your
way to a better relationship with your teen, but
you'll never talk your C(~I
way there." ~,~f?

Adolescence bridges
those years from
childhood to adult life,
when children move
from complete depen-
dence on their parents
to adulthood where Every cell in their
they make decisions for bod strains for
themselves. Learning to . dY

d.In epen ence.
make good and approprI-

ate decisions is the job of adolescence. Facilitating
that learning is the work of parents.

What teens need most from their parents is guid-
ance. To provide that, parents need to make the
shift in roles from instructor (who mostly talks) to
listener, (who takes their cues from the teen).

Listening and accepting are just that. They do not
imply agreement. If everything they tell us is fol-
lowed bya ten-minute lecturette, our teens will
stop telling us what they think. They need us as
sounding-boards, not problem solvers.

Teens need to make their own decisions, then live
with whatever consequences those decisions bring.
Fortunately, they're eager to do this. We can stifle it
with overprotection, but every cell in their body
strains for this independence. They want to make
their own decisions. As parents, we can help them
learn good decision-making skills. One of the ways
to do this is through really effective listening.
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Effective listening is a skill that anyone can learn.

1. Listen Attentively

.Listen with your full attention. Turn off the televi.
sion, put down the newspaper and let your teen
know by your actions that they have your full atten-'
tion.

"That's an option," is a neutral,
non-judgemental comment for a
parent to make. Keep it handy!

.It's best if the teen comes up with a variety of
options herself, but some prompting may be neces-
sary. Use encouraging questions like: "What could
you do about that?" "What else could you try?" "Do
you see any way that could be done differently?"

.After brainstorming options, guide your teen
into exploring the consequences of each. Use ques-
tions like: "What do you think would happen if you
did that?" "Do you think that would improve the sit-
uation?""ls that result something you could live
with?"

.Listen with your eyes as well as your ears. Is your
teen uncomfortable with what they're telling you?
Are they relaxed, distressed, excited?

.Keep your own responses to a minimum. Your
role is to listen. However, let your teen know that
you're hearing them by using phrases such as "I see,"
"Uh huh," etc.

2. Acknowledge and Reflect Feelings

.Listen for the feelings being expressed. They give
us a lot of information about the speaker and what is
influencing them. Feelings are clues to "why."

.Teens are often unaware of their own feelings.
When the parent can reflect those back to them, the
teen understands their problem much better.
Connect their feelings with the content of the issue
they're talking about.

Example: "It sounds as if you feel disrespected by the
way I talked to you when you came home late last
night."

."That's an option," is a neutral, non-judgemental
comment for a parent to make. Keep it handy!

It's important that the teen takes final responsibility
for deciding which alternative to go with. It is very
difficult for a parent to watch a teen walk into the face
of a mistake, but mistakes are often the very best
teachers. Let your teen make mistakes in less-than-
life-threatening situations. You won't always be there
to pick the best alternative for him. He needs to learn.

3. Explore Options and Consequences

Teaching your teen effective problem-solving skills
means encouraging them to think of alternative solu-
tions, then weighing the consequences of each.
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There are some situa-

tions, unfortunately,
when every
parent needs to

.
communICate

more

directly.

~

""

3. State your reason or the consequences to you.

Everyone wants a reason for changing their behaviour.
Give your teen a reason. Begin it with "because "

Example: "because then I have to spend my time and
energy cleaning up after you."

There are some situations, unfortunately, when every
parent needs to communicate more directly!
Fortunately, there are techniques that can make this
most effective.

One of these techniques is "I" Messages. They work
well because they shift the emphasis off blaming the
teen (which they can argue about), to how the parent
feels about the teen's behaviour.

"I" Messages are non-threatening, which means the
teen is more likely to hear what the parent is saying.
They also give the teen clear information about what
change in behaviour the parent wants.

"I" Messages work best in a firm, but calm tone of
voice so avoid using them when you are very angry.
Give yourself some time to cool-off before re-
approaching your teen in an assertive way rather
than from anger.

4. Say what you want done.
Be explicit. Start with III would like 1I

Example: III would like you to put the food away in the
fridge and the dishes in the sink."

II1II Message Complete IIWhen you leave the kitchen in a mess, I feel taken

advantage of because then I have to spend my time

and energy cleaning up after you. I would like you to put

the food away in the fridge and the dishes in the sink.1I

How to Deliver an "I" Message

1. Name the behaviour or situation you want

changed.

Aim this statement at the behaviour, not the teen or

their personality. Start with "When you Example: I/When you leave the kitchen in a mess "

2. Say how you feel about the situation.

Parents often believe the emotion they are feeling is

anger. If they examine it more closely they often real.

ize it is really closer to something else like: fear, hurt,
disrespect, worry, etc. Start with "I feel "

Example: III feel taken advantage Ot:...I'

5. Ask for agreement.

Follow your III" Message with a request for agreement
and a commitment to IIwhen.1I

Example: "Will you put the food away in the fridge and
the dishes in the sink when you make yourself some-
thing to eat in the kitchen?"
"When ?"
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A teen is not the little child you were dealing
with yesterday. Overnight, hormones pulse
through their system, creating a whole new per-
sonality. It might even feel like a stranger has
moved into their room.

Their emotions may short-
"A child's brain circuit, sparking from one

is equipped extreme to another, while
to deal with their bodies lurch out of

what is. control into adult form.
The adolescent Even their brain undergoes

brain is now major reconstruction,
bl t increasing in size by at least

a t e 0
, t one-third. A child's brain is

con empa e ..
h t . ht b II equipped to deal with what

w a mlg e. . Th d I b ..
IS. e a o escent rain IS
now able to contemplate
what might be.

What this means to parental peace is -the end.
The teen is now eager to exercise her newly dis-
covered intellectual capacity. Like a toddler who
has just learned to walk and must run every-
where -just for the joy of it, a teen argues.

If a parent can keep that perspective on it -that
arguing is a stage in their teen's intellectual
development no different than body hair is a
part of their physical development, it is much
easier to deal with. Just as a toddler will slow
down to a walk, a teen will get used to this
expanded intellectual capacity and turn her
attention elsewhere. It usually takes a few years

though!
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A teen's unrelenting push for

independance combined with a parent's
foot on the brake, results in confilict and

frequently, anger.

A teen's unrelenting push for independence com-
bined with a parent's foot on the brake, results in
conflict and frequently, anger. Knowing this will
happen, inform your teens that you will not make
decisions when you are angry, Tell them you'll
need more time. Then physically remove yourself
from the situation. Re-approach the issue when
you've had time to think rationally.

This does not mean that
A teen will conflict should be avoided,

push all your Just the opposite. For better
buttons, so or for worse, a parent is their
d 'u th teen's role model and con-

",use e fl ' ..

d ' t th t ICt IS an opportunity to
ynaml e a d I .. d, ht b h ' d ' mo e communication an

ml9 e I In9 fi . I . k.
11 Ib h ' d con ICt reso utlon s I s. t

e In some .
may be the perfect time for a

of them, parent to brush up their own

skills by taking a course
through their local commu-

nity centre or continuing education department.
Better yet, look for a course that welcomes both
parents and teens.

Conflict with teens often triggers unresolved
business from a parent's own teenage years that,
if not dealt with, will interfere with the parent/
teen ability to communicate. Parents need to
really think about those years and review what
unresolved issues they might still have with their
own parents. A teen will push all your buttons, so
diffuse the dynamite that might be hiding behind
some of them.
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Sitting side by side in the car, a teen
doesn't have to look directly into your face
and will often feel more free to bring up

sensitive subjects.

show them that embarrassment is not a reason for
avoiding difficult subjects.

The car is a good place for teens and parents to have
sensitive conversations. Sitting side by side, the teen
doesn't have to look directly into your face and will
often feel more free to bring things up or respond to

you.

Use neutral, impersonal things to bring up difficult

subjects.

Example:
.Ask them what they think of a particular ad campaign
about AIDS.
.Mention that you think a particular model looks
unhealthily thin.
.Ask them what they think about a celebrity's divorce.

Conversation starters like this can open the way to a
more personal discussion about something that is
concerning you. Be particularly sensitive, too, to a
teen's own attempts to open discussion in these
areas. They will be subtle and are easily missed.

HoW yoU feel about your teen is irrelevant. What they
think you feel about them is what counts. Listen for
clues about this, then look for opportunities to com-
municate your belief in them.

Make special time for your teen alone on a regular,
scheduled basis. Together, look for opportunities to
do things that you both genuinely enjoy -watch a
movie, play tennis, go for a walk, cycle, check out
specialty stores, etc. Make this special time entirely
for fun -no confrontation, no purposeful instruction
of life lessons! Communication will come naturally.

There are times, however, when teens do ask for a
parent's advice or opinion. When this happens it's a
teachable moment. Since the teen has asked, he's
receptive. This is the moment a parent waits for. Talk
to them. They're listening.

On that bridge between childhood and adult life,
teens are particularly sensitive about not being treat-
ed as children. HoW we talk to them can be a flash-
point of irritation for them, meaning that whatever
we're trying to communicate to them is loSt while
they're busy being angry about being talked to like
they were children!

The easiest way to retrain yourself into talking to
them like they are adults is to simply do that. Imagine
you're talking to a friend or colleague. This will neu-
tralize your language and enable the information
you're trying to communicate to be heard.

Stay approachable when difficult subjects come up.
YoU may never get another chance. If talking about
something embarrasses you, say So. Byexample,
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