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As a parent, you know that
the topic of sex is an important
one to discuss with your chil-
dren. But just because the topic
is important does not make it
easy to talk about. The questions
your teen or preteen asks may
not have easy answers. This
publication, a part of the
“Principles of Parenting” series,
offers tips for helping you talk
with your teen about sex in
ways that will help him or her
make wise and healthy choices.

Did you know?
• Sixty-one percent of parents of

8- to 11-year-olds report that
their children initiated conver-
sations about reproduction.

• One-third of 10- and 11-year-
olds say that pressure to have
sex is a big problem for kids
their age.

• Approximately 4 million teens
will contract a sexually trans-
mitted disease each year, ac-
cording to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention.

• The Kaiser Family Foundation
reports that one-half of 12- to
14-year-olds say teens today
face a lot of pressure when it
comes to sex and relationships. 

• Parents think they talk about
sex with their teens more than
teens think they talk about sex
with their parents.

• Parents underestimate the sex-
ual activity of their teens. 

• Many teens get a lot of their
information about sex from
other teens and from the
media. Much of this informa-
tion is not accurate and could
lead to unwise decisions about
sexual behavior.

Many parents don’t want to
think about their young teen, or
even preteen, being pressured
into sexual situations. Many
teens will make good choices
and delay sexual activity; how-
ever, we cannot always predict
which ones they will be. Any
teen could be faced with pres-
sures to engage in sex. If it is
your teen, will he or she be able
to make a good choice?

Getting Started in
Helping Your Teen:

While things may not be the
same today as they were when
you were a teen, many of the
feelings and concerns that you
had are still true for teens today.
As you get ready to talk with
your teen about sex, it may be
helpful to recall your own expe-
riences as a teen. Use these
questions to take a walk down
memory lane.
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Imagine yourself as you
were at 15 years of age, and an-
swer these questions:
• Am I embarrassed about being

a virgin?
• Is trying to be popular a good

reason to have sex?
• Do I know how to protect my-

self against pregnancy and in-
fection?

• Am I being pressured to have
sex?

• Will having sex make me feel
differently about myself?

• Am I considering having sex
to get back at my parents?

• Do I know what my sexual
limits are?

• Is being in love a good reason
to have sex?

• Do I know where to find ac-
curate information about sex?

• How easy is it to talk with my
parents about sex?

Many teens believe myths
about pregnancy that put them
at risk: 
Myth: There is an absolutely

safe period when sexual
intercourse cannot cause
pregnancy.

Fact: While there are times
during a woman’s men-
strual cycle when she is
less likely to get preg-
nant, there is no ab-
solutely safe period. A
chance of pregnancy al-
ways exists.

Myth: Having a male withdraw
his penis from a female’s
vagina before he ejacu-
lates is a good way to
prevent pregnancy.

Fact: Withdrawal, even before
ejaculation, is not an ef-
fective way to prevent
pregnancy since the
penis leaks semen that
contains thousands of
sperm.

Myth: A girl cannot get preg-
nant the first time she
has intercourse.

Fact: Girls can and often do
become pregnant the
first time they have inter-
course.

Myth: Talking with adolescents
about contraception pro-
motes sexual activity.

Fact: The opposite has been
shown to be true.
Informed adolescents
tend to delay or reduce
sexual activity, especially
risky sexual activity. 

So … how do I talk with my
teen about sex?

Prepare
One way to feel comfortable

and confident while talking with
your teen about sex is to pre-
pare first. Here are some ques-
tions you may want to ask your-
self.
• What does my teen need to

know? What are the important
facts about sex and sexuality
that you think your teen needs
to know to make informed, re-
sponsible choices? Gather in-
formation from good quality
resources, such as parent edu-
cators, teen experts, and edu-
cational books and Web sites.
A list of helpful Web sites is at
the end of this publication.

• What do I believe and why do I
believe it? Thinking through
what your beliefs are helps
you to be clear when you talk
with your teen about sex. It is
okay to say to your child, “I
do not want you to have sex
at this time in your life and
this is why …. But there are
some things about sex that
you need to know ….” 

• What are the questions that I
am not sure how to answer?
Many parents worry about dis-
cussing sex with their kids be-
cause of the uncomfortable

Information your teen needs
to know:
• What to expect during 

puberty. Teens often wonder
“Am I normal?”

• Accurate information about
the types and effectiveness of
contraceptives and pregnancy.

• Where to obtain contracep-
tion, if necessary.

• How to resist sexual pressure.
• How to report situations in

which unwanted sexual activ-
ity occurs.

• Knowledge about AIDS and
other sexually transmitted dis-
eases and how to prevent
them.

• How to judge when a dating
relationship is, and is not,
good for them. 

• What it means to be valued
and respected by a dating
partner.

• What you, the parent, believe
about sexual issues and what
moral values or ethical stan-
dards you hold.
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questions that teens may ask.
Thinking about some of these
questions and being prepared
to answer them will allow you
to be more comfortable during
the discussions. For example:
“Mom, you said people should
not have sex until they are
married, but what about Uncle
Jim who lives with his girl-
friend?” Your prepared answer
might be, “Yes, I did say peo-
ple should wait to have sex
until they are married and that
is what I believe. But when
people are adults, they some-
times make other choices, and
I have to respect that. I still
love and respect your uncle
even though he is making a
choice that I disagree with.” 

•What are some general re-
sponses to questions my teen  
might ask and for which I 
might not have an answer at 
the time? 
You can say things such as 
“That is a good question. 
What do you think about …?” 
or “I am not sure about 
that; let me think about it 
and we can discuss it later.” 
Be sure to get back with 
your child if you have said
you will think about a ques-
tion and talk with him or her
later.

• How do I find answers to tough 
questions? Read recent 
publications from reputable 
sources. Check the last page 
of this publication for a list of 
resources with brief 
descriptions.
Talk with trusted family 
members or friends, who you 
think have done a good job 
raising their teens. Find out 
their approaches to talking 
with their teens about sex and 
the kinds of information they 
have used.
Consult with knowledgeable 
professionals, such as parent 
educators and youth 
specialists, for information. 
Contact professionals at your 
county Extension office, health 
center, or community center.

Initiate
It will help to get the discus-

sion started if you find the best
way for you and your teen to talk
openly. Here are some things to
consider that may help you and
your teen talk more easily.
•Decide together on a good time

and place for the discussion.
Teens differ in where they feel
most comfortable talking. It
helps to pick a time and place
when you will not be distract-
ed by the noise of television
or other people’s activities.
Talking in the kitchen while

the two of you are alone
cleaning up after dinner may
be ideal for some parents and
teens. Others might prefer
talking during a weekend
walk outdoors. Pick the time
and setting that feel best to
both of you. Whatever you
choose should help you feel
unhurried and uninterrupted.

• Start with a statement such as
the following: “I know this can
be tough for us to discuss, but
I really want to talk with you 
. . .” or “It’s hard for me to
talk about this. My parents
and I never discussed these
things, but I want you to have
someone to talk to.”

• Use open-ended questions such
as the following: You have
probably heard a lot of different
things about sex. Tell me about
the things you think are the
most accurate (the most confus-
ing; the most weird, etc.). 

When it comes to sex, what
are some of the things you are
unsure about?

What is your understanding
of how people can get preg-
nant (STDs, HIV)? How can
people avoid getting pregnant
(STDs, HIV)?

What are some of the ques-
tions that your friends have
about sex?

When do you think is the
right time for a person to start
having sex?
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• Have resources available —
books, Web sites, pamphlets, etc.
Have other people available
whom you or your teen can talk
with if there are questions or top-
ics that you cannot deal with.
Teachers, counselors, neighbors,
friends, ministers, and other par-
ents can be helpful. 

Continue
Keep the communication

going. Expect discussions to
happen over time. The first con-
versations may only last a few
minutes but will open doors for
you and your teen to have future
discussions. Once your teen real-
izes you are comfortable and
willing to talk, he or she will
probably come to you with
questions. Here are specific
ways to keep the lines of com-
munication open:
• Ask your teen: “What do you

think about the things your
friends say they do with their
boyfriends or girlfriends?”

• When watching TV, ask ques-
tions such as “These two
seemed to fall in love quickly.
What do you think is going
on?” “What do you think about
how she treats her boyfriend?”
“They seemed to take a lot of
chances. What do you think
about that?”

• Use naturally occurring events
that can help you keep open
lines of communication about
sex:

✓ A friend’s pregnancy
✓ Your teen’s comments  

about others at school
✓ Television shows that 

highlight sex and 
relationships

✓ Lyrics to music
• Many teens want to talk about

the favorable aspects of inti-
mate relationships, not just the
risks. Often, parents talk to
their teens about how to pre-
vent pregnancy and STDs but

not the reasons why sex is a
special, wonderful part of lov-
ing relationships. Teens may
talk more if they feel their par-
ents are not one sided in their
ability to talk about sex.

• The importance of being able to
talk about sex never ends. Not
only will you help your teen
deal with sex as a teenager,
but you also can serve as a
wonderful support for your
child when she or he has chil-
dren.

Keeping the lines of
communication
open with your 
children is one of the
best ways to keep
them safe!

What should I be talk-
ing about with my child
at different ages?

The answer to this question
depends not only on the age of
your child but on your child’s
maturity level, the kinds of ques-
tions your child is asking, and
the kinds of behaviors you ob-

serve your child engaging in.
The National Parent-Teacher
Association offers a general
guideline for what is important
to discuss with young people in
different age groups. While this
guideline is meant to be helpful,
you should always determine
what your child needs as an in-
dividual.

Elementary School
• Correct names of sexual 

organs
• Sex and reproduction
• Pregnancy
• Healthy relationships
• Personal boundaries and 

respect for others’ boundaries

Middle School
• Everything elementary school-

age children need to know 
• Sexual decision making
• Emotions and consequences 

of sexual relationships
• Sexually transmitted diseases

High School
• Everything middle school 

students need to know 
• Dating and relationships
• Contraception
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You are not alone if you
worry about the tough questions.
Some of the topics that many
parents struggle with include the
following:

Resisting sexual pressures.
This topic may sound easy, but
simply stating “just say no to
sex” is not enough. Teens need
to have realistic expectations of
how to handle difficult situations
related to how far is too far and
what their boundaries are. 

One way to do this is to role-
play with your teen using differ-
ent settings and how to handle
pressures. This can be an un-
comfortable but humorous way
to explore options. 

You also can talk about a
teen your child knows who has
been successful in resisting sexual
pressure. What has your teen
seen this other child do to handle
these pressures?

Contraception and safe sex.
Many parents do not like the
thought of their children having
sex, but the truth is that many
teens do have sex. Parents may
be afraid that discussing contra-
ceptives with their children en-
courages, or at least condones,
their adolescents’ engagement in
sex. This is not true. Research
shows that informing teens about
contraception is related to less
sexual activity and waiting to
have sex until they are older. 

Information at http://www.nlm.
nih.gov/
medlineplus/sexuallytransmitted
diseases.html.

Parents’ sexual experiences
as a teenager. This topic can be
difficult for parents because
many do not want their children
to make the same mistakes they
made. As a parent, you may or
may not feel it is okay to talk
about your sexual experiences
as a teenager. 

Depending on the age of your
child, your views about discussing
your own teenage sexual experi-
ences and your comfort with dis-
cussing this information with your
teen should be taken into consid-
eration before you share. 

If you decide to share infor-
mation about yourself, talking
about why you made the choices
you made and what you would
like to have done differently
may be a way to help your child
understand that you understand
what he or she is experiencing. 

When talking with your teen
about safe sex, you can first say
that the safest approach is absti-
nence and that you strongly pre-
fer that they wait to have sex
until they are older. At the same
time, you can tell your teen that
you want them to know what
can happen if people engage in
unsafe sex and the things that
make it safer. Here, information
is power — if teens know how
to protect themselves, they are
less likely to make poor choices.
Also, if teens are aware that they
need to protect themselves, they
may take the choice of whether
to engage in sex much more se-
riously.

Teens already engaged in
sexual activity. Some teens will
become sexually active regard-
less of what adults do to prevent
it. If this is your teen, it may be
hard to keep your emotional re-
action calm. 

If you are highly upset when
you learn that your child is sex-
ually active, it will be important
for you to get support from peo-
ple you trust before talking with
your teen. 

When you have become
calm, it will be important for you
to talk with your teen so you can
understand how he or she is
thinking and feeling about the
choice to be sexually active and
whether he or she is taking pre-
cautions to avoid pregnancy and
sexually transmitted diseases. 

Sexually active female teens
should have yearly checkups
with a gynecologist to ensure
that they are healthy. It also
would be wise to encourage sex-
ually active male adolescents to
be checked regularly for sexually
transmitted diseases, since even
condom use is not foolproof. 

For more information about
sexual health and sexually trans-
mitted diseases, see the United
States Department of Health and
Human Services link to
MEDLINEplus Health
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Helpful Free Electronic Resources
Advocates for Youth http://www.advocatesforyouth.org supports efforts to help young people make in-

formed and responsible decisions about their reproductive and sexual health.

Alabama Cooperative Extension System http://www.aces.edu/teens/parenteen/
links/sexuality/publications.htm provides a wide range of research-based publications available on the Web
about sexuality.

American Social Health Association http://www.iwannaknow.org includes factual information and an-
swers to teens’ common questions about sexual health.

Facing Facts: Sexual Health for America’s Adolescents http://www.siecus.org/pubs/
Facing_Facts.pdf is a guide for parents, health professionals, and policy makers.

The Family Education Network http://www.familyeducation.com/topic/front/0,1156,
20-24310,00.html?relinks offers information on a range of topics important to families, including teens and
sexuality.

Kids Health http://www.kidshealth.org gives comprehensive medical information on children’s health
issues, including parenting tips on talking to kids about sex.

National Children, Youth and Families at Risk Initiative http://www.nnfr.org/adolsex/ has great topics
that deal with difficult subjects between teens and parents.

“Our Whole Lives” http://www.uua.org/owl/intro.html is a nonsecular series of sexuality education cur-
ricula for five age groups: grades K–1, grades 4–6, grades 7–9, grades 10–12, and adults. This site offers
facts about anatomy and human development and offers tips on clarifying values, building interpersonal
skills, and understanding the spiritual, emotional, and social aspects of sexuality.

Sexuality Information and Education Council of the United States http://www.siecus.org/pubs/
pubs0004.html contains the “Families Are Talking” newsletter designed to help parents and caregivers talk
with their children about sexuality and related issues. Scroll down the page to find the newsletter. Many
other helpful resources pertaining to adolescents and sexuality are on this site.

Talking with Kids www.talkingwithkids.org offers information about talking with kids about all types of
difficult subjects.

The National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy http:/www.teenpregnancy.org offers research, re-
sources, and information for parents and community educators, as well as publications and merchandise.

The National Parent-Teachers Association http://www.pta.org/
parentinvolvement/healthsafety/parentsguide_sexed.pdf offers this informative guide for talking with chil-
dren and adolescents about sex. Specific pointers for when to talk and what to talk about are offered.

Why Abstinent Adolescents Report They Have Not Had Sex: Understanding Sexually Resilient Youth
http://outreach.missouri.edu/hdfs/journal.htm is an article by Lynn Blinn Pike, University of Missouri
Outreach and Extension.

http://www.aces.edu/
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Communicating
WithYourTeen
Y

ou probably have 
a teenager in your
house if there is
talk about dating,
driving, telephone

use, curfew, drugs, sex, music,
friends....These are common
topics, which arise when chil-
dren enter their teenage years.
They are a lot easier to manage
when parents and teens com-
municate effectively with each
other.

Technically, effective com-
munication occurs when the
person sending the message
makes it clear and easy to un-
derstand, and the person on the
receiving end understands the
message as the sender intended.
In the real world, especially in
families, this is not always easy
to do.  Parents often are busy
with work demands, running
the household, and taking care
of responsibilities to family and
friends.  Teens are involved in
the academic and social de-
mands of school, after school
and weekend activities, and
spending time with friends.
With so much going on, it is

no surprise that many of us do
not take the steps needed to
communicate clearly and to
listen carefully.  This can lead
to problems when talking to
teens.

Parents and teens can do
two things to reduce com-
munication problems:

Talk more often.  The more
you talk with each other, the
more you have the chance to
share important messages.
Good times to talk with your
teen are before leaving for the
office and school, during din-
ner, and on weekends.  Try to
plan at least one meal a day as
a time when the family sits to-
gether and talks.  Sometimes it
does not matter what you talk
about, just that you are talking
to each other regularly.

Take extra time to share im-
portant messages.  When you
need to tell your teen some-
thing important, such as ex-
plaining the responsibilities of
caring for a younger sister or

brother, take the time to sit
down with your teen and talk
face to face.  You also can write
down the important details for
your teen.  Ask your teen to
share with you what he under-
stands your message to be.
Your teen can use this same ap-
proach when he needs to share
important messages with you.

Why is communication
so important during the
teenage years?

As teens get older, they will
be spending more time away
from parents and family.  They
will need to make decisions on
their own.  Teens also will be
expected by others to take re-
sponsibility for their actions.
Although teens are gaining
more independence from their
parents, they are not experi-
enced and need continuing
parental guidance.  Being sensi-
tive to your teen’s level of ma-
turity when offering guidance
helps in building greater self-
confidence.
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When you communicate 
sensitively with your teen,

you are helping your teen grow
up to be a responsible adult.

You are helping your teen understand that
family rules change as he gets older.

When Jack turned 16 and received his dri-
ver’s license, he wanted to use the family car
for weekend activities. He and his mother dis-
cussed rules for using the car and how car priv-
ileges would depend upon Jack’s showing re-
sponsibility.  His mom told him he needed to
fill the car with gas before bringing it home,
and he needed to have it home at the time he
had promised.  Setting up these rules in ad-
vance helped Jack know what was expected of
him when he used the car.  Knowing the rules
also would help Jack to accept the conse-
quences if he fell short of obeying the rules.

You are helping your teen to figure out 
the kind of person she is becoming as 
she prepares for adult responsibilities. 

Mary and her parents watched a television
show about teens and sex.  After watching the
show, Mary and her parents discussed their
views about teen sexuality and responsibility.
Mary needed to know her parents’ views about
teen sexual behavior and to feel comfortable
expressing her own views.  Should she be faced
with a difficult decision about her own sexual
behavior, Mary would be more likely to make a
good decision.  She also is more likely to talk
with her parents if there is an open line of
communication.

You are helping your teen 
have better self-esteem.

Tim compares himself often to other kids at
school.  He frequently feels like a failure, since
he does not do as well on tests as others and is
second string on the basketball team. Tim’s fa-
ther has listened to Tim complain about not
being as good as other kids and has expressed
understanding of Tim’s feelings.  This usually
helps Tim feel better.  Tim’s father also has
been taking more time with Tim to do activities
they both enjoy. Tim’s father makes a special
effort to make comments about things that Tim
does well. Tim’s father is helping Tim
appreciate his own strengths and abilities.

You are offering your teen good role 
modeling in solving problems with 
other people.

Erin and her mother were out shopping one
day when a salesperson was rude to them as
they tried to return some clothes. Erin’s mother
calmly told the salesperson that she expected to
be permitted to return the items and asked if a
manager were present who could assist with
the return.  The salesperson responded in a
more helpful fashion.  Erin later asked her
mother why she did not get angry at the sales-
person. Her mother replied: “I was angry, but I
have learned that I get better results when I
stay calm and think about the best way to get
the response I want to get from a person.”  Erin
had the opportunity to both observe and dis-
cuss a good way to handle problems with other
people.

You are helping your teen make 
important life decisions.

Henry is trying to decide on a college.  He
wants to pick the best one, but he is not sure
how to do this.  His parents talk with him
about his future goals, about the colleges that
have programs that interest Henry, and about
colleges that the family can afford.  They sug-
gest that Henry call some of the colleges and
arrange to visit the ones that are on the top of
his list.  They talk with Henry about other
steps he can take to narrow his choices.  His
parents help Henry to figure out how to make
good decisions, and they permit him to take the
steps needed to make a good choice.

A lot of good parent-teen 
communication  

involves listening.
The most important thing parents can do to im-

prove communication with their teens is to listen
to them.  Listening to their teens helps parents to
have more influence in their teens’ lives. Teens
need to feel that they matter and that they can
depend on their parents to support and protect
them.  By listening to teens, parents get across
messages of caring and safety.
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Listening helps parents stay in touch with their
teens’ experiences and feelings even though their
teens are spending a lot of time away from them.
Ultimately, listening begets listening.  Most par-
ents would like their teens to listen to them
more.  By parents listening to their teens, teens
are more likely to listen, on their own, to their
parents.  The next time you sit down with your
teen, ask her to tell you about something and
quietly hear what she has to say.

Don’t be afraid to talk 
about the tough topics.

Involvement in problem behaviors such as
sex and drug use can be part of experimenta-
tion during the teen years.  Even nice kids ex-
periment.  Often the first reaction is to shy
away from these topics or to give responses
that say to your child, “This is something we
don’t talk about.”  The problem with avoiding
these tough topics is that parents risk not
knowing when their children may be getting
into trouble.  A parent may not realize that a
teen’s experimenting has gone too far and he
has gotten in over his head.

Take teens and sex, for example.  Teens are
going to have questions about sex, and they are
going to have sexual feelings and thoughts.
When teens have questions about their
thoughts or feelings, parents who give them
support and understanding are more likely to
have teens who do not act impulsively when
faced with a decision about sex.  These teens
are more informed about what they are feeling
and thinking and about the consequences of
acting on their thoughts and feelings.  When
teens understand what may happen if they en-
gage in sexual activity and that their parents
are not afraid to talk with them and to help
them find answers about sex, these teens are
better protected from the pressures of others to
engage in sexual behavior.

You can do several things to make 
dealing with tough topics easier:

• Check in with your children regularly, know
where your children are, and check out con-
cerns you have about your children’s behav-
ior.  This will make it more likely that you
will learn about trouble in the early stages
and will have a better chance of helping your
teen before things get out of hand.

• Encourage your child to invite friends to your
house for the afternoon or for dinner. You
can learn a lot about your teen’s life by mak-
ing your home a comfortable place for
friends.

• Talk with others who parent their own 
children in a way you respect.

What to do about 
disagreements 

that won’t go away.

Sometimes it’s the day-to-day disagreements
between parents and teens that can leave par-
ents feeling powerless and wishing they knew
what to do.  Parents and teens often find them-
selves bickering about household responsibili-
ties, curfews, friends, and activities.  A lot of
this bickering occurs because teens and parents
view these day-to-day problems in very differ-
ent ways. Take for example a teen’s responsibil-
ity of caring for his room.  For many teens, the
neatness of their bedrooms is not a main con-
cern.  Friends and activities outside the home
are often their central priorities. For many par-
ents, their teens’ lack of care for their bed-
rooms may make them feel like the teens do
not respect the parents’ values.  The good news
is many sloppy teens respect their parents and
grow up to be responsible adults.  But until
they become responsible for their own homes,
they may not feel that housecleaning is very
important.  What is a frustrated parent to do in
the meantime?

Many parents of teens find themselves con-
stantly pleading with their teens to clean their
rooms, cleaning the teen’s room themselves, or
having to just accept a teen’s messy room.   Is
there a way to talk with your teen that will
make a difference?
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George and his mother
have been battling over
this issue for several

months.  George’s mother is feel-
ing frustrated because George’s
room is always a mess.  George’s
view is that his room is his private
space that he can maintain as he
pleases. If he does not mind the
mess, why should his mother?
When George’s mom yells at him
for his lack of responsibility and
grounds him for the weekend,
nothing has been done to success-
fully solve the problem.  George
and his mother become more con-
vinced that this problem is a “bat-
tle of the wills” rather than some-
thing that can be solved together.
What is another way of handling
this?

Mom and George will make
more progress if they are willing
to have some give and take about
George’s room, since teens do
need space that is their own.
Mom and George could discuss
the main things that need to be
cleaned or organized in George’s
room, such as no food in the
room, or dirty clothes that are to
be put in a hamper or basket.
George and his mother can discuss
the types of rewards that will be
gained or lost depending upon his
keeping his part of the bargain.
Reaching an agreement that both
mom and George like may take a
little time.  Putting their agree-
ment in writing is a good way to
increase the likelihood of George’s
cooperation.  George’s mother also
must follow through by giving or
taking away privileges according
to the agreement. For George to
hold up his end of the agreement,
his mother must hold up hers.

What to do when talking 
is going nowhere.

Talking is not always easy between a parent and a teen.
Sometimes no matter how hard you try to communicate
with your teen, it seems nothing is getting through or
your teen is hearing the wrong message.  When this hap-
pens, it is necessary to reconsider “HOW” you are com-
municating with your teen.  Another publication in this
series that offers helpful information about how to com-
municate effectively in families is Extension publication
HE-686, “Communication: Building a Strong Bridge
Between You and Your Children.”

Communication Closers and Openers
Things that close the door to good communication with

your teen include:

• talking down to your teen

• being judgmental and critical of your teen

• refusing to listen to your teen’s point of view

You can open the door to good communication with
your teen if you:

• Make it clear that you are ready and willing to listen to
your teen. “I really care about what you think.” “Your
ideas are important to me.”  “Tell me how you see it.”

• Let your teen know you are working to understand his
perspective. “What I am understanding you to say
is.....” “So what is really important to you is....”  After
saying what you heard your teen say, ask if you got it
right—”Is that right?”

• Express you willingness to work together with your
teen to arrive at a decision.  “Let’s each offer some
ideas for how to deal with this.”  “How would you do
it?”  “What do you think should happen?”

• Take time to connect with your child every day—a meal
together, a few minutes each evening before going to
bed, longer periods of time together on the weekend...

• Find activities that you enjoy doing together.
Sometimes teens find it difficult to share what is on
their minds during face-to-face conversation.  Doing an
activity together, such as playing games on the com-
puter, preparing a meal together, working on a hobby,
or traveling around town can make conversation flow
more easily.  Teens will say more when they feel 
relaxed.
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What to do Why it matters

Be Clear and Calm If your teen breaks Your teen needs for
rules, be calm in you to have rules for
dealing with him. It’s his behavior, but he
okay to take a break and  needs to understand
relax before you talk the rules and the
with your child. Once you rules should be
feel calm, sit down with appropriate for his age.
your child and let him When you remain
know why you are calm, you help your
disappointed in his teen to be calm, and
actions, the consequences you get your message
for his actions, and the across the way you
actions you want him intend.
to take in the future. 

Listen To hear what your teen Teens want to feel
is saying and make sure that they matter.
you understand her point  Listening to her is a
of view, find a quiet powerful way to let
place away from a noisy your teen know that
television and other she is important to
people. Give her your you. Teens will seek
full attention by out people who listen
looking at her while she to them. You want to
talks and nodding your be one of those
head. Share with her people.
what you heard her say
and ask her if you got
it right.

Accept Tell your teen you love Your teen is a unique
him often. Let your person, separate from
teen know what you think you. He needs to feel
is special and wonderful that you accept him
about him every week. for who he is, even
When your teen when he does things
disappoints you, tell you do not like.
your teen that you are Teens learn best from
disappointed in his their mistakes if they
behavior, not him. have caring people in

their lives who think
they are special, no
matter what. Feeling
special and understood
is what helps a teen
have better self worth.

Communicating with class makes talking easier.

• Permit your teen some privacy.  Teens need time to
themselves and the right not to share everything
with their parents.  They will be more willing to
share the important things with you if they feel re-
spected by you.  Permitting independence from
you is a great way to show a teen respect.

• Allow your teen to have opinions that differ
from yours. The freedom for teens to have
their own ideas and views helps teens to be
come emotionally mature as they move to-
ward adulthood and need to think on their
own.



Jennifer Kerpelman, Extension Specialist, Human Development and Family Studies,
Auburn University

For more information, call your county Extension office. Look in your telephone
directory under your county’s name to find the number.
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What to Do Why it Matters

Support If you teen says she No matter how old they
needs you, make are, teens need their
yourself available to parents’ support.
be there. Remind your Although they may
teen that you are in her think they are ready
corner and available to to take on the world,
help her deal with they know they are not
problems and decisions. ready to do it without
Let your teen know that their parents’ help.
you do not expect her to Being there to help
be perfect. When she them when they need
makes mistakes, help her it, allowing them to
to learn important make mistakes along
lessons from them and to the way, is helping
think about ways to not your teen to gain the
make the same mistakes strength she needs to
again. be independent from

you when the time
comes.

Seek Tell your teen you want There are solutions to
Solutions to work through the problems no matter how

problem with him. Let difficult. You will
him know that you be better able to help
believe there is a way your teen work through
to solve it. Talk problems if you
together about what each believe there are ways
of you thinks might make to resolve them.
things better. Try out Communicating this
some of your ideas. If belief helps teens to
you find that you and feel better about
your teen are not able their abilities to
to find a solution that make positive changes
works, find other people in their lives.
who can help. Family
members, friends, or
professionals can assist
you and your teen to
work through difficult
problems.

If you want 
to learn more...

Elkind, D.  1994.  Parenting
your teenager. New York:
Ballantine Books.

Patterson, G. R., and M. S.
Forgatch. 1987. Parents and
adolescents living together, Part
1: The basics.  Eugene, OR:
Castalia.

Forgatch, M. S., and G. R.
Patterson. 1989. Parents and
adolescents living together, Part
2: Family problem solving.
Eugene, OR: Castalia.

Steinberg, L. D., and A.
Levine. 1997. You and your ado-
lescent: a parent’s guide for ages
10 to 20. New York: Harper
Collins Publishers.

www.aces.edu



Based on Strengthening Families Communication Activity. 

How We Communicate 
Use this worksheet to explore how your family communicates.  

 
 

Family Name: ________________________________ 
 
 

Rate how well you think your families communicates (1 being the worst and 10 
being the best).  
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 

Why did you choose this number?  
 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
What usually leads to an argument in your family? 
 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
What do you wish your family could do differently in how they communicate?  
 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
What do you need to do differently to improve your communication?  
 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________ 
 





Teen:
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PRINCIPL E S OF

Communicating
With YourTeen:
Negot ia t ion

“I’m the parent!”

“Because I said so.”

“When did I lose 
control over my child?”

Do you find yourself think-
ing or saying these things
after experiencing dis-

agreements with your teen? It’s
hard sometimes for a parent to ac-
cept that a child is challenging rules
and family decisions. Teens do this.
They do this because they are now
old enough to begin questioning
their own and others’ beliefs and
actions. Why is this a good thing?
It’s a good thing because when
teens become adults, they will have
to be able to make important deci-
sions about how to live their lives
and how to guide the lives of oth-
ers that they care about.

As a parent of a teen, you
have the challenge of setting 
limits on your teen’s behaviors 
to ensure his or her safety. At the
same time, you have the chal-
lenge of permitting your teen
freedom to explore his or her
own ideas and experiences.
Sometimes it is hard for a parent
to know how much to hold on
and how much to let go. Make
clear to your teen this message:
“With freedom comes responsi-
bility.” As your teen and you
negotiate new privileges, you
also need to negotiate new 
responsibilities.

Your teen still needs your
help learning how to determine
which rules and decisions are
the best ones for him or her and
for others. Often, there is more
than one way to cook a meal,
clean a room, or organize one’s
day. But parents and teens may
not see eye-to-eye on how these
and other day-to-day activities
should be done. Disagreement

results. As bad as it can feel,
some disagreement between 
a parent and child is good. Why?
Because working out disagree-
ments provides valuable learning
opportunities for teens and can
actually strengthen parent-teen
relationships. One way for parents
and teens to work out their differ-
ences is through collaborative
problem solving.

Collaborative Problem
Solving

Collaborative problem solving
means that you and your teen are
working together to negotiate a
solution that you both think is fair.
It involves six important steps.
These steps are described on the
following pages as Tonya and her
son Jefferson work out a problem.

Tonya decided to use collab-
orative problem solving with her
14-year-old son Jefferson, when
it seemed that they were con-
stantly arguing over Jefferson’s
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recent choice of friends.
Jefferson likes Kevin and Jack
because they are the two toughest
guys at school. Tonya is concerned
about the influence of these two
tough guys on her son. Lately,
he has been arguing with her
more, has turned down invita-
tions to play ball from his long-
time friend George, and was 
involved in a fight. She worries
that he might see fighting as a
way to impress his new buddies.
Tonya has mentioned her con-
cerns to Jefferson, and he has
just laughed and told her she is
worrying for nothing and that
she better not tell him “who he
can hang with.” Tonya has de-
cided to try a different approach
to dealing with Jefferson’s friend
choices. She has decided to 
negotiate with Jefferson. 

Step 1. Establish
ground rules.

These are the rules that will
help you and your teen fairly
work through your problem that
you are negotiating. Good ground
rules include the following:
• Treat each other with respect.
• Avoid name-calling, sarcasm,

or put-downs.
• Listen to each other’s point of

view.
You can help your teen agree

to the ground rules by stating up
front that you want to be fair.
Your teen also may have some
ground rules to add to the list.

Tonya: I know we have
different views about
whom you should
have as your friends. 
I want to have a discus-
sion with you so we
can each share how we
feel about this. I want
you to understand
how I feel, and I want
to understand how
you feel. Let’s solve
this together so we

both think the answer
we come up with is
fair. Let’s agree to 
listen to each other’s
point of view and talk
calmly and respectfully
to each other.

Jefferson: Okay, as long as we
both get to decide.

Step 2: Reach mutual
understanding.

The next step is to take turns
being understood. Each of you
has the opportunity to say what
you think the real problem is
and how you feel about it. You
also take turns “rephrasing” what
you heard the other one say.
Rephrasing helps in three impor-
tant ways: (1) it allows you to
check to see if you understood
each other correctly; (2) it lets
you know that the other person
is paying attention and trying to
understand your point of view;
and (3) it allows you to rehear
what you have communicated.

Tonya: The way you act when
you hang around
Kevin and Jack really
bothers me. You re-
cently got into a fight,
you have stopped
hanging out with your
old friends, you seem
to be angry a lot, and
you’ve been coming
home late after school.

Jefferson: I have the right to pick
my own friends. That
one fight didn’t have
anything to do with
Kevin and Jack. If I
don’t want to hang 
out with people like
George, that’s up to me.

Tonya: So let me make sure I
understand how you
see things. You feel it
is important that you
be able to pick the
friends you spend time
with. You also are saying

that the fight you had
did not have anything
to do with your new
friends.

Jefferson nods his head.
Tonya: How do I feel about it?
Jefferson: You think I’m getting

into trouble and look-
ing angry now that I’m
hanging out with
Kevin and Jack. You
would rather I didn’t
hang out with them,
but you do want me to
hang out with George.

Tonya: You are right that I am
bothered by your
fighting and being
angry a lot and that I
think it might be be-
cause of your new
friends. But I do not
want to pick your
friends for you or to
make you hang out
with people that you
don’t want to be with.

Step 3. Brainstorm.
During this step, both of 

you think of as many solutions 
as possible. Do not worry about
judging how good the solutions
are yet. Just try to list as many as
possible. Set a time limit of about
5 minutes to brainstorm solutions.

The following might be 
possible solutions:
• Tonya trusts Jefferson to pick

his own friends and stops 
nagging him.

• Jefferson agrees to stop hang-
ing out with Jack and Kevin.

• Tonya gets to meet Jack and
Kevin.

• Jefferson agrees to hang out
with Jack and Kevin in places
where he is less likely to get
into fights.

• Tonya and Jefferson decide to-
gether which people Jefferson
can be friends with.
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• Jefferson agrees to introduce
his old friends to his new
friends. 

• Tonya has Jefferson switched
to a different school.

Step 4. Agree to one or
more solutions.

During this stage, you and
your teen select the options you
like best (do not try to discuss
every option). Once the favorite
options are selected, see if you
and your teen have selected any
of the same options. See if options
that you like best can be changed
a little so both of you find them
acceptable. It is during this stage
that negotiation “give and take”
will be necessary. The solution
you agree to should be one that
both of you find acceptable.

After some discussion, Tonya
agrees to stop bugging Jefferson
about Kevin and Jack if she can
meet and get to know them.
Jefferson agrees that he won’t
get into any more fights. 

Step 5. Write down
your agreement.

Sometimes our memories
aren’t completely reliable and
we forget what we agreed to do.
Writing down solutions can help
us remember.  Make sure you
write down what the teen is 
expected to do and what the
parent is expected to do.

Jefferson agrees to bring
Kevin and Jack to his house for
dinner so they can meet his
mother. Jefferson will not get
into any more fights and will
come home in time for dinner.

Tonya agrees to permit
Jefferson to choose his own
friends as long as he keeps his
promise to stay free of fights, to
be home in time for dinner, and
to let Tonya have the chance to
meet his new friends.

Step 6. Set a time for a
follow-up discussion to
evaluate your progress.

This final step is very impor-
tant. The solution you agreed to
might not work as well as you
thought it would. By taking the
time to discuss your progress
you can decide if the solution
needs to be changed. 

Jefferson might have a 
bigger problem with fighting
than Tonya originally thought.
Tonya might find it too difficult
to permit Jefferson to hang out
with Jack and Kevin if she con-
tinues to believe they are a bad
influence on her son.

Using these six steps can
help you and your teen negoti-
ate and find solutions when you
strongly disagree. For additional
reading on how to develop a
strong relationship with your
child and communicate effectively
with your teen, see Extension
publication HE-608, “Principles
of Parenting: Building Family
Strengths,” and Extension publi-
cation HE-780, “Principles of
Parenting: Communicating 
With Your Teen.”

You also can practice your
negotiation skills at times when
you are not facing a serious
issue, such as when you are
playing games or doing activities
you both enjoy:
• Plan and make a meal together,

for which you have equal
input about the dishes 
being made.

• Take a small amount of
money each month ($10 to
$20) and decide together how
that money can be spent to
buy one thing that both of 
you really want.

• Plan a day trip to a nearby area
and work out a schedule of
what you will do together that
suits both of your interests.

For more tips on parenting
teens read the following:
Steinberg, L. & Levine, A. (1997).

You and your adolescent: A
parent’s guide for ages 10-20.
New York: Harper Collins
Publishers.



Jennifer Kerpelman, Extension Specialist, Human Development and Family
Studies, Auburn University

For more information, call your county Extension office. Look in your tele-
phone directory under your county’s name to find the number.
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