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A t the b^inning o f the 21st Century, 

we have much to cdebrate about our 

nation's young people. They are far healthi­

er, more prosperous, and look forward to 

more promising lives than ever before in 

our history. Teens of all ethnidties are 

completing high school and enrolling in 

college at record rates, and more teenagers 

than ever before are volunteering to serve 

through community service. In addition, 

many harmful behaviors are on the 

decline, induding youth violence, homi­

dde, suidde, teen pregnancy, and, in the 

last couple of years, drug use. Nonethdess, 

the rates o f youth violence, smoking, alco­

hol and other drug use, and unintended 

pregnancy are still far too high in our 

country. Despite a marked dedine in 

teen homidde over the past several years, 

far too many communities are scarred 

by violence. 

We know diat the best approach to the 

problem of youth violence is a compre­

hensive one requiring the collaborative 

effons o f smdents and parents, teachers, 

health care providers, police officers, 

judges, counsdors, and religious leaders. 

That is why my Administration created the 

Safe Schools Healthy Smdents Initiative, to 

support effective, collaborative responses 

to violence, bringing together school nurs­

es, counselors, teachers and police, to make 

a difference in the lives o f our children 

and our communities. 

A t the same time, we know that young 

people continue to need supf)ort and 

guidance from thdr parents, as they grow 

into adulthood. Recent smdies tell us that 

teens view their parents as the best source 

o f information and guidance on serious 

life issues, and teenagers rate not having 

enough time with their parents as their 

top concern. That is why I directed my 

White House Coimdl on Youth Violence 

to develop tools for parents. This.guide 

helps parents talk to thdr teenagers. I t 

helps parents discuss difficult issues such 

as violence, drugs, alcohol, tobacco, and 

sex, and helps pyarents identify the warn­

ing signs o f harmfiil behaviors. In some 

instances, parents may need professional 

guidance to help them deal with the chal­

lenges o f raising a teenager, and this 

guide provides some helpful resources. 

The great American author and cham 

pion o f human rights, Peari Buck, once 

said, " I f oiu- American way of life fails 

the child, it fails us all." In our national 

struggle against youth violence, we must 

not fail our children. All of us, espedally 

parents, share responsibility to keep our 

children safe. We've all got to do our piart, 

and this guide will hdp. 

President William Jefferson Clinton 
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This is an exdting time to be a teenager 

in America. Young people today are 

I growing up in a rapidly changing techno­

logical sodety, with hopes for a very prom­

ising future. Survey results show that 84% 

of high-school smdents plan to attend a 

four-year college. Teens overwhdmingly 

share thdr parents' values o f honesty and 

hard work, and are engaged in positive 

acthtities. More than half o f all teenagers 

volunteer with a community organization, 

attend a house o f worship weekly, read the 

newspaper twice a week or more, and 

attend cultural events or visit museums. 

In spite o f this positive oudook, how­

ever, adolescence—the transition between 

childhood and adulthood—is still one o f 

the most difficult times for children and 

parents alike. Growing up is more than 

the physical changes that occur, such as 

getting taller or more muscular. This pas­

sage is a time for establishing independ­

ence, testing limits, trying on different 

roles, exploring new feelings, having new 

experiences and fostering intdlectual 

growth. Above all, adolescence is a 

process that takes time to happen. 

We have all heard the frightening and 

heart-breaking statistics about youth vio­

lence, depression, tobacco, and drug use. 

Even the best-informed young people arc 

constandy being tested by sodal pres­

sures, emotional needs, and their peers. 

The push and pull between right and 

wrong can become a tug o f war between 

adolescent and parent. 

Being a parent, grandparent, foster 

parent, or caregiver o f a teen is both 

rewarding and challenging. Caring adults 

can make all the difference in a child's life. 

This booklet provides some useful tools 

to improve your communication with 

your teenager, and help him or her get 

through adolescence as successfully as 

possible. Read it all or select the sections 

that help you the most 

• Gett ing the conversation started— 

tips for opening up the dialogue, even 

after it has been shut down. 

• Increasing freedom and responsibil­

ity—ideas for how to set the limits that 

protect your teens while still giving 

them room to grow and develop. 

• Managing angen theirs and yours— 

anger-management skills that you 

can use, and that you can share with 

your adolescent. 

• Hand l ing tough situations—exam­

ples o f difficult simations, identification 

o f warning signs o f trouble, and advice 

on how to handle certain problems. 

• When parents need help first—hdp 

ing your spouse, or yourself, deal with 

issues that are affecting your child. 

• Get t ing help for your teen—sugges­

tions about how to get help for your 

teen and your family. 



any parents worry when their 
teenagers don't want to spend as 

much time with the family as they did 
when they were younger. I t can hurt; it can 
be frightening. You worr̂ "̂  about their safe­
ty and about thdr future. I t is normal for 
children to want to spend more time witii 
their friends during the teen years, but it 
shouldn't mean that teens ignore their fam­
ilies. Parents and teens need to take action 
to stay connected or to reconnect 

I used to be close rvith my daughter. She 

would talk rvith me about every thing. Now she's 

14 and avoids me. She is quiet at dinner, and 

then gtes to ber room or talks witb fiiends on the 

phone all evernng. Sometimes she ̂ ts moody and 

angry. I want to reach her the way I used to, but 

I don't know how to start. 

Sometimes the solution is easy. Spend 

more time together. Suggest doing things 

that you both enjoy. Talk more. 

Dinnertime is a good time for that kind 

o f exchange. Talk about your day. Ask 

your teen about his or her day. Be sure 

the tdevision is tumed o f f and you and 

your teen are mned in. 

Why do teens close down? 
Sometimes they're trying to be independent. 

Sometimes they're embarrassed about their own 

thoughts and feelings, such as anger, or their 

sexual desires. Sometimes, teens shut down 

because of pressures they feel at home, at 

school, or in the community. One of the most 

important reasons teens dose down is that 

they're afraid to speak honestly with their par­

ents. They believe if they talk openly about things 

they hove done that might be vmx ig , tf iey' l l be 

given a lecture, punisfied, or criticized. 

Most teens agree they want to spend 

more time with their parents. You may be 

surprised to leam that a recent smdy indi­

cated that most teenagers rate "not hav­

ing enough time together" with parents as 

tiieir top concern. Many will be glad that 

their parents care enough to make the 

effort to spend time with them. Some 

teens have a hard time expressing anger 

and upset feelings. They keep it botded 

inside. Parents need to draw such children 

out. Try to start a conversation by saying 

" I can see you've been upset Let's talk 

about what's happening." 

Some teens, however, may give parents 

the cold shoulder. I f that happens, be 

patient, and be persistent until you break 

through. I f you can't break through, 

maybe your child has dosed down. 

How do you get your 
teenager to open up? 
The best way to help teens open up—or 

slay open—with parents and other adults in their 

lives, is by showing your acceptance of them. 

When they make mistakes or misbehave, you can 

lovingly help them leam from their experience. 

Make sure they know that you love them, even 

when you may be deeply troubled by their 

l)ehavior. 

L I S T E N I N G T O Y O U R T E E N . 

Let teens know you will listen and try to 

understand their point of view, without 

putting them down or trying to control 

them. Being open-minded sometimes can 

be difficult for adults. But to communi­

cate with teens, parents need to do more 

than just talk; they also need to listen, and 

really hear what their teens are saying. 

They also need to notice which issues are 

not being discussed and have the courage 

to start a dialogue about those issues. 
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When disagreements arise, listening 

does not mean that you give up your 

authority as a parent It does mean giving 

teens a voice in matters diat concern 

them. Through family dialogue, parents 

get to know what their teens are thinking 

and teeling, and the teens get to know 

where their parents stand. Sometimes par­

ents and teens can reach agreements 

when none seemed possible. Even when 

agreement cannot be reached, teens are 

more likely to do what their parents wish 

i f they feel that their parents listened with 

an open mind. 

T O U G H T O P I C S 

Parents can become frustrated when thev 

try to start a convcrsauon with their 

teenager and he or she just isn't interest­

ed. There are tough topics, however, that 

need to be discussed. Teenagers face pres­

sures and temptations about drugs, alco­

hol, sex, and tobacco, and about guns and 

violence. They need and deserve adult 

support. Don't wait for a crisis. Ideally, 

parents should find times and ways to talk 

with their teens before serious problems 

occur, preferably eariy in the lives of their 

children. But it is never too late to start. 

Sometimes, you can simply start a 

dialogue about these issues as part of 

normal conversation. Often, "teachable 

moments" happen during day-to-day 

activities. For example, you could discuss 

underage drinking when someone gets 

intoxicated in the presence of your 

tamily, or in a movie, or when you sec 

a newspaper siovy about an accident 

caused by teenage drinking. You could 

discuss violence, and better ways of solv 

ing problems, after watching a TV show 

or movie that portrays violence as a 

solution to a disagreement. 

o 

D 

TODAY^S TEENS 
The pressures you felt as an adolescent have 

been magnif ied for teens today. You wil l recog­

nize some of these issues that make it difficult 

for youth today as issues that concerned you 

during your youth. Others are unique to 

today's teens. 

Wanting to be part of a group 

HIV/AIDS 

Changing family structures 

Gangs and violence 

Insecurity about the future 

Money pressures 

Teen sexuality and pregnancy 

Media influences 

Body image 

School pressures 

Ready access to alcohol, tobacco, il legal 

drugs and guns 



I f your teen doesn't want to talk, try 

to be dear that your pmposc is to build 

understanding and to be supportive, cer­

tainly not to find fault or to punish. I f 

you can't nudge your child into a dialogue, 

try backing off. This show o f respect can 

be disarming. Then, give your son or 

daughter some time to think it over. A 

few days later, you can try again to start 

the discussion. Parents can be flexible in 

getting the discussion going, but cannot 

give up on the need for this discussion to 

evenmally begin. Although it can be hard 

er to get boys to open up, parents should 

engage in dialogue with their sons and 

daughters alika 

Breaking the Ice 
Why can't L get a discussion started with my son about sex, drugs 

or other tough issues? He just tells me 'Everything is fine' or 'It's 

my life' and walks off. 

Below is an example of one good way to open a dialogue about 

tough issue, and some roadblocks you might encounter 

You: As a family, we've never talked about alcohol, tobacco, or 

other drugs. I'd like to know what you think and feel 

about drugs —and I want fo tell you what I think. I p rom­

ise I won't punish you for what you think, or have done. I 

just want us to talk. 

Teen: It's my life; I'm old enough to make my own decisions. 

You: You're right. This is your life and you hove to make your 

own decisions about what you do. I don't want to control 

you. But we do need to talk. I want to hear your thoughts, 

and I want to tell you mine. I promise to listen with an 

of>en mind, and ask that you do the same. We may dis­

agree, but at least we wil l understand each other. 

Teen: Forget it. You always end up lecturing me. 

You: If our discussions have ended wi th me lecturing you, then I 

apologize. But, I won't lecture you now. I want to talk with 

you, not at you, and I want to hear what you have to say. 

I'm wil l ing to hear your complaints, too. Tell me what 

keeps you f rom talking with me. Even someone as old as I 

am can change. 

Teen: Maybe later.,Not now. 

You: OK, I can wait a little. Today is Monday. Let's both think 

about it for now, and we' l l talk on Thursday, because we 

do need to discuss these issues together 



PARENTS MATTER: HELPING YOUR CHILDREN NAVIGATE THEIR TEENAGE YEARS 

Today's teens, more than ever before, 

need to connect with adults—if not a 

parent, then a coach or teacher, grandpar­

ent or tester parent, clergy member, or 

other trusted adult in their lives. Teens 

need at least one adult with whom they 

can talk openly. They should not be left 

to rely only on other teens for important 

intormauon, conversation, and help 

with problem solving about how to 

grow up wisely. 

Q SOMEONE YOUR 
TEENS CAN TALK TO 
Try^ to establish strong communication 

with your teen, but remember that some 

teens may talk more openly about sensi­

tive topics with someone who is not their 

parent or guardian. I f you are a parent, 

try not to let this hurt your feelings; 

remember that your child will respect you 

more in the long run i f you encourage 

him or her to talk with someone else, i f 

that is what works best. 



You d e n t trust me... 
But they're my friends... 
Everyone e lse is doing it.. 

Teens need thdr 

independence, 

but bow do you 

make sure they arc 

safe? It's tough to 

dedde when to give your teen more finee-

dom. Do you hang on to the late string for 

as long as you possibly can, or gn-̂ e the kite 

free air? The dedsion isn't easy. One par­

ent's deasion for fiis or her teen may not 

be right for other parents and their teenŝ  

Although every adolescent is different, 

there are many experiences common to 

the teenage years. The most common may 

be the pull and push between dependence 

and independence. Parents can give thdr 

children increased independence, but still 

have rules and set limits, and must respond 

to the limit-testing o f their children. 

Teens, at younger and younger ages, are 

putting themselves at risk for sexually 

transmitted diseases—induding A I D S — 

and for pregnancy. And some teens, and 

even younger diildren, smoke tobacco, 

drink alcohol, use other drugs, or commit 

acts o f violence and other crimes. No won-

THE CHALLENGE: To help teens leam about the 

world and accept new challenges with the least 

amount of danger and harm. 

Parents must walk a fine line between controll ing 

too much and being too relaxed about rules. 

When parents are too restrictive, they can push 

teens toward rebellion. When they are too per­

missive, teens can get out of control. It's a Ix i l -

ancing act. 

der so many parents are concerned, even 

frightened; no wonder so many try to con 

trol the behavior o f thdr teenage childn^. 

I t is imponant for parents to make 

rules for their young children. As children 

get older, however, diey need to leam to 

make their own dedsions and life choicis.!-; 

Teens need the chance to practice good 11 

dedsion-making skills, and to manage 

new life experi­

ences. Parents 

need to give teens 

the freedom to do 

just that, pushing 

back the fences and giving them practice. 

But there is a catch; teens must be ready 

for i t Tliey need to agree to behave in 

responsible ways, and show that they can 

handle the freedom. They also need to 

keep parents informed. That way, parents 

know when to lend guidance and supervi­

sion, and how to support their progress. 

That 's where respect, responsibility 
and reliability come i n . 

Respect: Respect is a tu'O-way street, but 

it starts with you. Give your teens the 

respect that you would like to be 

given. Give them credit for their knowl­

edge and abilities; pay attention and listen 

to them. That means showing your confi­

dence in your teen, and being supportive. 

Responsibi7rfy: Teens are leaming to take 

care o f themselves as they prepare for 

adulthood. That's what growing up is all 

about. Give them an appropriate amount 

o f freedom and independence. 

Encourage and promote responsibility 

and good dedsion-making, offering sup­

port and gende help with difficult ded­

sions. Let your teens know they can 

gain more freedom as they demon­

strate responsible behavior. 

Reliability: Part o f growing up is 

learning and adapting to rules—rules 

about driving and work, rules about 
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drinking and dating, social rules and family 

rules. Teens will test the rules, but over dmc 

most will make these rules part of their lives. 

Tliis kind of reliabilit}' is worthy of dt.scus-

sion and praise. When you can rely on 

your teens behaving responsibly, it may 

be time to give them more freedom. 

Above all, a parent's role is to believe in 

your teens. Set your standards and expecta­

tions high, keep your love for them con­

stant—even when problems occur—and 

pro\nde consistent support, including prac­

tical help, so they can achieve their promise. 

Baggy Jeans/Odd-Colored Hair: Where Do I Draw The Line? 
Jason is doing well in middle scfiool. He's great 

with his younger brothers and he/ps around the 

house, but I'm concerned about some of his new 

friends. Some have dyed their hair odd colors; 

they wear baggy jeans with their boxer shorts 

showing. A few have pierced tongues and tattoos. 

A while ago, Jason asked about getting those 

baggy jeans. I said no, because the gang kids 

wear them. I hoped he'd forget obout them, but 

he has asked again. Between the drugs in our 

neighborhood, baggy jeans, and new friends, I'm 

worried. I want to steer him away from problem 

kids. Should I let him buy the jeans? What should 

I do about his friends? 

Adolescents are striving for independence. As 

their teens prepare for adulthood, parents should 

encourage independence, while makir>g sure 

their teens don't drift too far from a positive 

course. How should parents react to the choices 

of their teenage children? In ger>eral, extend 

trust and give children as much freedom of 

choice as they can handle. Be sure to set limits, 

too. Your decisions about the baggy jeans and 

about your son's friends require careful evalua­

tion of all the details. You need to think about 

your own values, look realistically at where Jason 

seems fo be headed, understand wfxit he is 

doing or wants to do, and determine how best to 

promote his safety and growth. 

Jason is doing well in school and not getting 

into trouble. Success in school gives children a 

sense of accomplishment. They can see a posi­

tive future for themselves and are less likely to 

want to join a gong. These facts argue for giving 

him more freedom. When it comes to his friends 

and his preferences in dothing, you need to 

gather more information if you're going fo make 

a smart decision. You need to know more about 

your son's friends: What are they like? Do they 

use alcohol or other drugs? Are fhey in gongs? 

How does your son feel about these kids? How 

does he feel about drug use? How does he feel 

about gangs? 

Get to k n o w your son's f r iends. Ask him 
to invite his friends fo your home so you can meet 

them. You'll show that you have an ofjen mind. If 

his friends behave poorly in your presence, your 

son will notice. 

You also need to understand what the boggy 

jeans mean to Jason. Are fhey just a style he likes? 

Or is wearing them as a way fo "fit in" with the 

gang types? Sometimes teens dress differently just 

to harmlessly show some indep>endence from Ihe 

family. Think back to your own adolescence, and 

remember the fashion changes. There may be 

some similarities. Have a discussion with your son 

about his friends and about the clothing he likes to 

wear. Sometimes discussions can bridge differ­

ences. Maybe your son will be swayed by what you 

say about the jeons and gongs, or maybe he will 

convince you that boggy jeans hove become a style 

that has little to do with belonging to a gong. 

A conversat ion w i t h your teen con help you 

d e d d e w f ie the r there is a rea l p rob lem or it is 

just a ques t ion of fash ion . 



W arm family rdationships can hdp 

protect childten bora violence, 

alcohol and other drugs, and other risky 

behaviors^ But family members—even in 

the most loving families—get angry at one 

another from time to time. When families 

commumcate w d l and work cooperativdy, 

anger can be resolved without a problem. 

Handled poorly, however, anger gets in the 

way o f good communication between par­

ent and child. Anger without control can 

sometimes be dangerous and can even 

become violent 

Some adults see anger as an emotion 

that should be suppressed, because it 

leads to trouble. Some grew up in families 

in which anger generally led to explosive 

behavior and even violence. Odiers were 

taught that it is not "nice" to be angry. 

Many adults are not good at managing 

anger, and expressing this emotion in a 

healthy way. It's important that parents 

know how to manage anger successfiilly 

in family life, at work and in the commu­

nity. And that same knowledge needs to 

be shared with children, so that they learn 

this important skill. 

A'ly teenage son doesn't know how to handle 

his intense feeBngs He talks back to us and even 

swears at us He doesn't do what we ask bim to 

do. He seems to be trying to aggravate us. I get so 

angry I blow up. We end up screaming at each 

other and saying things we regret. I feel Bke 

things are out of control. 

With the many changes that occur 

during adolescence, it's not imusual for 

teenagers to feel anger and resentment 

toward parents. Adolescents struggle to 

establish their own independent identties 

as they prepare for adulthood. Sometimes 

anger is thdr way o f asserting independ­

ence. This can wear thin on parents, 

who may fight back with their own 

anger, creating a vidous drde o f 

escalating resentment. 

The best solution to out-of-control 

anger—whether from a parent or from a 

teen—is to step back, and identify more 

positi\'^e, healthy ways to deal with strong 

feelings. We do this when we can calm 

down and respond in a disdplined and 

thoughtfiil way. By maintaining compo 

sure, parents can be good role models 

and open the door to constructive com­

munication with their children. 

But how do you keep calm when 

you fed pushed to the limit? Here are 

some suggestions: 

T I P S F O R C A L M I N G D O W N 

• Pick your batties. Sometimes the 

issue is not worth the anger, or wortii 

arguing about. 

• Take a deep breath; count to ten. 

Think about the issue before a single 

word comes out o f your mouth. 

• Go for a walk. 

• Use "self-talk" to calm down. That 

is, say something soothing to yourself 

such as: 'T need to rdax and stay calm. 

I can't afford to blow up." 

• Reframe the issue. For example, 

when your son says something rude to 

you, it may be less a matter o f bim dis­

respecting you than a sign that he has a 

problem with his anger. "Framing" it 

this way, you focus on the fact that 

he needs your help in overcoming 

this problem. 

• Use humor. Humor can be a good way 

to calm anger; find the silly side of the 

issue and find a way to laugh about i t 
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Sometimes the hardest part o f helping 

children learn to manage their anger is that 

parents have to look at their own practices. 

Parents need to ask: 

"Have I accepted my own anger and the 

anger ot others in the family? Do I express 

anger in positive and constructivi^ ways? Do 

I resolve conflict well? Have I taught my 

children to accept and express their anger?" 

Resolving conflia constructively may be a 

huge challenge, but it's an absolute necessity' 

for the sake of every member of your family. 

R E S O L V I N G C O N F L I C T 

Once you are calm, you are in a better 

position to address the issues that caused 

the conflict. Here are some tips: 

• Give your point of view. State the 

problem as you see it; speak clearly 

and calmly—don't yell. 

• Ask to hear your teen's point of view. 

• Pay attention, hsten, and consider 

your teen's point of view. 

• Discuss ways to solve the dispute 

without a batde. 

• Practice the art of compromise. Find 

the middle ground you can both live 

with comfortably. 

• Assert your authority, when appropri­

ate, but in a calm, yet firm manner. 

W H A T I F T H E A N G E R 

D O E S N ' T S T O P ? 

When anger becomes a way of life—a 

chronic problem—for someone in the fami­

ly, the underlying issue may be larger than 

you or your teen can manage. U you even 

think your family is at this crisis point, or if 

you even think you or any member of your 

family has a serious problem with anger 

management, it's time to seek help from a 

mental health protessional. Recognize that 

this situation necessiutes counseling, and 

somednies that means the entire family will 

need help. Refer to die section: "Getting 

Help For Your Teen" on page . 

H A N D L I N G T O U G H 
S I T U A T I O N S 

Teenagers, like all of us, sometimes need 

help and guidance, but it can be difficult for 

parents to recognize when to intervene in 

their teenager's life. You know about the 

challenges that today's teenagers face— 

some of which are different than those you 

faced as a teen. Understanding these chal­

lenges, and knowing when and how to 

intervene to help your cliild overcome 

them, is an essential role for parents. 



I t is also a difficult role. Being able to 

tell the difference between normal teenage 

behavior and sdf-destructive, hurtful 

behavior can be ver^' difficult Tlie follow­

ing examples arc designed to hdp you 

imderstand some of the warning signs that 

3'our teenager may need hdp. Read 

through these examples antI sec i f any 

sound familiar. 

Remember, though, that every teenag­

er is different and there is often no clear 

answer to your spedfic simation. I f you 

are concerned, talk to your teenage chil­

dren. A t a minimum, let them know that 

you arc worried about them and tell them 

that you would like to talk. I f you are still 

concerned, or i f you think that your 

teenagers may hurt themselves or others, 

you should get help immediately. Read the 

final section "Getting H d p For Your 

Teen", for assistance in finding the 

right resources. 

B U L L Y I N G 

I was called to nry 13-year-old son's school today 

because he stole some money from another boy dur­

ing bmch. This wasn't thefirst inrident. A. few 

weeks ag) the priruipal calkd because Katb made 

another boy take the blame for graffiti be wrote on 

the school bus Ni? matter what we tell him, he 

seems to gt himself in trouble. What can 1 do? 

You certainl)' have reason to be con­

cerned about your son's behavior. He is 

acting like a bull)' and needs your hdp to 

put on the brakes. It's good the prindpal 

has called. The school can set a dear stan­

dard—no bullying—and make sure diat 

j'our son understands the consequences 

for xaolations o f the rule. You, too, need 

to be dear that you disapprove o f bullying. 

You need to hdp your son develop empa-

dby—which is the ability to see how other 

people fed, and to care about their fed­

ings. You will probably want to impose 

consequences on your son for his unac­

ceptable behavior. Be firm, but do it in a 

loving way. Right now your son needs your 

empathy, understanding, and love. By pro­

viding this, you can show the power of 

caring about others in a positive way. 

'ITiis still leaves the bigger paa of tiie 

problem—getting to tiie reason for your 

son's behavior. You have to talk with him 

to determine why he is being a bully. 

What leads your son to behave in such 

hurtful ways? 

With your hdp, or witii professional 

help, your son must come to understand 

his own motives for bullying. Some young 

people are bullies because they are bored 

and crave excitement; .some do it to feel 

powerful; some do it as a response to 

family problems; some do it for attention 

and fame. You need to ask him very 

detailed questions: 

• Did you plan to take the other boy's 

lunch money beforehand, or was it a 

sudden urge? 

• How did you pick your victim? 

• What were you thinking when you 

did it? (Ex: I need the money; I ' l l 

look cool.) 

• How did you feel when you did it? 

(Ex: Exdted, thrilled; powerful). 

• How do you think the victim felt? 

• How do you justify what you did? 

• What are you feeling about yourself? 

• Wliat's happening in our family and in 

your life? 

When you understand the details of 

what happened, you can determine how to 

hdp your child. For example, i f yoiu: son 

stole money because he saw it sitting on a 

lunch tray and had a sudden urge to grab 
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it, he will need to learn to recognize his 

impulses, and to stop them. I f he planned to 

steal money, pre selected a victim, and stole 

because he wanted to look like a big shot, he 

will need to learn positive ways to make 

tnends and gain peer acceptance. I f there's a 

problem in the family, it's important to seek 

help. We have to help our cliildren learn 

healthy and sociidly acceptable ways to cope 

with urges and satisfy their needs. A big 

challenge? Yes. But it's part of growing up 

and becoming a good citizen. 

What if your teenager is being bullied? 
Bu l l y ing is a ser ious p r o b l e m , a f f ec t i ng m a n y 

c h i l d r e n . A recent s tudy i n d i c a t e d tha t n e a r l y 1 

in 10 s tuden ts in g r a d e s 6 t h r o u g h 12 h a v e 

b e e n b u l l i e d in t he past year. A b o u t 1 in 3 s t u ­

den ts r epo r t tha t s o m e o n e s to le o r d e l i b e r a t e l y 

d a m a g e d the i r p r o p e r t y (cor, c l o t h i n g , books ) 

in t he past school yea r a n d 7% repo r t b e i n g 

t h r e a t e n e d by a w e a p o n . 

Teenage v ic t ims o f bu l l ies n e e d he lp a n d 

s u p p o r t in r e s p o n d i n g to th is aggress ive b e h a v ­

i o r M a n y paren ts g i ve the i r c h i l d r e n con f l i c t i ng 

messages a b o u t h o w to r e s p o n d to phys ica l 

a g g r e s s i o n . Shou ld y o u e n c o u r a g e y o u r 

t e e n a g e r to " f i gh t b a c k " o r no t? W e d o no t 

w a n t to resort to v i o l e n c e , bu t w e a lso d o no t 

w a n t o u r ch i l d ren to be v ic t ims a n d to fee l 

power l ess . Mos t exper ts a g r e e t h a t ch i l d ren 

s h o u l d no t hi t bock , o t h e r t h a n f o r se l f - de fense 

a n d su rv i va l . Re ta l ia t ion p e r p e t u a t e s a cyc le o f 

v i o l e n c e . It m a y a l so l e a d to esca la t i ng phys ica l 

c o n f r o n t a t i o n , w h i c h can be very d a n g e r o u s , 

espec ia l l y c o n s i d e r i n g t h e poss ib i l i t y t ha t 

w e a p o n s m i g h t be u s e d . 

P a r e n t s c a n h e l p t h e i r c h i l d r e n w h o 

h a v e b e e n t e a s e d o r b u l l i e d l e a m t o b e 

p o w e r f u l , w i t h o u t r e s o r t i n g t o v i o l e n c e . You 

c o u l d start by le t t ing y o u r t e e n a g e r k n o w tha t 

you ser iously d i sapp rove o f t a u n t i n g a n d o t h e r 

types o f bu l l y ing behav ior , a n d tha t you th ink n o 

o n e s h o u l d hove to pu t u p w i t h th is . You can 

e m p o w e r teens by ask ing t h e m if they have a n y 

ideas a b o u t w h a t m i g h t e n d the bu l l y i ng . 

Parents can teach teens s o m e p o w e r f u l , 

n o n - v i o l e n t ways o f r e s p o n d i n g w h e n they 

a r e b u l l i e d : 

• D e m o n s t r a t e s t r e n g t h by us ing eye con tac t 

a n d pos i t i ve se l f - assu red b o d y l a n g u a g e , 

w i t h the i r h e a d h e l d h i g h a n d shou lde rs 

back. 

• Pract ice " v e r b a l s e l f - d e f e n s e " , us ing a n y ­

t h i n g f r o m h u m o r to c lever c o m m e n t s to d e -

esca la te t e n s i o n . 

• P roud l y w a l k a w a y f r o m p r o v o c a t i o n , a n d 

i g n o r e t a u n t i n g . 

• Jo in a soc ia l g r o u p o r c l ub , w h i c h can 

r e d u c e i so la t i on a n d g ive t h e m a sense of 

p r i d e a n d b e l o n g i n g . 

Y o u n g peop le a r e en t i t l ed to a safe l e a m i n g 

e n v i r o n m e n t in the i r schoo l . A n o t h e r w a y t o 

e m p o w e r y o u r t e e n a g e r s c a n b e t o e n c o u r ­

a g e t h e m t o s p e a k w i t h s c h o o l a d m i n i s t r a ­

t o r s a b o u t t h e p r o b l e m . In par t they m a y 

w a n t to raise the issue o f the i r o w n s i tua t ion , 

a n d the i r o w n safety fears . Somet imes , it is most 

e m p o w e r i n g to discuss t h e s i tua t ion as a schoo l -

w i d e p r o b l e m , w i t h o u t focus o n par t i cu la r per­

pe t ra to rs . Parents s h o u l d back u p the i r ch i ld ren 

by a l so vo ic ing the s o m e c o n c e m . S c h o o l / c o m ­

m u n i t y par tnersh ips c a n l ead to ef fect ive p r o ­

g r a m s tha t reduce b u l l y i n g b e h a v i o r 

If t e e n a g e c h i l d r e n h o v e b e e n p i cked o n fo r 

a l o n g t i m e , they p r o b a b l y h a v e s o m e in tense 

e m o t i o n s f r o m tha t , a n d c o u l d bene f i t f r o m 

t a l k i n g a b o u t t h e m . V i c t i m s o f b u l l i e s m a y 

e x p e r i e n c e a n g e r , a n x i e t y , a n d e v e n 

d e p r e s s i o n . B e i n g t h e v i c t i m o f a b u l l y c a n 

a l s o b e a risk f a c t o r f o r v i o l e n t b e h a v i o r . 

Y o u r t e e n s n e e d a n d d e s e r v e h e l p c o p i n g 

w i t h t h e s e f e e l i n g s . You o r a m e n t a l h e a l t h 

p r o f e s s i o n a l c o u l d g i v e t h e m o p p o r t u n i t i e s to 

express t hemse l ves , a n d reso lve these fee l i ngs . 



D R U G U S E A N D 
F A I L U R E IN S C H O O L 
Our 16-year old daughter, JuBa, was cemght 

drinking at a party. We suspect that she has 

smoked marijuana, too She's been doing poorly 

in school—in fact, now she's neglecting her school-

work and faiBng one subject. We set up required 

study time, but it hasn't helped. She misses atr-

fews and hasn't been doing her chores. We're 

talked with her about alcohol, drugs, and sex 

and we've been clear about the ndes andgven her 

consequences when she has broken them. 

Obviously, it hasn't worked. She says I'm a nag. 

What else can J do? 

A L C O H O L A N D 

S U B S T A N C E A B U S E 

Julia's drinking and possible drug use are 

probably the tip o f the iceberg. Alcohol 

and d rug use often occur along w i t h 

other serious problems. 

You need to talk with Julia about the 

details of her use o f alcohol and other 

drugs. You need to talk about, and hdp her 

think tlirough, her drug use—^what drugs 

she is using, how often she uses them, how 

much she uses; why she is using and how 

she may be harming hersdf or may be 

headed for trouble. Make sure she under­

stands that there are problems that concem 

you, and that you and she can work togeth­

er to mm t h i n ^ around. 

I f you see these signs, something is 

wrong, whether or not it is caused by alco^ 

bol or other drug abuse. Your chfld needs 

hdp. Start a dialogue with your teen about 

the problems^ I f you are still confiised 

about whetiicr alcohol or other drugs arc 

part o f the problem, or i f you recognize 

tfiat your child has a serious alcohol or 

drug problem, get professional hdp. 

S C H O O L F A I L U R E 

Failure in school is another serious issue, 

but nagging is the wrong approach. 

Ejifordng smdy times usually doesn't 

work, eitiier. Parents often assume tiiat 

school problems are caused by lack o f 

effort , and that making Idds study 

more wi l l improve their performance. 

Usually there is much more to i t . For 

example, children may be having trouble 

witb academic work and need tutoring. Or 

they may need help witb smdy skills 

(understanding how, when, and where to 

smdy). ITiey may also be upset about 

something at home, at school, or with 

peers, that is interfering with their concen­

tration. Even when the amount of effort 

invested in schoohvork is defident, usually 

the undedjang cause is discouragement. 

Signs of possible alcohol or 
other drug abuse: 
School; truancy; drop in grades; behavior 

problems 

Social life: dropping old friends and activities; 

new friends use alcohol or other 

drugs; strange-sounding phone calls 

with covert communication, possibly 

about drugs 

basic personality changes; inexplic-

ble and sudden mood changes; apa­

thy; appearing listless and "hung-

over; increased forgetfulness 

very secretive {more than a need for 

privacy); estrangement; less responsi­

ble at home; more conflict at home 

red eyes; deterioration in personal 

hygiene; sleep disturbances; slurred 

speech; fatigue or apparent "hyper" 

behavior 

disoppeoronce of beer or liquor 

supply;money or valuables missing; 

drug paraphernalia; use of incense; 

prescription drugs missing; use of 

glue, point thinner, or other chemicals 

that may be inhaled 

Emotiono 

life: 

Family: 

Physical: 

Physical 

evidence: 
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rather than laziness. The remedy is support, 

not more pressure. We need strategies to get 

teens thinking and solving problems for 

themselves. Dialogue is the most effec­

tive way to get them started. 

How long ago did Julia stan slacking o f f 

in schcx)l? VCTiat do you think has been hold­

ing her back? You need answers to these 

questions to determine how to correct the 

problem. Encourage Julia to consult with 

her teachers or the school counselor, and 

offer to partidpate in these meetings. I f 

need be, you can consult with die school or 

get otiier professional help. Using all available 

resources, you and your daughter should be 

able to determine the causes of the problem. 

Once you know the causes, the solutions 

may become clearer. Your daughter will still 

have some obstacles to overcome, but at least 

she will be headed in the nght direction. 

S A D N E S S / D E P R E S S I O N 

Sarah has never had much conjidence. High school 

is harder than she expected. My husband and I are 

divorced, and this has been very hard on her Now, 

she looks and acts absolutely exhausted, doesn't 

sleep, andjust sits in her room crying aith her door 

closed. When she goes out, she dresses all in black 

clothing and wears heavy black eye shadow. I have 

tned to talk to her, but she acts angry and won'/ 

jv/T a word to me. I can't tell ij Sarah is just 

"going through a phase" or is tndy depressed. 

The teen years otter new expenences 

and challenges that can be exciung, but also 

stresstul. The stress ot adolescence is one 

ot many tactors that can make young peo­

ple unhappy. Teenagers are also experienc­

ing hormonal changes which can make 

them moody or sad. Some sadness and 

mood swings are normal—they're a part of 

life. But when the "blues" last for weeks, or 

interfere with school, home, or otiier activi­

ties, your teen may be suffering from clinical 

depression, a mood disorder that is a real 

medical illness that is often unrecognized, 

but can be effectively treated. 

DEPRESSION 
If a number of these symptoms persist for two 

weeks or more, a person may be diagnosed as 

dinicai iy depressed. Parents should talk with 

children if any of these symptoms occur: 

• Persistent sad, anxious, or "empty" mood 

• Loss of interest or pleasure in activities 

• Restlessness, irritability , or excessive crying 

• Feelings of guilt , worthlessness, helplessness, 

hopelessness, pessimism 

• Sleeping too much or too little, eariy-morning 

awakening 

• Appeti te and/or weight loss or overeating 

and weight gain 

• Decreased energy, fat igue, feeling " slowed 

down" 

• Thoughts of death or suicide, or suicide 

attempts 

• Difficulty concentrating, remembering, or 

making decisions 

• Persistent physical symptoms that do not 

respond to treatment, such as headaches, 

digestive disorders, and chronic pain 

Source: Na t iona l Institute o< Menta l Heal th, Nat iona l Institutes 
of Hea l th 



anyone, are very upset 

about t h i r ^ they need to talk with some­

one who cares and can hdp. Parents 

should be concerned, and talk w i t h 

their chi ld about his or her imhappi-

ness, vdiether i t is a temporary state, 

or a case o f d in ica l depression. We 

should set an example o f confronting 

problems, head on. 

I t is sometimes hard to tell when teens 

are depressed, because the symptoms may 

be hard to read. For example, you maj' 

mistake a sleep disorder for a bic-niglit 

tdevision habit, or j'our teen maj' only 

reveal her sadness in writings that contain 

rnorbid themes. Teens may say they are 

"bored" wben actually they're depressed. 

I n addition, signs o f depression may var\' 

among cultural groups: Teens in some 

groups experience sadness or guilt; while 

others expenence more physical symp­

toms, such as headaches and nervousness. 

Cleariy, Sarah is unhappy and may be 

sufFeiing fixim depression. What is going 

on in her life to make her fed this way? 

T h i n k about past and present prob­

lems. When did this crying Ix^n? Did it 

coindde with family tension, or the 

divorce, or her problems in school? How 

is she getting along with friends? How are 

t h i n ^ in your family, now? Are there any 

other problems or symptoms? The 

answers to these questions provide dues 

about what is wrong, and how to hdp her. 

Depression doe^ increase the r isk 

o f suicide. Many teens th ink about 

siucide, and some o f them follow 

through. Parents should be especially 

concerned and get professional help 

immediately i f additional warning 

signs are evident, such as when a 

chi ld has a history o f previous suicide 

attempts, hints at not being around in 

the future, expresses a desire to die, 

gives away prized possessions, has 

experienced a recent loss, or makes 

threats o f siucide. 

Sarah needs to talk w i t h someone 

who cares and can help. Give her an 

opportimity to discuss her feelings and 

what is causing them. I f she won't open 

up witb you, find an adult with whom she 

can talk, perhaps a family physidan or a 

mental health professional. 

SYMPTOMS OF SUICIDE 
People most at-risk for committing suicide are those 

who hove several of the following characteristics. It 

is impK>rtant to note that many p>eople experience 

one or more risk factors and ore not suiddal. 

• at tempted suicide in the past 

• a family history of suicide 

• a f irearm in Ihe home 

• consume alcohol and/or abuse other sub­
stance 

• are depressed (changes in sleeping patterns 

and appetite, feeling worthless) 

• experienced violence (physical, sexual, domes­

tic, or child abuse) 

• ore experiencing unusual stress due to adverse 

live events, such as separation or divorce 

• spent time in jail or prison 

• a medical condition 

• move frequently from one location to another 

• experience poor parent/child communication 

• feel socially isolated 

Source; Centers for Disease Contro l and Prevention 
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A N G E R A N D V I O L E N C E 

My 16-year-old son, James, is failing in SCIMOL He 

is often angry, has no interest in his jannly, and 

sometimes doesn't come home until4 a.m. I have 

no idea what he's doing and worry he nnght gel into 

trouble. At home, he spends most of the time in 

his room playing violent video games and listening 

to music that has violent tyncs. I've heard him plot­

ting "revenge " with friends and he seems to alwcrys 

be talking about different weapons. This worries 

me, but I don't really believe he would hurt anyone. 

What can I do ? 

You are right to be worned. Although it 

is ditilcult to prciJict who will become vio­

lent, diere are certain risk factors that warn 

ot possible danger. The more of these 

warmng signs we see, the more we believe 

that children arc "at risk" for violent behav­

ior. N'o single factor indicates a problem, 

but i f we see a pattern of several nsk tac­

tors, it's time to take precautions. 

James exhibits many of these warning 

signs. He is isolated from his family, failing in 

school, and staging out much too late at 

night. He has discussed weapons, has a prob­

lem with anger, and you heard him plotting 

revenge. Children who have been bullied, 

mistreated by others, or feel they have been 

mistreated, are at higher risk for violence. 

The same is true for children who feel reject­

ed or alone. Has James been bullied, or 

excluded, or teased by peers or family mem 

bers? 'Hiis would be another warning sign. 

An obsession with violent video games 

mav also be a warning sign. You should 

closelv monitor and discuss the entertain­

ment choices of your children. Take some 

time to watch television with James, and 

use the time to discuss what you see, espe 

cially emphasizing positive behavior and 

positive problem-solving, as opposed to 

violent ways of setthng conflict. I f there 

are \,nolent moments, discuss the real conse­

quences of violence. Notice i f thejiresen-

taiion fully reveals the harm and anguish ot 

victims, or whether the impact of the vio­

lence is minimized. 

Bear in mind, however, that risk tactors 

are not predictors o f violence, just warning 

signs of possible trouble. /Vfter some of the 

recent higli protlle shooangs in schools, the 

media has publicized lists of warning signs. 

These lists can be used to unfairiy label non­

violent saidents as d:ingerous, because many 

adolescents who \v\\\ never become violent 

will show some of die 'red flag' beha\aors. 

Still, parents should recognize these 

warning signs, and use them as a cue that a 

child needs help. 

When parents are smck and can't make 

progress with a child's problem, they should 

connect with someone who can. To help 

James, you should look for a cbild/tamily 

mental health professional who is well-

respected in your community and expen-

enced in working widi adolescents and their 

families. When a teen exhibits a number ot 

warning signs for violence, as James does, 

parents should act prompdy—for safety's 

sake. As a precauuon, parents should make 

sure their children do not have access to 

firearms, and remove other dangerous 

matenals or objects from the home. Read 

the section "'Getting Help for Your Teen" 

tor guidance. 



I areiits c i n do mudi to hdp their 

teenage sons or dau^tets through a 

variety o f difTercnt situations. Depression, 

violence, substance abuse, and bullying are 

all serious issues that parents and teens can 

work together to hdp resolva Sometimes, 

however, parents need to confiront thdr 

own problems before they can hdp thdr 

teenager. Children who live in violent 

households, or homes where one o f the 

caretakers uses drugs or abuses alcohol, 

often sustain severe emotional trauma tiiat 

can last a lifetima Even i f a parent's vio 

lence or substance abuse occurred when a 

child was small, he or she may still suffer 

during his or her adolescent years. 

Int imate partner (or domestic) v io­

lence, and parental alcohol or other 

d r u g abuse, afTect both the v i c t i m , and 

the chi ld . Research shows that approxi­

mately 90 percent o f children who live in 

homes where there is intimate partner 

violence see or hear the abuse. Further, 

children who arc exposed to family vio­

lence are much more likdy to become 

violent tiian are children from nonviolent 

families. Smdies also show that i f a parent 

uses alcohol or drugs, his or her children 

are more likdy to drink or use drugs. 

Bdow arc examples o f situations 

where children have been affected by cur­

rent, or even prior, parental behavior. I f 

these situations sound familiar and i f you 

need some hdp dedding what to do, read 

through the resources listed at the end o f 

this section and reach out for help for 

yourself or your parmer. 

I was called to school by nry daughter's prind­

pal Apparently, wben her math teeuher corrected 

ber in class, Deirdre threw a book at Imrr and 

st on/red out of the classroom. Deirdre's explana­

tion was that "no one else cares, so why should 

I?" Today was a wake up call I have to adrrrit it: 

My wife has a serious problem mtb alcohol I'm 

not hcmte mud). I'm always avoiding the chaos. I 

know this is serious What ccm I do now? 

I t sounds as though you recognize that 

your wife's alcohol abuse is affecting 

Deirdre. This is the first step. Parents 

with serious alcohol and other drug prob­

lems are often overiy absorbed in their 

own needs and problems. They may not 

prepare meals, or be present at them. 

Tliey may not carry their share o f the 

household responsibilities. They may 

not properly supervise their children's 

homework and other aspects o f their 

lives. Often their moods dominate the 

family. Thdr anger leaves other family 

members fearful and anxious. Roles may 

be confused and children end up taking 

care o f the parents. Communication is 

often muddled. 

Children in these families feel isolated 

and alone, with no one to talk to. Thd r 

hurt and angry feelings may lead to 

depression, thdr own abuse o f drugs, or 

may even erupt in violent behavior, as in 

your situation witb your daughter. 

Children also sometimes seek attention 

and/or act out their feelings by shoplift­

ing or committing other crimes. 

So what can you do? First, children 

should not fed alone and abandoned, nor 

should they be caretakers for their par­

ents. Deirdre needs a parent who will take 

responsibility and act as a parent should. 

Let her know that you are assuming this 

responsibility. She also should know that 

you are aware that her mother has a prob­

lem, and that it is affecting the whole 

family. Second, you should encourage 

your wife to get help (see box for sug­

gested steps). 



PARENTS MATTER: HELPING YOUR CHILDREN NAVIGATE THEIR TEENAGE YEARS 

If an alcoholic is unwilling to seek help, is 
there any way to get him or her into treatment? 

This can be a challenging situation. An alco­

holic cannot be forced to get help except 

under certain circumstances, such as when a 

violent incident results in police being called or 

when it is a medical emergency. This doesn't 

mean, however, that you have to wait for a cri­

sis to make an impact. Based on clinical expe­

rience, many alcoholism treatment specialists 

recommend the following steps to help an 

alcoholic accept treatment: 

Stop a l l " rescue miss ions." Family mem­

bers often try to protect an alcoholic from the 

results of his or her behavior by making excus­

es and by getting him or her out of alcohol-

related jams. It is important to stop all such 

rescue attempts immediately, so that the alco­

holic wil l fully experience the harmful effects of 

his or her drinking—and thereby become more 

motivated to stop. 

T ime you r i n t e r v e n t i o n . Plan to talk with 

the drinker shortly after an alcohol-related 

problem has occurred—for example, a serious 

family argument in which drinking played a 

part or an alcohol-related accident. Also 

choose a time when he or she is sober, when 

both of you are in a calm frame of mind, and 

when you can speak privately. 

Be spec i f i c Tell the family member that 

you are concerned about his or her drinking 

and want to be supportive in getting h d p . 

Back up your concem with examples of the 

ways in which his or her drinking has caused 

problems for you or your teenagers, including 

the most recent inddent. Tell the family mem­

ber that until he or she gets help, you will 

carry out consequences—not to punish the 

drinker, but to protect yourself from the harm­

ful effects of the drinking. Do not make any 

threats you are not prepared to carry out. 

Be r e a d y to h e l p . Gather information in 

advonce about local treatment options. If the 

person is wil l ing to seek help, coll immediately 

for an appointment with a treatment program 

counselor. Offer to go with the family member 

on the first visit to a treatment program and/or 

Alcoholics Anonymous meeting. 

Cal l on a f r i e n d . If the family member still 

refuses to get help, ask a fr iend to talk with 

h im or her, using the steps described above. A 

fnend who is a recovering alcoholic may be 

particulariy persuasive, but any caring, non-

judgmental fr iend may be able to make a dif­

ference. The intervention of more than one 

person, more than one t ime, is often necessary 

to persuade an alcoholic person to seek help. 

F ind s t r e n g t h i n n u m b e r s . With the help 

of a professional therapist, some families join 

w.th other relatives and friends to confront an 

alcoholic as a group. While this approach may 

be effective, it should only be attempted under 

the guidance of a therapist who is experienced 

m this kind of group intervention. 

Get suppor t . Whether or not the alcoholic 

family member seeks help, you may benefit 

f rom the encouragement and support of other 

people in your situation. Support groups offered 

in most communities include Al-Anon, which 

holds regular meetings for spouses and other 

significant adults in an alcoholic's life, and 

Alateen, for children of alcoholics. You can 

reach them by calling 888-4AL-ANON. These 

groups help family members understand that 

they ore not responsible for an alcoholic's dnnk-

ing and that they need to take steps to take 

care of themselves, regardless of whether the 

alcoholic family member chooses to get help. 

W e e : N c o n c I .ns.i,ule on Alcohol Abosa and Alcoholism 
No t iona l Institutes of Heal th 



I •"! i 
yyier too many years of accepting nry bus-

band's abuse, I finally stood up to him about 

threeyears c^ He used to hit me, yell, and 

pound on walls. I Bvedin terror. He woidd 

aluwfs be very sorry afterwards, apolog^ing lo 

me, andpromiring things avuld change. He never 

abused the children, but I'm afraid ther saw too 

much of this Finally one day I packed, took tlie 

kids, and left for a wvmen's shelter But now my 

15-year old daughter, Ejitily, has lughtmares 

about her Dad, and^ts very nenous andjumpy 

at times. My 17-year oU son, Eric, has been get­

ting loud and aggresrive,just as his father used to 

get. I think he may even be abuang his girlfriend. 

I feel as though I'm reliving the nightmare 

through Eric. Is there any hope? 

You were brave to stand up to your 

husband, and wise to get die protection 

of a women's shdter. 

There is likdy a con-

necnon between your 

husband s past behav­

ior, and the present sit 'W. 

nation. Children who 

wimess xaolence are 

more at risk for a vari­

ety o f mental health 

problems, induding 

depression, and arc 

more likdy to become 

violent themselves. 

Y'bur husband was the 

male role model for 

Uric, who saw aggressive bchax-ior pat­

terns diat he may be copjang. 

Many children who witness violence in 

the home suffer from anxiety problems, 

induding what is known as post-traumatic 

stress disorder (FTSD). You may have 

heard about soldiers who return from war 

and sufFer i&om PTSD. Emily surdy has 

issues with anxiety and may well be feel­

ing the impact o f the trauma o f what she 

witnessed. PTSD has a number o f symp­

toms, such as re-experiendng traumatic 

events in ways through nightmares or 

flashbacks; avoiding people and places 

assodated with the trauma; becoming 

detached from loved ones; and by being 

highly aroused, as manifested by prob­

lems concentrating and being quick to fly 

into a rage. 

Have you been in family therapy? This 

treatment could hdp everj^one. I t gives 

children an opportunity to identify and 

express feelings honesdy. Emily could get 

help dealing with her anxiet)' and working 

out her feelings toward her father. Eric 

could get hdp for his 

own aggressive ten­

dencies, learn anger 

management, and find 

healthy ways o f 

expressing his feelings. 

I f he is abusing bis 

girlfriend, it is even 

more essential that he 

get hdp immediately. 

The tragedy o f vio­

lence between adult 

family members is 

that children who wit­

ness family violence 

are more at risk o f becoming violent 

themselves, and the cyde may continue 

fi-om one generation to the next. I f you 

are still in a violent relationship, but need 

help, you can call the National Domestic 

Violence Hodine at 1-800-799-7233. 
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GETTING H E L P F O R 
Y O U R T E E N 
Getting help for your teen is a major step in 

bringing him or her back from the edge of 

harm's way, and promodng a healthy tiiture. 

You should also know that sometimes when 

a member of your family is having serious 

difficulues, it may be a way of letting par­

ents know that the whole family needs help. 

When seeking help for your teen, consider 

whether the rest of die family may need 

counseling as well. 

I F T H E R E A R E P R O B L E M S 

A T S C H O O L 

I f your teen is having difficulty at school, 

such as poor grades, behavior problems, or 

being bullied, it is important to reach out to 

school officials. They can pro\'ide support, 

and also may be able to give you additional 

information about what has been going on 

widi your child. 

Connect with Your Child's School 
Research has shown that students whose parents 

ore involved and connected with them and their 

schools are more likely to succeed in school. It 

can be difficult to find the time to volunteer, but 

just building a relationship with your child's 

teachers, and the school itself, can go a long way 

in preventing your child from feeling the isolation 

that can lead to other problems. 

You can start with your child's teacher. 

I f the school has a counselor, social worker, 

or school psychologist, you can contact this 

person. The school principal is also a good 

resource and may be able to pull together 

appropriate staff members to talk to you 

about your child. I f you have concerns 

about contacung school personnel, most 

school distncts have designated a parent 

advocate or have a parent resource center 

to help parents navigate the school system. 

School personnel are also a good source 

of referrals for mental health services. 

Chilciren Exposed to 
Violence or Abuse 
Young people exposed to violence, abuse, or 

neglect, may be traumatized by their experiences, 

and are more likely to be at risk for mental 

health problems, for drug abuse, and for 

committ ing acts of violence 

Experiencing or witnessing traumatic events 

is painful and can hurt your teen as much as 

a physical injury. But your teen can recover 

successfully from trauma. Effective treatment 

is available. 

I F Y O U R T E E N A P P E A R S 

D E P R E S S E D O R A N X I O U S 

Depression is more than the blues or the 

blahs; it is more tiian the normal, everyday 

ups and downs. When that "down" mood, 

combined with other symptoms (see box on 

page ), lasts for more than a couple of 

weeks, the condition may be clinical depres­

sion. Clinical depression is a serious health 

problem that affects the total person. 

Anxiety disorders are illnesses that fill 

people's lives with over^vhelming anxiety and 

fear diat doesn't go away, and often j^eis 



; vrotsa I n addition to fbdings. these disor­

ders can change your teen's behaviot, phys­

ical healdi and appearance, school per 

formance, sodal activity and die ability to 

handle everyday dedsions and pressures. 

I f you tiiink your child has an emo­

tional problem (whetiier or not i t involves 

mental illness) tiiat requires more hdp 

tiian you can give, die sooner he or she 

gets die needed hdp, the sooner he or she 

may feel better. 

Mental disorders are real Ulnesses, just 

like diabetes or odier physical ailments. 

Having a mental illness does not mean a 

person is weak, or a failure, or is not real­

ly trying. I t means tiiey need treatment. 

Unseated, mental disorders can result in 

damage to self-<rsteem, poor school per 

formance, problems with relationships, 

and have uragic consequences, like suicide. 

iVfental healdi treaunent worics. Treaunent 

hdps reduce die symptotus o f die mental 

disorder, improve relationships, strength 

en coping skills, and promote behaviors 

diat make a person s life better. 

Nddier parent nor teen should be 

afraid o f what people might say or tiiink 

about seeking treadnent. You can draw 

upon many available resources and may 

even be surprised by how supportive your 

friends and your teen's friends can be. 

I want to get heJp for my teeri^ 
but I don't know how to find 
somepne good. 

I n picking a mental healtii professional, 

it's important to identify a person who is 

experienced in working xvith youtii, and 

highly respected in the community 

School administrators, counsdors, and 

teachers often know mental healtii 

providers witi i diis expertise. Family doc­

tors or your locafmental health assoda-

tion can also point you in die right direc­

tion. Ask odier parents as well—diey are 

among die best referral sources. 

Skilled mental healtii professionals 

understand diat adolescents may be slow 

to embrace professional help, and perhaps 

were brought for help against tiieir vAll 

They carefully build trust and an effective 

tiierapeutic rdationsliip. They hdp young 

people understand tiiat much of thdr 

conversation is kept confidential—and 

also spell out die limits o f confidentiality. 

I f you haven't found a good referral in 

your community, rfie Substance Abuse and 

Mental Healtii Service Administration runs 

a Knowledge Exchange Nenvoriv (KEN) 

which can provide hdp in finding a mental 

healtii professional. You can find diem on 

tiie web at wwwjnencalhealtii.org or call 

their toll-free number at 1-800-789-2647 

(Mon-Fri 8:30 a jn . to 5:00 p.m. EST). 

There are so many different kinds o f 
mental health providers. What's die 
difference? H o w do I know what is 
right for my child? 

Sodal workers, mental healtii counsdors, 

psychiatric nurses, psychologists and psy­

chiatrists among otiiers, all have different 

kinds o f training and skills. In psycho-

tiierapy sessions, mental healdi profes­

sionals hdp people talk about tiidr 
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experiences, thoughts, and feelmgs, in 

order to solve personal and family prob­

lems and treat mental illness. There arc 

different types o f dierapies. Some tiiera-

pists focus on changing behaviors, and 

others deal more specifically with chang­

ing tiimking patterns that can lead to 

troublesome feelings and behaviors. 

Psychologists and psychiatnsts can 

also conduct tests to diagnose problems. 

Psychiatrists and other medical doctors 

can determine i f tiiere are other physical 

illnesses that may be contnbuting to the 

problem and they can prescnbe medicine 

when this is determined to be an impor­

tant part o f the treatment. Medicauons 

are available tiiat effectively treat mental 

illnesses that are severe or disabling. 

Support groups can also be helpful for 

individuals and families. Your familv 

physician or school guidance counselor 

can often help you assess what type of 

professional help you need. 

I know tfiis is all going to be 

expensive—how will I afford it? 

You may have some mental healtii cover­

age in your health insurance plan. But if 

your ability to pay is limited, you should 

be able to access communit)'-based serv­

ices. Your state department of mental 

health, and local communit)' mental 

health center can direct you ro these 

resources. City and county mental health 

ser\nces are often offered on a sliding fee 

scale, based on your financial resources, 

and some health centers in universities 

and otiier mental health professionals in 

the community may also provide for a 

sliding scale fee to tiiose who cannot 

afford the full fee. 

W H A T A B O U T 

S U B S T A N C E A B U S E ? 

Teachers, doctors, sports coaches, clergy 

members, and others involved with youth 

have roles to play in helping to recognize 

and get hdp for teens who are using alco­

hol or other drugs. But usually parents are 

the first line of defense against substance 

abuse. Set a good example by not using 

illicit drugs, and i f you dnnk alcohol, do 

so responsibly, and only in moderation. 

Know your famil/s history' o f alcohol 

and drug abase, and talk to your children 

about it. f f you have a drug problem 

(alcohol, prescnption drugs, or illicit 

drugs), get help for yoursdf Teach your 

child or teenager that it is okay to get 

help. Learn die signs of drug abuse and 

take action to help your children i f they 

have a problem. (See box on page .) 

To find the nght help, you should start 

by getung informauon about services in 

your community. Ask your health care pro­

fessional for a referral, or contact local 

hospitals, state and local substance abuse 

agencies, school counselors, or communis' 



m m t d hcdth ceritetSu You can also contact 

national or local substance abuse treatment 

hdp-lines, such as the Substance Abuse 

arxl Mental Health Services Adminis­

tration's Center for Substance Abuse 

Treatment National Helpline at 

800^662 HELP. 

G E N E R A L T I P S W H E N 
G E T T I N G H E L P F O R Y O U R 
T E E N A N D Y O U R F A M I L Y 

Here are general tips on getting help 

for you and your teen: 

• Make sure the whole fami ly is 

involved. Family stress and mrmoil 

contribute to the problems o f 

teenagers. Teens' problems add to the 

family stress. The whole family must 

work together to sobre those problems. 

Ideally, the entire family should partici­

pate in counseling. The priority, howev 

er, is to that your teen get counseling. 

He or she m i ^ t first want to meet pn-

vately with a counsdor and may agree 

to family invohrement later. Or, i f your 

child prefers to go individually, find a 

second counsdor to work with the 

whole family together: 

• Be patient. Understand that experi­

enced counsdors take thdr time with 

young people who enter counseling 

against thdr w i l l I t may take a while to 

develop rapport, and a while longer for 

teens to be ready to make changes. 

Parents should ask counsdors to keep 

them informed on what to expect and 

to discuss progress as i t is made. 

Coimselors also can help parents 

understand what to look for in terms 

o f changes, and approximately when 

these changes might occur. I f your 

child is prescribed medication by a 

physidan. be informed about the side 

effects arid understand that medica­

tions may take several weeks to work. 

' Evaluate your coimselor as you 

would any other professional you work 

with: You should fed good about the 

person, but you should al.so get results. 

I Mon i to r progress. When you are 

unhappy with progress, talk it over 

with the counselor. Sometimes parents 

are impatient and expect quick results. 

Counsdors should explain their 

timetable and perhaps point out 

progress that may not be so obvious. 

I f progress is not being made, parents 

should ask how the coimseliog 

approach might be modified. I f the 

modified approach doesn't work, 

parents should consider getting a 

second opinion or transferring to 

another professional. 

Be your child's advocate. VCOiether 

you have private health coverage or you 

rely on public programs for healtii care, 

find out what treatment services are 

covered and for bow long. I^et your 

health care professional, insurance 

company, sodal worker, case manager, 

and anyone else involved in your child's 

treatment, know what you think your 

child and family need. Make sure you 

are involved in decisions about your 

child's treatment. 
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C O N C L U S I O N 

Parents matter when it comes to helping 

their children successfully navigate the 

teenage years to ensure a safe and healthy 

passage from childhood into adulthood. 

Being knowledgeable and keeping com­

munication open, recognizing warning 

signs of problems and seeking help 

when you think it's needed are important 

contributions that can support your 

teens development. 

• Above all, never give up on your teen. 

Never relinquish j'our love and your hope 



Together: 
Helping Our 

'^i't. 

Succeed 
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A t tbe beginning o f the 21st Centiuy, 

we have much to cdebrate about our 

nation's young people. They are far healthi­

er, more prosf)erous, and look forward to 

more promising lives than ever before in 

our history. Teens o f all ethnidties are 

completing high school and enrolling in 

college at record rates, and more teenagers 

than ever before are volimteering to serve 

through community service. In addition, 

many harmfiil behaviors are on the 

dedine, induding youth violence, homi­

dde, suicide, teen pregnancy, and, in the 

last couple of years, drug use. Nonethdess, 

the rates o f youth violence, smoking, alco­

hol and other drug use, and unintended 

pregnancy are still far too high in our 

country. Despite a marked dedine in 

teen homidde over the past several years, 

far too many communities are scarred 

by violence. 

We know that the best approach to the 

problem of youth violence is a compre­

hensive one requiring tbe collaborative 

effons o f smdents and parents, teachers, 

health care providers, police officers, 

judges, counsdors, and religious leaders. 

That is why my Administration created the 

Safe Schools Healthy Smdents Initiative, to 

support effective, collaborative responses 

to violence, bringing together school nurs­

es, counsdors, teachers and police, to make 

a difference in the lives o f our children 

and our communities. 

A t the same time, we know that young 

p>eople continue to need support and 

guidance from their parents, as they grow 

into adulthood. Recent smdies tell us that 

teens view their parents as the best source 

o f information and guidance on serious 

life issues, and teenagers rate not having 

enough time witb thdr parents as their 

top concern. That is why I directed my 

White House Coimcil on Youth Violence 

to develop tools for parents. This_guidc 

helps parents talk to thdr teenagers. I t 

helps parents discuss difficult issues such 

as violence, dioigs, alcohol, tobacco, and 

sex, and hdps parents identify the warn­

ing signs o f harmful behaviors. In some 

instances, parents may need professional 

guidance to help them deal with the chal­

lenges o f raising a teenager, and this 

giude provides some helpful resources. 

Tbe great American author and cham­

pion o f human rights, Peari Buck, once 

said, " I f our American way of life fails 

the child, it fails us all." In our national 

struggle against youth violence, we must 

not fail our children. All o f us, espedally 

parents, share responsibility to keep our 

children safe. We've all got to do our part, 

and tfiis guide will help. 

President William Jefferson Clinton 
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This is an exdting time to be a teenager 

in America. Young people today are 

growing up in a rapidly changing techno­

logical sodety, with hopes for a very prom-

I ising fiiture. Survey results show that 84% 

of high-school smdents plan to attend a 

four year co l l i e . Teens overwhelmingly 

share thdr parents' values o f honesty and 

hard work, and are engaged in positive 

activities. More than half o f all teenagers 

volunteer with a community organization, 

attend a house o f worship weekly, read the 

newspaper twice a week or more, and 

attend culmral events or visit museums. 

In spite o f this positive outiook, how­

ever, adolescence—the transition between 

childhood and adulthood^is still one o f 

the most difficult times for children and 

parents alike. Growing up is more than 

the physical changes that occur, such as 

getting taller or more muscular. This pas­

sage is a time for estabhshing independ­

ence, testing limits, trying on different 

roles, exploring new feeUngs, having new 

experiences and fostering iDtdleoual 

growth. Above all, adolescence is a 

process that takes time to happen. 

We have all beard the frightening and 

heart-breaking statistics about youth vio­

lence, depression, tobacco, and drug use. 

Even the bestTin formed young people are 

constandy being tested by sodal pres­

sures, emotional needs, and their peers. 

The push and pull between right and 

wrong can become a tug o f war between 

adolescent and parent. 

Being a f)arent, grandparent, foster 

f>arent, or careghrer o f a teen is both 

rewarding and challenging. Caring adults 

can make all the difference in a child's life. 

This booklet provides some useful tools 

to improve your communication with 

your teenager, and help him or her get 

through adolescence as successfully as 

possible. Read it all or select the sections 

that help you tbe most. 

• Gett ing the conversation started— 

tips for opening up the dialogue, even 

after it has been shut down. 

• Increasing freedom and responsibil­

ity—ideas for bow to set the limits that 

protect your teens while still giving 

them room to grow and develop. 

• Managing angen theirs and yours— 

anger-management skills that you 

can use, and that you can share with 

your adolescent. 

• Hand l ing tough situations—exam­

ples o f difficult situations, identification 

o f warning signs o f trouble, and advice 

on how to handle certain problems. 

• When parents need help first—hdp­

ing your spouse, or yourself, deal with 

issues that are affecting your child. 

• Get t ing help for your teen—sugges­

tions about bow to get help for your 

teen and your family. 



[ any p>arents worry when their 

teenagers don't want to spend as 

much time with the family as they did 

when they were younger. I t can hurt; it can 

be frightening. You worry about thdr safe­

ty and about their future. I t is normal for 

children to want to spend more time with 

their friends during the teen years, but it 

shouldn't mean that teens ignore thdr fam­

ilies. Parents and teens need to take action 

to stay connected or to reconnect. 

/ used to be close rvith my daughter. She 

would talk ndth me about everything. Now she's 

14 emd avoids me. She is qmet at dinner, and 

then g)es to ber room or talks witb friends on the 

phone all evernng. Somethtres she ffts moocty and 

angry. I want to reach her the wcry I used to, but 

I don't know hew to start. 

Sometimes the solution is easy. Spend 

more time together. Suggest doing things 

that you both enjoy. Talk more. 

Dinnertime is a good time for that kind 

o f exchange. Talk about your day. Ask 

your teen about his or her day. Be sure 

the tdevision is mmed o f f and you and 

your teen are tuned in. 

Why do teens close down? 
Sometimes they're trying to be independent. 

Sometimes they're embanrassed about their own 

thoughts and feelings, such as anger, or their 

sexual desires. Sometimes, teens shut down 

because of pressures fhey feel at home, at 

school, or in the community. One of the most 

important reasons teens dose down is that 

they're afraid to speak honestly with their par­

ents. They believe if they folk openly about things 

they have done that might be wrong, they' l l be 

given a lecture, punished, or crit iazed. 

Most teens agree they want to sp>end 

more time with thdr parents. You may be 

surprised to leam that a recent smdy indi­

cated that most teenagers rate "not hav­

ing enough time together" with parents as 

their top concem. Many will be glad that 

their parents care enough to make the 

effort to spend time with them. Some 

teens have a hard time expressing anger 

and upset feelings. They keep it bottied 

inside. Parents need to draw such children 

out. Try to stan^ a conversation by saying 

'T can see you've been upset. \jet's talk 

about what's happening." 

Some teens, however, may give parents 

the cold shoulder. I f that happens, be 

patient, and be persistent until you break 

through. I f you can't break through, 

maybe your child has dosed down. 

How do you get your 
teenager to open up? 
The best way to help teens open up)—or 

stay open—with parents and other adults in their 

lives, is by showing your acceptance of them. 

When they make mistakes or misbehave, you can 

lovingly help them leam from their experience. 

Make sure fhey know that you love fhem, even 

when you may be deeply troubled by their 

behavior. 

L I S T E N I N G TO Y O U R T E E N . 
Let teens know you will hsten and try to 

understand their pomt o f view, without 

putting them down or trying to control 

them. Being open-minded sometimes can 

be difficult for adults. But to communi­

cate with teens, parents need to do more 

than just talk; they also need to listen, and 

really bear what their teens are saying. 

They also need to notice which issues are 

not being discussed and have the courage 

to start a dialogue about those issues. 
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When disagreements arise, listening 

does not mean that you give up your 

authority as a parent. It does mean giving 

teens a voice in matters diat concern 

them. Through family dialogue, parents 

get to know what their teens are thinking 

and feeling, and the teens get to know 

where their parents stand. Sometimes par­

ents and teens can reach agreements 

when none seemed possible. Even when 

agreement cannot be reached, teens are 

more likely to do what their parents wish 

if they feel that their parents listened widi 

an open mind. 

T O U G H T O P I C S 

Parents can become frustrated when they 

try to start a conversation with their 

teenager and he or she just isn't interest­

ed. There are tough topics, however, that 

need to be discussed. Teenagers face pres­

sures and temptations about drugs, alco­

hol, sex, and tobacco, and about guns and 

violence. They need and deserve adult 

support. Don't wait for a crisis. Ideally, 

parents should find times and ways to talk 

with their teens before serious problems 

occur, preferably eady in the lives o f their 

children. But it is never too late to start. 

Sometimes, you can simply start a 

dialogue about these issues as part of 

normal conversation. Often, "teachable 

moments" happen dunng day-to-day 

activities. For example, you could discuss 

underage drinking when someone gets 

intoxicated in the presence of your 

family, or in a movie, or when you see 

a newspaper story about an accident 

caused by teenage drinking. You could 

discuss violence, and better ways o j solv­

ing problems, after watching a TV show 

or movie that portrays violence as a 

solution to a disagreement. 

o 
CO 

a. 

TODAY'S TEENS 
The pressures you felf as an adolescent have 

been magnif ied for feens today. You wil l recog­

nize some of these issues that make it difficult 

for youth today as issues that concerned you 

during your youth. Others are unique to 

today's teens. 

Wanting to be part of a group 

HIV/AIDS 

Changing family structures 

Gangs and violence 

Insecurity about the future 

Money pressures 

Teen sexuality and pregnancy 

Media influences 

Body image 

School pressures 

Ready access to alcohol, tobacco, illegal 

drugs and guns 



I f your teen doesn't want to talk, try 

to be dear that your piupose is to build 

tmderstanduig and to be supportive, cer­

tainly not to find fault or to piuiish. I f 

you can't nudge your child into a dialogue, 

try backing off. This show of respect can 

be disarming. Then^ give your son or 

daughter some time to think it over. A 

few days later, you can try again to start 

the discussion. Parents can be flexible in 

getting the discussion going, but cannot 

give up on the need for this discussion to 

evenmally begin. Although it can be hard­

er to get boys to open up, parents should 

engage in dialogue witi i thdr sons and 

daughters alike. 

Breaking the Ice 
Why can't I get a discuss/on started with my son about sex, drugs 

or other tough issues? He just tells me 'Everything is fine' or 'It's 

my life' and walks off. 

Below is an example of one good way to open a dialogue about 

tough issue, and some roadblocks you might encounter 

You: As a family, we've never talked about alcohol, tobacco, or 

other drugs. I'd like to know what you think and feel 

about drugs —and I want fo fell you what I think. I prom­

ise I won't punish you for what you think, or hove done. I 

just want us fo talk. 

Teen; tt's my life; I'm old enough fo make my own decisions. 

You: You're right. This is your life and you have fo make your 

own decisions about what you do. I don't want fo control 

you. But we do need to talk. I want to hear your thoughts, 

and I wont fo tell you mine. I promise fo listen with an 

open mind, and ask that you do the same. We may dis­

agree, but at least we wil l understand each other. 

Teen: Forget it. You oKways end up lecturing me. 

You: ti our discussions have ended wi th me lecturing you, then t 

apologize. But, I won't lecture you now. I want fo folk with 

you, not of you, and I want fo hear what you hove to say. 

I'm veil ing to hear your complaints, too. Tell me what 

keeps you f rom talking with me. Even someone as old as I 

am can change. 

Teen: Maybe later. Not now. 

You: OK, I can wait a litfle. Today is Monday. Let's both think 

about it for now, and we' l l talk on Thursday, because we 

do need fo discuss these issues together 
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Today's teens, more than ever before, 

need to connect with adults—if not a 

parent, then a coach or teacher, grandpar­

ent or foster parent, clergy member, or 

other trusted adult in their lives. Teens 

need at least one adult with whom they 

can talk openly. They should not be left 

to rely only on other teens for important 

intormauon, conversation, and help 

with problem solving about how to 

grow up wisely. 

SOMEONE YOUR 
TEENS CAN TALK TO 
Try to establish strong communication 

with your teen, but remember that some 

teens may talk more openly about sensi­

tive topics with someone who is not their 

parent or guardian. I f you are a parent, 

try not to let this hurt your feelings; 

remember that your child will respect you 

more in the long run if you encourage 

him or her to talk with someone else, i f 

that is what works best. 



You d e n t trust me... 
But they're my friends... 
Everyone e lse is doing it.. 

Teens need thdr 

independence, 

but how do you 

make sure they arc 

safe? It's tough to 

dedde when to give your teen more free­

dom. Do you hang on to the kite string for 

as long as you possibly can, or give the kite 

free air? Tlic dedsion isn't easy. One par­

ent's deasion for his or her teen may not 

be right for other parents and their teens 

Although every adolescent is different, 

there are many experiences common to 

the teenage years. The most common may 

be the pull and push between dependence 

and indejxmdence. Parents can give thdr 

children increased independence, but still 

have rules and set limits, and must respond 

to the limit-testing o f their children. 

Teens, at younger and younger ages, are 

putting themselves at risk for sexually 

transmitted diseases—including A I D S — 

and for pregnancy. And some teens, and 

e\'en younger children, smoke tobacco, 

drink alcohol, use other drugs, or commit 

acts o f violence and other crimes. N o won-

THE CHALLENGE: To help teens leam about the 

world and accept new challenges with the least 

amount o f danger and harm. 

Parents must walk a fine line between control l ing 

too much and being too relaxed about rules. 

When parents are too restrictive, tfiey can push 

teens toward rebell ion. When ffiey are too per­

missive, feens con get out of control. It's a ba l ­

ancing act. 

der so many parents ate concerned, even 

frightened; no wonder so many try to con­

trol the behavior o f thdr teenage children. 

I t is important for parents to make 

rules for their young children. As children 

get older, however, they need to leam to 

make their own dedsions and life choices!-̂  

Teens need the chance to practice good H 

dedsion-making skills, and to manage 

new life experi­

ences. Parents 

need to give teens 

the freedom to do 

just that, pushing 

back the fences and giving them practice. 

But there is a catch; teens must be ready 

for it. They need to agree to behave in 

responsible ways, and show that they can 

handle the freedom. They also need to 

keep parents informed. That way, parents 

know when to lend guidance and supervi­

sion, and how to support thdr progress. 

That 's where respect, responsibility 
and reliability come i n . 

Respecf: Respect is a two-way street, but 

it starts with you. Give your teens the 

respect that you would like to be 

given. Give them credit for their knowl­

edge and abilities; pay attention and listen 

to them. That means showing your confi 

dence in your teen, and being supportive. 

Responsibility: Teens are leaming to take 

care of themselves as they prepare for 

adulthood. That's what growing up is all 

about. Give them an appropriate amount 

of freedom and independence. 

Encourage and promote responsibility 

and good dedsion-maldng, offering sup­

port and gende help with difficult ded­

sions. Let your teens know they can 

gain more freedom as they demon­

strate responsible behavior. 

Reliability: Part o f growing up is 

leaming and adapting to rales—rules 

about driving and work, rales about 
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drinking and dating, social rales and family 

rules. Teens will test the rules, but over time 

most will make these rules part of their lives. 

This kind of reliability' is worthy of discus­

sion and praise. When you can rely on 

your teens behaving responsibly, it may 

be time to give them more freedom. 

Above all, a parent's role is to believe in 

your teens. Set your standards and expecta­

tions high, keep your love for them con­

stant—even when problems occur—and 

provide consistent support, including prac 

tical help, so they can achieve their promise. 

Baggy Jeans/Odd-Coiored Hair: Where Do I Draw The Line? 
Jason is doing well in middle school. He's great 

with his younger brothers and helps around the 

house, but I'm concerned about some of his new 

friends. Some have dyed their hair odd colors; 

they wear baggy jeans with their boxer shorts 

showing. A few have pierced tongues and tattoos. 

A while ago, Jason asked about getting those 

flaggy jeans. I said no, because the gang kids 

wear them. I hoped he'd forget about them, but 

he has asked again. Between the drugs in our 

neighborhood, baggy jeans, and new friends, I'm 

worried. I want to steer him away from problem 

kids. Should I let him buy the jeans? What should 

I do about his friends? 

Adolescents are striving for independence. As 

their feens prefxire for adulthood, parents should 

encourage independence, while making sure 

their teens don't drift too far from a posifive 

course. How should parents react fo the choices 

of their teenage children? In general, extend 

trust and give children as much freedom of 

choice as fhey can handle. Be sure fo set limits, 

too. Your decisions about the baggy jeans and 

about your son's friends require careful evalua­

tion of all fhe details. You need fo think about 

your own values, look realistically at where Jason 

seems fo be headed, undersforKl what he is 

doing or wonts to do, and determine how best to 

promote his safety and growth. 

Jason is doing well in school and not getting 

into trouble. Success In school gives children a 

sense of occomplishment. They con see a posi­

tive future for themselves and ore less likely fo 

want lo join a gong. These facts argue for giving 

him more freedom. When it comes fo his friends 

and his preferences in dothing, you need to 

gather more informafion if you're going to make 

a smart decision. You need to know more about 

your son's friends: What are they like? Do they 

use alcohol or other drugs? Are they in gongs? 

How does your son fed about these kids? How 

does he feel about drug use? How does he feel 

about gangs? 

Get to know your son's friends. Ask him 
to invite his friends to your home so you can meet 

fhem. You'll show that you have on open mind. If 

his friends behave poorly in your presence, your 

son will notice. 

You also need to understand what the boggy 

jeans mean to Joson. Are they just a style he likes? 

Or is wearing fhem as a way fo "fit in" with the 

gang types? Sometimes feens dress differently just 

to harmlessly show some independence from fhe 

family. Think bock fo your own adolescence, and 

remember fhe fashion changes. There may be 

some similarities. Have a discussion with your son 

about his friends and about the clothing he likes to 

wear Sometimes discussions can bridge differ­

ences. Maybe your son will be swayed by what you 

say about the jeans and gongs, or maybe he will 

convince you that boggy jeans hove become a style 

that has liffle fo do with belonging to a gong. 

A conversat ion w i t h your teen con help you 

d e d d e whe the r there is a rea l p rob lem or i t is 

just a quest ion of fash ion . 



W arm family rdationships can hdp 

protect children from violence, 

alcohol and other drugs, and other risky 

behaviors. But family members—even in 

the most loving families—get angry at one 

another from time to time. When families 

communicate w d l and work cooperativdy, 

anger can be resolved without a problem. 

Handled {xxirf j ; however, anger gets in the 

way o f good communication between par­

ent and child. Anger without control can 

sometimes be dangerous and can even 

become violent. 

Some adults sec anger as an emotion 

that should be suppressed, because it 

leads to trouble. Some grew up in families 

in which anger generally led to explosive 

behavior and even violence. Others were 

taught that it is not "nice" to be angry. 

Many adults are not good at managing 

anger, and expressing this emotion in a 

healthy way. It's important that fKurents 

know how to manage anger successfully 

in family life, at work and in the commu­

nity. And that same knowledge needs to 

be shared with children, so that they leam 

this important skiU. 

My teenag son doesn't know how to handle 

his intense feeBngs. He talks back to us and even 

swears at us. He doesn't do what we ask bim to 

do. He seems to be trying to aggravate us. I get so 

angry I blow up. We end up screaming at each 

other and sapng things we regret. I feel Bke 

tlungs are out of control 

With the many changes that occur 

during adolescence, it's not unusual for 

teenagers to feel anger and resentment 

toward parents. Adolescents struggle to 

establish their own independent identties 

as they prepare for adulthood. Sometimes 

anger is thdr way o f asserting independ­

ence. This can wear thin on parents, 

who may fight back with their own 

anger, creating a vidous cirde o f 

escalating resentment. 

Tbe best solution to out-of-control 

anger—^whether from a parent or from a 

teen—is to step back, and identify more 

positive, healthy ways to deal with strong 

feelings. We do this when we can calm 

down and respond in a disdplined and 

thoughtfiil way. By maintaining compo­

sure, parents can be good role modds 

and open the door to constractive com­

munication with their children. 

But how do you keep calm when 

you fed pushed to the limit? Here are 

some suggestions: 

T I P S F O R C A L M I N G D O W N 

• P ick your batdes. Sometimes the 

issue is not worth the anger, or worth 

arguing about. 

• Take a deep breath; count to ten. 

Think about the issue before a single 

word comes out o f your mouth. 

• Go for a walk. 

• Use "self-talk" to calm down. That 

is, say something soothing to yourself 

such as: " I need to rdax and stay calm. 

I can't afford to blow up." 

• Reframe the issue. For example, 

when your son says something rade to 

you, it may be less a matter of him dis­

respecting you than a sign that he has a 

problem with his anger. "Framing" it 

this way, you focus on the fact that 

he needs your help in overcoming 

this problem. 

• Use htunor. Humor can be a good way 

to calm anger; find tbe silly side o f the 

issue and find a way to laugh about it. 
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Sometimes the hardest part o f hdping 

children learn to manage their anger is that 

parents have to look at their own practices. 

Parents need to ask: 

"Have I accepted my own anger and the 

anger of others In the family? Do I express 

anger in positive and constructive ways? Do 

I resolve conflict well? Have I taught my 

children to accept and express their anger?" 

Resolving conflict constractively may be a 

huge challenge, but it's an absolute necessity' 

for the sake of every member of your family. 

R E S O L V I N G C O N F L I C T 

Once you are calm, you are in a better 

position to address the Issues that caused 

the conflict. Here are some rips: 

• Give your point of view. State the 

problem as you see it; speak clearly 

and calmly—don't yell. 

• Ask to hear your teen's point of view. 

• Pay attention, listen, and consider 

your teen's point of view. 

• Discuss ways to solve the dispute 

without a battie. 

• Practice the art of comprorrtise. Find 

tbe middle ground you can both live 

with comfortably. 

• Assert your authority, ^yhen appropri­

ate, but in a calm, yet firm manner. 

W H A T I F T H E A N G E R 

D O E S N ' T S T O P ? 

When anger becomes a way of life—a 

chronic problem—for someone in the fami­

ly, the underl^nng issue may be larger than 

you or your teen can manage. I f you even 

think your family Is at this cnsis point, or If 

you even think you or any member ot your 

tamily has a serious problem with anger 

management, it's time to seek help from a 

mental health professional. Recognize that 

this situation necessitates counseling, and 

sometimes that means the entire family wall 

need help. Reter to the section: "Getting 

Help For Your Teen" on page . 

H A N D L I N G T O U G H 
S I T U A T I O N S 

Teenagers, like all of us, sometimes need 

help and guidance, but it can be difficult for 

parents to recognize wben to intervene in 

their teenager's life. You know about the 

challenges that today's teenagers face— 

some of which are different than those you 

faced as a teen. Understanding these chal­

lenges, and knowing when and how to 

intervene to help your child overcome 

them, is an essential role for parents. 



I t is also a difficult role. Being able to 

tell the difference between normal teenage 

behavior and sdf-destractive, hurtful 

behavior can be ver^' difficult. The follow­

ing examples arc designed to help you 

understand some of the warning signs that 

your teenager may need help. Read 

through these examples and see i f any 

sound familiar: 

Remember, though, that ever)' teenag­

er is different and there is often no clear 

answer to your spedfic simation. I f you 

are concerned, talk to your teenage chil­

dren. A t a minimum, let them know that 

you are worried about them and tell them 

that you would like to calk. I f you are still 

concerned, or i f you think that your 

teenagers may hurt themselves or others, 

you should get help immediately. Read the 

final section "Getting H d p For Your 

Teen", for assistance in finding the 

right resources. 

B U L L Y I N G 

I was called to nry 13year-old son's school today 

because be stole some money from another boy dur­

ing bmcb. This wasn't the first inrident. A few 

uveks ago the priiuipal called because Krith made 

tmother bay take the bkune forgaffiti he rvrote on 

the school bus No matter what uv tell him, he 

seems to get himself in trouble. What can I do? 

You certainly have reason to be con 

cemed about your son's behavior. He is 

acting like a bull)' and needs your hdp to 

put on the brakes^ It's good the prindpal 

has called. The school can set a dear stan­

dard—no bullying—and make sure that 

j'Our son understands the consequences 

for xriolauons o f the rule. You, too, need 

to be dear that you disapprove o f bullying. 

You need to hdp j-our son develop empa­

thy—which is the ability to sec how other 

people and to care about their fed­

ings. You will probably want to impose 

consequences on your son for his unac­

ceptable behavior. Be firm, but do it in a 

loving way. Right now your son needs your 

empathy, understanding, and love. By pro­

viding this, you can show the power of 

caring about others in a positive way. 

This still leaves tiie bigger part of tiie 

problem—getting to the reason for your 

son's behavior. You have to talk with him 

to determine why he is being a bully. 

What leads your son to behave in such 

buirtful ways? 

With your hdp, or with professional 

help, your son must come to understand 

bis own motives for bullying. Some yotmg 

people are bullies because they are bored 

and crave excitement; some do it to feel 

powerful; some do it as a response to 

family problems; some do it for attention 

and fame. You need to ask him ver)' 

detailed questions: 

• D id you plan to take the other boy's 

limch money beforehand, or was it a 

sudden urge? 

• How did you pick your victim? 

• What were you thinking when you 

did it? (Ex: I need the money; I ' l l 

look cool.) 

• How did you feel when you did it? 

(Ex: Exdted, thrilled; powerful). 

• How do you think the victim felt? 

• How do you justify what you did? 

• What are you feeling about yourself? 

• What's happening in our family and in 

your life? 

When you understand the details of 

what happened, you can determine how to 

hdp your child. For example, i f your son 

stole money because he saw it sitting on a 

hinch tray and had a sudden urge to grab 
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it, he will need to leam to recognize his 

impulses, and to stop them. Tf he planned to 

steal money, pre-selectcd a victim, and stole 

because he wanted to look like a big shot, he 

will need to learn positive ways to make 

tnends and gain peer acceptance. I f there's a 

problem in the family, it's imponant to seek 

help. We have to help our cliildren le.u-n 

healthy and socially acceptable ways to cope 

with urges and satisty their needs. A big 

challenge? Yes. But it's part of growing up 

and becoming a good ciuzen. 

What If your teenager is being bullied? 
Bullying is a serious problem, affecting many 

children. A recent study indicated that nearly 1 

in 10 students in grades 6 through 12 have 

been bullied in the past year. About 1 in 3 stu­

dents report that someone stole or deliberately 

damaged their property (cor, clothing, books) 

in the past school year and 7% report being 

threatened by a weapon. 

Teenage victims of bullies need help and 

support in responding to this aggressive behav­

ior Many parents give their children conflictinq 

messages about how to respond fo physical 

aggression. Should you encourage your 

teenager to "fight back" or not? We do not 

wont to resort fo violence, but we also do not 

want our children fo be victims and fo feel 

powerless. Most experts agree that children 

should not hit bock, other than for self-defense 

and survival. Retaliation perpetuates a cycle of 

violence. It may also lead to escalating physical 

confrontation, which can be very dangerous, 

especially considering the possibility that 

weapons might be used. 

Parents con he lp t t ie i r ch i l d ren w h o 

have been teased or bu l l i ed l e a m to be 

power fu l , w i t hou t resor t ing to v io lence. You 

could start by letting your teenager know that 

you seriously disapprove of taunting and other 

types of bullying behavior, and that you think no 

one should hove to put up with fhis. You can 

empower teens by asking them if tfiey have any 

ideas about what might end fhe bullying. 

Parents con teach feens some powerful, 

non-violent ways of responding when fhey 

are bull ied: 

• Demonstrate strength by using eye contact 

and positive self-assured body language, 

with their head held high and shoulders 

bock. 

• Practice "verbal self-defense", using any­

thing from humor fo dever comments to de-

escalate tension. 

• Proudly walk away from provocation, and 

ignore taunting. 

• Join a social group or club, which can 

reduce isolation and give them a sense of 

pride and belonging. 

Young people are entitled to a safe leaming 

environment in their school. Ano the r way to 

e m p o w e r your teenagers can be to encour­

age t h e m to s p e a k w i t h school admin i s t ra ­

tors abou t the p r o b l e m . In part they may 

wont to raise the issue of their own situation, 

and their own safety fears. Sometimes, if is most 

empowering to discuss the situation as a school-

wide problem, without focus on particular per­

petrators. Parents should back up ffieir children 

by also voicing fhe some concem. School/com­

munity partnerships con lead fo effecfive pro­

grams that reduce bullying behavior. 

If teenage children have been picked on for 

a long time, they probably hove some intense 

emotions from that, and could benefit from 

talking about them. V ic t ims of bu l l ies m a y 

exper ience anger , anx ie ty , a n d even 

dep ress i on . Be ing fhe v ic t im of a bu l ly can 

a lso be a risk fac to r f o r v io len t behav io r . 

Your teens n e e d a n d deserve h e l p cop ing 

w i t h these fee l i ngs . You or a mental health 

professional could give fhem opporfunit iei fo 

express themselves, and resolve these feelings. 



D R U G U S E A N D 
F A I L U R E IN S C H O O L 
Our 16-year old daughter, JuBa, was caught 

drinking at a party. We suspect that she has 

smoked marijuana, too She's been doing poorly 

in school—in fact, now she's neglecting her school-

work and faiBng one subject. We set up reqtdred 

study time, but it hasn't helped. She nrisses air-

fews and hasn't been doing her chores. We're 

talked witb her about alcohol, dmgs, and sex 

emd we've been clear about tbe rules emd gven her 

consequences wben she has broken them. 

Obviously, it hasn't worked. She says I'm a nag. 

Wbat else can I do? 

A L C O H O L A N D 

S U B S T A N C E A B U S E 

Julia s drinking and possible drug use are 

probably tbe tip of the iceberg. Alcohol 

and drug use often occur along with 

other serious problems. 

You need to talk with Julia about the 

details of her use of alcohol and other 

drugs. You need to talk about, and hdp her 

think through, her drug use—what drugs 

she is using, how often she uses them, how 

mudi she uses; why she is using and bow 

she may be harming herself or may be 

headed for trouble: Make sure she under­

stands that there are problems that concem 

you, and that you and she can work togeth­

er to mm things around. 

If you sec these signs, somethir^ is 

wrong, whether or not it is caused by alco­

hol or other drug abuse. Your child needs 

help. Start a dialogue with your teen about 

tbe problemŝ  I f you are still confiised 

about whether alcohol or other drugs arc 

part of the problem, or if you recognize 

that your child has a serious alcohol or 

drug problem, get professional hdp. 

S C H O O L F A I L U R E 

Failure in school is another serious issue, 

but nagging is the wrong approach. 

Enfordng smdy times usually doesn't 

work, either. Parents often assume that 

school problems are caused by lack of 

effort , and that making kids study 

more wi l l improve their performance. 

Usually there is much more to i t . For 

example, children may be having trouble 

with academic work and need mtoring. Or 

they may need hdp with smdy skills 

(understanding how, when, and where to 

smdy). ITiey may also be upset about 

something at home, at school, or witii 

peers, that is interfering witii their concen­

tration. Even when the amount of effort 

invested in schoohvork is defident, usually 

the underiying cause is discouragement. 

Signs of possible alcohol or 
other drug abuse: 
School; truancy; drop in grades; behavior 

problems 

Social life: dropping old friends and activities; 

new friends use alcohol or other 

drugs; strange-sounding phone calls 

with covert communication, possibly 

about drugs 

Emotional basic personality changes; inexplic-

ble and sudden mood changes; apa­

thy; appearing listless and ' h u n g -

over; increased forgetfulness 

very secretive (more than a need for 

privacy); estrangement; less responsi­

ble of home; more conflict of home 

red eyes; deterioration in personal 

hygiene; sleep disturbances; slurred 

speech; fatigue or apparent "hyper" 

behavior 

disappearance of beer or l iquor 

supply;money or valuables missing; 

drug paraphernalia; use of incense; 

prescription drugs missing; use of 

glue, point thinner, or other chemicals 

that may be inhaled 

life: 

Family: 

Physical: 

Physical 

evidence: 
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rather than laziness. The remedy is support, 

not more pressure. We need strategies to get 

teens tfiinldng and solving problems for 

themselves. Dialogue is the most effec­

tive way to get them started. 

How long ago did Julia start slacking o f f 

in school? What do you think has been hold­

ing her back? You need answers to these 

questions to determine how to correct the 

problem. Encourage Julia to consult with 

her teachers or the school counselor, and 

offer to participate in these meetitigs. I f 

need be, you can consult with the school or 

get other professional help. Using all available 

resources, you and your daughter should be 

able to determine die causes of the problem. 

Once you know the causes, the solutions 

may become clearer. Your daughter will still 

have some obstacles to overcome, but at least 

she will be headed in the nght direction. 

S A D N E S S / D E P R E S S I O N 

Sarah has never had much conjidence. High school 

is harder than she expected. My husband and I are 

divorced, and this has been very hard on hen Now, 

she looks and acts absolutely exhausted, doesn't 

sleep, andjust sits in her room crying with her door 

closed. When she goes out, she dresses all in black 

clothing and wears heavy black eye shadow. I have 

tried to talk to her, but she acts angry and won't 

scni a word to me. I can't tell ij Sarah is just 

"going through a phase" or is tndy depressed. 

'I'he teen years otter new expenences 

and challenges that can be exciung, but also 

stresstul. The stress ot adolescence is one 

ot many tactors that can make young peo­

ple unhappy. Teenagers are also experienc­

ing hormonal changes which can make 

them moody or sad. Some sadness and 

mood swings are normal—they're a part of 

life. But when the "blues" last for weeks, or 

interfere with school, home, or other activi-

ues, your teen may be suffering from clinical 

depression, a mood disorder that is a real 

medical illness that is often unrecognized, 

but can be effectively treated. 

DEPRESSION 
If a number of these symptoms persist for two 

weeks or more, a person may be diagnosed as 

dinical ly depressed. Parents should folk with 

children if any of these symptoms occur: 

• Persistent sad, anxious, or ' empty " mood 

• Loss of interest or pleasure in activities 

• Restlessness, irritability , or excessive crying 

• Feelings of gui l t , worthlessness, helplessness, 

hopelessness, pessimism 

• Sleeping too much or too little, eady-morning 

awakening 

• Appetite and/or weight loss or overeating 

and weight gain 

• Decreased energy, fat igue, feeling " slowed 

down" 

• Thoughfs of death or suicide, or suicide 

attempts 

• Difficulty concentrating, remembering, or 

making decisions 

• Persistent physical symptoms that do not 

respond to treatment, such as headaches, 

digestive disorders, and chronic pain 

Source: Nat iona l Institule of Menta l Heattt i , Not iona l Institutes 
ot Heol th 



; W or anyone, are very upset 

about t f a i r ^ they need to talk with some­

one who cares and can hdpi. Parents 

should be conccxned, and talk w i t h 

their chi ld about his or her unhappi-

ness, "Aether i t is a temporary state, 

or a case of clinical depression. We 

should set an example o f confrxmting 

problems, head on. 

I t is sometimes hard to tell when teens 

are depressed, because the symptoms may 

be hard to read. For example, you may 

mistake a sleep disorder for a btc-night 

tdevision habit, or your teen may only 

reveal her sadness in writings that contain 

rnorbid themes. Teens may say they are 

"bored" when actually they're depressed. 

I n addition, signs o f depression may vary 

among cultural groups: Teens in some 

groups experience sadness or guilt; while 

others experience more physical symp­

toms, such as headaches and ncr\'ousness. 

Cleariy, Sarah is unhappy and may be 

suffering bora depression. What is going 

on in her life to make her feel this way? 

'Tlurik about past and present prob­

lems. When did this crying Ix^n? Did i t 

coindde with family tension, or the 

divorce, or her problems in school? How 

is she getting along with friends? How are 

things in your family, now? Arc there any 

other problems or sj-mptoms? Tbe 

answers to these questions provide dues 

about wtiat is wrong, and how to hdp her. 

Depresdon does increase die risk 

o f suicide. Many teens th ink about 

siucide, and some o f them follow 

through. Parents should be especially 

concerned and get professional help 

immediately i f additional warnit ig 

signs are evident, such as when a 

chi ld has a history o f previous siticidc 

attempts, hints at not being around in 

the future, expresses a desire to die, 

gives away prized possessions, has 

experienced a recent loss, or makes 

threats o f siucide. 

Sarah needs to talk w i th someone 

who cares and can help. Give her an 

opportunity to discuss her feelings and 

what is causing them. K she won't open 

up with you, find an adult with whom she 

can talk, perhaps a family physidan or a 

mental healtii professional. 

SYMPTOMS OF SUICIDE 
Peop le most at - r isk f o r c o m m i t t i n g suicide a re those 

w h o hove severa l of t he f o l l o w i n g character ist ics. It 

is i m p o r t a n t fo n o t e that m a n y p>eople exper ience 

o n e o r m o r e risk factors a n d o re not su idda l . 

• a t t e m p t e d su ic ide in f h e post 

• a f a m i l y h i s to ry o f su ic ide 

• a firearm in f he h o m e 

• c o n s u m e a l c o h o l a n d / o r a b u s e o the r s u b ­

s t a n c e 

• o r e d e p r e s s e d (changes in s l eep ing pa t t e rns 

a n d a p p e t i t e , f e e l i n g wor th less ) 

• e x p e r i e n c e d v i o l e n c e (phys ica l , sexua l , d o m e s ­

f ic , o r ch i l d abuse ) 

• o r e e x p e r i e n c i n g u n u s u a l stress d u e fo adverse 

l i ve even ts , such as sepKiraf ion o r d i vo rce 

• spen t t i m e in ja i l o r p r i son 

• a m e d i c a l c o n d i t i o n 

• m o v e f r e q u e n t l y f r o m o n e loca t i on fo a n o t h e r 

• e x p e r i e n c e p o o r p a r e n t / c h i l d c o m m u n i c a t i o n 

• f ee l soc ia l ly i s o l a t e d 

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
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A N G E R A N D V I O L E N C E 

My 16-year-old son, James, is failing in scljool He 

is often angry, has no interest in his fandly, and 

sometimes doesn't come home until4 a.m. I have 

no idea what /)e's doing and worry he nnght get into 

trouble. At home, he spends most of the time in 

his room playing violent video games and listening 

to music that has violent lyrics. I've heard him plot­

ting "revenge " tinth friends and he seems to alwcrys 

be talking about different weapons. This worries 

me, but I don't really believe he would hurt anyone. 

What can I do? 

You are right to be worned. AJthough it 

IS diftlcuk to predict who will become vio­

lent, there are certain nsk factors that warn 

of possible danger. The more of these 

warning signs we see, die more we believe 

that children are '"'at nsk" for \aolcnt behav­

ior. N'o single factor indicates a problem, 

buc If we see a pattern of several nsk tac­

tors, it's time to take precautions. 

lames exhibits many of these warning 

signs. He is isolated from his family, failing In 

school, and staying out much too late at 

night. He has discussed weapons, has a prob­

lem with anger, and you heard him plotang 

revenge. Children who have been bullied, 

mistreated by others, or feel they have been 

mistreated, are at higher risk for violence. 

The s;inie is true for children who tcel reject­

ed or alone. Has James been bullied, or 

excluded, or teased by peers or family mem­

bers? Tins would be another warning sign. 

An obsession with violent video games 

mav also be a warning sign. You should 

closelv monitor and discuss the entertain 

ment choices of your children. Take some 

ume to watch television wiih James, and 

use the time to discuss what you see, espe­

cially emphasizing posiuve behavior and 

positive problem-solving, as opposed to 

violent ways of settiing conflict. I f diere 

are violent moments, discuss the real conse­

quences of violence. Nouce if thejiresen-

tauon fully rev êals the harm and anguish ot 

victims, or whether the impact of the vao-

lence is minimized. 

Bear in mind, however, that risk tactors 

are not predictors of violence, just warmng 

signs of possible trouble. After some of die 

recent higli protlle shootings in schools, the 

media has publicized lists of warning signs. 

These lists can be used co unfairiy label non­

violent smdencs as d-.mgerous, because many 

ad(ilescents who will never become violenc 

will show some of che 'red flag' bchavnors. 

Still, parencs should recognize these 

warning signs, and use them as a cue chat a 

child needs help. 

WTien parencs are smck and can'c make 

progress with a child's problem, they should 

connect with someone who can. To help 

James, you should look for a child/family 

mental healch professional who is well-

respected in your community and expen 

enced In working with adolescents and their 

families. Wlicn a teen exhibits a number ot 

warning signs for violence, as James does, 

parents should act promptly—tor safety's 

sake. As a precauuon, parents should make 

sure tiicir children do not have access to 

firearms, and remove other dangerous 

matenals or objects from the home. Read 

the secuon -'Getung Help for Your Teen" 

for guidance. 



a j j i^a icn t s caiti do mudi to hdp their 

" wT^ teenage sons or dau^ters through a 

variety o f different situations^ Depression, 

violence, substance abuse, and bullying are 

all serious issues that parents and teens can 

work together to hdp resolve. Sometimes, 

however, parents need to confront thdr 

own problems before they can hdp thdr 

teenager. Children who live in violent 

households, or homes where one o f the 

caretakers uses drugs or abuses alcohol, 

often sustain severe emotional trauma tiiat 

can last a lifetime. Even i f a parent's vio­

lence or substance abuse occurred when a 

child was small, he or she may still suffer 

during his or her adolescent yearŝ  

Int imate partner (or domestic) v io­

lence, and parental alcohol or other 

d rug abuse, afTect f j o t h the v i c t im , and 

the chi ld . Research shows that approxi­

mately 90 percent o f children who live in 

homes where there is intimate f>artner 

violence see or hear the abuse. Further, 

children who are exposed to family vio­

lence are much more likdy to become 

violent tiian are children f rom nonviolent 

families. Studies also show that i f a parent 

uses alcohol or drugs, his or her children 

are more likdy to drink or use drugs. 

Bdow are examples o f simations 

where children have been affected by cur­

rent, or even prior, parental behavior. I f 

these situations sound familiar and i f you 

need some hdp dedding what to do, read 

through the resources listed at the end o f 

this section and reach out for hdp for 

yourself or your partner. 

I was called to school by rrry daughter's prinri-

pal Apparently, wben her math teeuher corrected 

ber in class, Deirdre threw a book at him emd 

stonned out cf the classroom. Deirdre's explana­

tion was that "no one else cares, so why should 

I?" Today was a wake up call I have to adrrrit it: 

My wife has a serious problem rtnth alcohol. I'm 

not home much. I'm always avoiding the chaos. I 

know this is serious What can I do now? 

I t soimds as though you recognize that 

your wife's alcohol abuse is affecting 

Deirdre. This is the first step. Parents 

with serious alcohol and other drug prob­

lems are often overiy absorbed in their 

own needs and problems. They may not 

prepare meals, or be present at them. 

They may not carry their share o f the 

household responsibihties. They may 

not properly supervise their diildren's 

homework and other aspects o f their 

lives. Often their moods dominate the 

family. T l i d r anger leaves other family 

members fearful and anxious. Roles may 

be confused and children end up taking 

care o f tbe parents. Communication is 

often muddled. 

Cliildren in these families feel isolated 

and alone, wnth no one to talk to. Thdr 

hurt and angry feelings may lead to 

depression, thdr own abuse o f drugs, or 

may even erupt in violent behavior, as in 

your situation witb your daughter. 

Qiildren also sometimes seek attention 

and/or act out their feelings by shoplift­

ing or committing other crimes. 

So what can you do? First, children 

should not feel alone and abandoned, nor 

should they be caretakers for their par­

ents. Deirdre needs a parent who will take 

responsibility and act as a parent should. 

Tet ber know that you are assuming this 

responsibility. She also should know that 

you are aware that her mother has a prob­

lem, and that it is affecting the whole 

family. Second, you slioidd encourage 

your wife to get help (see box for sug­

gested steps). 
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If an alcoholic is unwilling to seek help, is 
there any way to get him or her into treatment? 

This can be a challenging situation. An alco­

holic cannot be forced to get help except 

under certain circumstances, such as when a 

violent incident results in police being called or 

when if is a medical emergency. This doesn't 

mean, however, that you hove to wait for a cri­

sis to make an impact. Based on clinical expe­

nence, many alcoholism treatment specialists 

recommend fhe following steps fo help on 

alcoholic accept treatment: 

Stop a l l " rescue miss ions. " Family mem­

bers often try to protect an alcoholic from the 

results of his or her behavior by making excus­

es and by getting him or her out of alcohol-

related jams. If is important to stop all such 

rescue attempts immediately, so that fhe alco­

holic wil l fully experience fhe harmful effects of 

his or her dr ink ing-<,nd thereby become more 

motivated to stop. 

T ime you r i n t e r v e n t i o n . Plan to talk with 

the drinker shortly after an alcohol-related 

problem has occun-ed—for example, a serious 

family argument in which drinking played a 

part or an alcohol-related accident. Also 

choose a fime when he or she is sober, when 

both of you ore in a calm frame of mind, and 

when you can speak privately 

Be spec i f i c Tell the family member that 

you are concerned about his or her drinking 

and want fo be supportive in geHing help. 

Back up your concem with examples of fhe 

ways in which his or her drinking has caused 

problems for you or your teenagers, including 

the most recent incident. Tell the family mem­

ber that unfil he or she gets help, you will 

carry out consequences—not fo punish fhe 

drinker, but to protect yourself from Ihe harm­

ful effects of fhe drinking. Do not make any 

threats you are not prepared to carry out. 

Be ready to he lp . Gather information in 

advance about local freotment options. If fhe 

person is will ing to seek help, coll immediately 

for on appointment with a treatment program 

counselor Offer to go with fhe family member 

on the first visit to a treatment program and/or 

Alcoholics Anonymous meeting. 

Call on a f r i e n d . If fhe family member sfill 

refuses to get help, ask a fr iend to talk with 

h im or her, using fhe steps described above. A 

fr iend who is a recovering alcoholic may be 

particulariy persuasive, but any caring, non-

judgmental fr iend may be able to moke a dif­

ference. The intervention of more than one 

person, more than one t ime, is often necessary 

to persuade an alcoholic person to seek help. 

F ind s t reng t t i i n n u m b e r s . With the help 

of a professional therapist, some families join 

with other relatives and friends to confront an 

alcoholic OS a group. While this approach may 

be effective, it should only be attempted under 

the guidance of a therapist who is experienced 

in this kind of group intervention. 

Get suppor t . Whether or not the alcoholic 

family member seeks help, you may benefit 

f rom fhe encouragement and support of other 

people in your situation. Support groups offered 

in most communities include Al-Anon, which 

holds regular meefings for spouses and other 

significant adults in an alcoholic's life, and 

Alateen, for children of alcoholics. You can 

reach them by calling 888-4AL-ANON. Tfiese 

groups help family members understand that 

they are not responsible for on alcoholic's drink­

ing and that they need to fake steps fo take 

care of themselves, regardless of whether the 

alcoholic family member chooses to get help. 

Source: Nal .onal Insl i tule on A k o h o . Abusa and Alcoholism 
No t iona l Institules of Heal th 
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^ many years of accepting nty hus­

band's abuse, I Jinalfy stood up to bim about 

threeyears e^ He used to bit me, yell, and 

pound on walls. I Bvedin terror He would 

ahays be very sorry afterwards, aftolog^ing to 

me, andpromiring things would chang;. He never 

abused tbe children, but I'm afraid they saw too 

much of this Finally one day I packed, took the 

kids, and left for a ivomen's shelter But now rrry 

15year old daughter, Enrily, has nightmares 

about her Dad, and gets very nenous andjumpy 

at times. My 17-year oU son, Eric, has been get­

ting loud and etggresrive,just as bis father used to 

get. I think he may even be aburing his grlfriend. 

I feel as though I'm reliving the nighlmarr 

through Eric. Is there arry hope? 

You were brave to stand up to vour 

hustiand, and wise to get die protection 

o f a women's shdter. 

There is likely a con­

nection between your 

husband's past behav­

ior, and the present sit­

uation. Children who 

wimess violence are 

more at risk for a vari­

ety o f mental health 

problems, induding 

depression, and arc 

more likely to become 

violent themselves. 

Y'our husband was the 

male role modd for 

Enc, who saw aggressive behavior pat­

terns that he may be copjnng. 

Many children who witness violence in 

the home suffer from anxietj' problems, 

induding what is known as post-traumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD). You may have 

heard about soldiers who return from war 

and suffer frorii PTSD. Emily surdy has 

issues with anxiety and may well be feel­

ing die impact o f the trauma of what she 

witnessed. PTSD has a number o f symp­

toms, such as re-experiendng traumatic 

events in ways through nightmares or 

flashbacks; avoiding people and places 

assodated with the trauma; becoming 

detached from loved ones; and by being 

highly aroused, as manifested by prob­

lems concentrating and being quick to fly 

into a rage. 

Have you been in family therapy? This 

treatment could help everj^one. I t gives 

children an opportunity' to identify and 

express feelings honesdy Fmily could get 

hdp dealing with her anxiety and working 

out her fcehngs toward ber father. Eric 

could get hdp for his 

own aggressive ten­

dencies, learn anger 

management, and find 

healthy ways of 

expressing his feelings. 

I f he is abusing bis 

girlfriend, i t is even 

more essential that he 

get hdp immediately. 

The tragedy of vio­

lence between adult 

family members is 

that cfiildren who wit­

ness family violence 

are more at risk o f becoming violent 

themselves, and the cycle may continue 

from one generation to the next. I f you 

are still in a violent relationship, but need 

help, you can call the National Domestic 

Violence Hotiine at 1-800-799-7233. 



PARENTS MATTER: HELPING YOUR CHILDREN NAVIGATE THEIR TEENAGE YEARS 

GETTING H E L P F O R 

Y O U R T E E N 

Getting help for your teen is a major step in 

bringing him or her back from die edge of 

harm's way, and promoting a healthy himre. 

You should also know that sometimes when 

a member ot your family is having senous 

difficulues, it may be a way of letdng par­

ents know that the whole family needs help. 

VX îen seeking help for your teen, consider 

whether the rest of the family may need 

counseling as well. 

I F THERE ARE PROBLEMS 

AT SCHOOL 

I f your teen is having difficulty at school, 

such as poor grades, behavior problems, or 

being bullied, it is important to reach out to 

school officials. They can pro\'ide support, 

and also may be able to give you additional 

informauon about what has been going on 

witii your child. 

Connect with Your Child's School 
Research has shown that students whose parents 

are involved and connected with fhem and their 

schools are more likely to succeed in school. It 

can be difficult to find the time to volunteer, but 

just building a relationship with your child's 

teachers, and fhe school itself, can go a long way 

in preventing your child from feeling the isolation 

that con lead to other problems. 

You can start with your child's teacher. 

I f the school has a counselor, social worker, 

or school psychologist, you can contact this 

person. The school pnncipal is al.so a good 

resource and may be able to pull together 

appropnate staff members to talk to you 

about your child. I f you have concerns 

about contacting school personnel, most 

school districts have designated a parent 

advocate or have a parent resource center 

to help parents navigate the school system. 

School personnel are also a good source 

of referrals for mental health services. 

Children Exposed to 
Violence or Abuse 
Young people exposed fo violence, abuse, or 

neglect, may be traumatized by their experiences, 

and are more likely fo be at risk for mental 

health problems, for drug abuse, and for 

committ ing acts of violence 

Experiencing or witnessing traumatic events 

is painful and can hurt your teen as much as 

a physical injury. But your teen con recover 

successfully from trauma. Effective treatment 

is available. 

I F Y O U R T E E N A P P E A R S 
D E P R E S S E D O R ANXIOUS 

Depression is more than the blues or the 

blahs; it is more tiian rhe normal, everyday 

ups and downs. Wben that "down" mood, 

combined with other symptoms (sec box on 

page ), lasts for more than a couple of 

weeks, the condition may be clinical depres­

sion. Clinical depression Is a serious health 

problem tiiat affects the total person. 

An.KJety disorders are illnesses that fill 

people's lives with overwhelming anxiety and 

fear that doesn't go away, and often t̂ ets 



; >worsa I n addition to fbdings. these disor­

ders can change your teen's behavior, phys­

ical healdi and appearance, school per­

formance, sodal activity and die ability to 

handle everyday dedsions and pressures. 

I f you tiiink your child has an emo­

tional problem (whether or not i t involves 

mental illness) tiiat requires more hdp 

tiian you can ghre, die sooner he or she 

gets die needed hdp, die sooner he or she 

may feel better. 

Mental disorders are real Ulnesses, just 

like diabetes or otiier physical ailments. 

Having a mental illness does not mean a 

person is weak, or a failure, or is not real­

ly trying I t means tiiey need treatment. 

Untreated, mental disorders can result in 

damage to self-esteem, poor scliool per­

formance, problems xvith relationships, 

and have tragic consequences, like suicide. 

I Mental health treaunent worics. Treatment 

hdps reduce die s>Tnptoms o f the mental 

disorder, improve relationships, strengtii­

en coping skills, and promote behaviors 

tiiat make a person's life better. 

Neidier parent nor teen should be 

afraid o f what people might say or tiiink 

about seeking treaunent. You can draw 

upon many available resources and may 

even be surprised by how supportive your 

friends and your teen's friends can be. 

I want to get help for my teen^ 
but I don' t know how to find * 
someone good. 

In picking a mental healdi professional, 

it's important to identify a person who is 

experienced in working with youth, and 

highly respeaed in tiic community. 

School adminisnators, counselors, and 

teachers often know mental healtii 

providers widi tiiis expertise. Family doc­

tors or your local-mental health assoda-

tJon can also point you in tiie right direc­

tion. Ask odier parents as wdl—tiiey are 

among die best referral sources. 

Skilled mental healtii professionals 

understand tiiat adolescents may be slow 

to embrace professional help, and perhaps 

were brought for help against tiidr will. 

They carefully build trust and an effective 

tiierapeutic rdationship. They hdp young 

people understand tiiat much of their 

conversation is kept confidential—and 

also spdl out die limits o f confidentiality. 

I f you haven't found a good referral in 

your community, die Substance Abuse and 

Mental Healtii Sen^ice Administration runs 

a Knowledge Exchange Networic (KEN) 

which can provide hdp in finding a mental 

healdi professional. You can find tiiem on 

tiie web at wwwjnentalhealtii.oig or call 

dieir toD-frec number at 1 -800-789-264? 

(Mon-Fri 8:30 a jn . to 5:00 p.m. EST). 

There are so many different kinds o f 
mental healtii providers. What's tiie 
difference? H o w do I know what is 
nght for my child? 

Soaal workers, mental health counselors, 

psychiatric nurses, psychologists and psy­

chiatnsts among otiiers, all have different 

kinds o f uaining and skills. In psycho 

tiierapy sessions, mental healdi profes­

sionals hdp people talk about tiieir 
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expenences, thoughts, and feelings, in 

order to solve personal and family prob­

lems and treat mental illness. There are 

different types o f dierapies. Some tiiera-

pists focus on changing behaviors, and 

others deal more specifically with chang­

ing thinking patterns tiiat can lead to 

troublesome feelings and behaviors. 

Psychologists and psychiatnsts can 

also conduct tests to diagnose problems. 

Psychiatrists and otiier medical doaors 

can determine i f there are other physical 

illnesses that may be contributing to the 

problem and they can prescnbe medicine 

when tins is determined to be an impor­

tant part o f die treatment. Medicauons 

are available that effecovely treat mental 

illnesses that are severe or disabling. 

Support groups can also be helpful for 

individuals and families. Your family 

physician or school guidance counselor 

can otten help you assess what type of 

professional help you need. 

I know tfus is all going to be 

expensive—how will I afford it? 

You may have some mental healch cover­

age in your health insurance plan. But i f 

your ability to pay is limited, you should 

be able to access communit^'-based serv­

ices. Your state department of mental 

health, and local community mental 

health center can direct you to these 

resources. City and county mental heakh 

services are often offered on a sliding fee 

scale, based on your financial resources, 

and some health centers in umversiues 

and other mental health professionals in 

the community may also pro\^de for a 

sliding scale fee to tiiose who cannot 

afford the full fee. 

W H A T A B O U T 

S U B S T A N C E A B U S E ? 

Teachers, doctors, sports coaches, clergy 

members, and otiiers involved witii youtii 

have roles to play in helping to recognize 

and get help for teens who are using alco­

hol or other drugs. But usually parents are 

tiie tlrst line o f defense against substance 

abuse. Set a good example by not using 

illicit drugs, and i f you dnnk alcohol, do 

so responsibly, and only in moderation. 

Know your famil)^s history' of alcohol 

and drug abuse, and talk to your children 

about it. I f you have a drug problem 

(alcohol, prescription drugs, or illicit 

drugs), get help for yoursdf Teach your 

child or teenager tiiat it is okay to get 

help. Learn tiie signs of drug abuse and 

take action to help your children i f they 

have a problem. (See box on page .) 

To find the nght help, you should scan 

by getnng informauon about services in 

your community. Ask your healtii care pro­

fessional for a referral, or contact local 

hospitals, state and local substance abuse 

agencies, school coun.selors, or community 



; mentall healdi centers. You can also contact 

national or local substance abuse treatment 

hdp-lines, such as the Substance Abuse 

and Mental Health Services Adminis­

tration's Center for Substance Abuse 

Treaunent National Helpline at 

8 0 0 ^ 2 HELP. 

G E N E R A L T I P S W H E N 

G E T T I N G H E L P F O R Y O U R 

T E E N A N D Y O U R F A M I L Y 

Here are general tips on getting help 

for you and your teen: 

• Make sure the whole fami ly is 

invohfed. Family stress and turmoil 

contribute to the problems o f 

teenagers. Teens' problems add to the 

family suess. The whole family must 

work together to solve those problems. 

Ideally, the entire family should partid 

pate io counseling. The priority, howev 

er, is to that your teen get counseling. 

He or she might first want to meet pri­

vately with a counsdor and may agree 

to family involvement later. Or, i f your 

child prefers to go individually, find a 

second counsdor to work wit i i die 

whole family together: 

• Be patient. Understand that experi­

enced counsdors take their time with 

young people who enter counseling 

against their w i l l I t may take a while to 

devdop rapport, and a while longer for 

teens to be ready to make changes. 

Parents should ask counselors to keep 

them informed on what to expect and 

to discuss progress as i t is made. 

Counsdors also can help parents 

understand what to look for in terms 

o f changes, and approximately when 

these changes might occur. I f your 

child is prescribed medication by a 

physidan, be informed about the side 

effects and understand that medica­

tions may take several weeks to work. 

• Evaluate your counselor as you 

would any other professional you work 

with: You should fed good about die 

person, but you should also get results. 

• Moni to r progress. \XTien you are 

unhappy with progress, talk it over 

with the counselor. Sometimes parents 

are impatient and expect quick results. 

Counsdors should explain their 

timetable and perhaps pomt out 

progress that may not be so obvious. 

I f progress is not bdng made, parents 

should ask how the counseling 

approach might be modified. I f die 

modified approach doesn't work, 

parents should consider getting a 

second opinion or transferring to 

another professional. 

Be your child's advocate. NX^iether 

you have private health coverage or you 

rely on public programs for healch care, 

find out what treatment services are 

covered and for how long. Let your 

health care professional, insurance 

•pi 

company, sodal worker, case manager, 

and anyone else involved in your child's 

treatment, know what you think your 

child and family need. Make sure you 

are involved in dedsions about your 
child s treatment. 



PARENTS MATTER: HELPING YOUR CHILDREN NAVIGATE THEIR TEENAGE YEARS 

C O N C L U S I O N 

Parents matter when it comes to helping 

their children successfully navigate the 

teenage years to ensure a safe and healthy 

passage from childhood into adulthood. 

Being knowledgeable and keeping com­

munication open, recognizing warning 

signs of problems and seeking help 

when 5'ou think it's needed are important 

contributions that can support your 

teens development. • 
Above all, never give up on your teen. • 

Never relinquish your love and your hope. 

Keep the conversations going— 

Raising children is a lifetime of learning. 


